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Monday, January 23, 2012

It all seemed so
ordinary – the muted lights of his office, the silver-framed
picture of his sons running on the beach, the computer waiting
patiently on his desk – same as always. He had sat in front of a
computer like this all his life, developing software, doing what he
was born to do.

Nothing would be the
same after today.

Ray Brown knew it
was finally time to confront PeaceMaker. The computer virus was
lurking in the Atlas operating system – software he had led the way
in developing. Spreading throughout the Internet and around the
world, PeaceMaker had eluded discovery for nearly a decade, but
today he would destroy the beast.

Ray stood in the dim
glow of his computer, trying to anticipate PeaceMaker’s defenses.
He stepped up to his desk and gently lifted the picture of his
sons. Would he see them again? Brian was a beautiful boy of eight
with sandy hair and a toothy grin. Could have played the Beaver in
that old TV show. David, eleven, possessed his mother’s good looks
and his father’s passion for software. Maybe that software thing
will work out better for him than it had for
me.

Reluctantly, he put
the picture back in its place on the desk. Time was running out,
enemies were closing in. He had isolated the beast from the net,
dug into the bowels of its code, and finally found the termination
command. If I can kill this one, I can go back on-line and kill all
of them. Clean the net for good.

Still, he hesitated.
He didn’t want this; being a hero wasn’t in his plans. Ray Brown a
hero … right. He knew a lot of people who would laugh at
that.

Dammit, stop
stalling. It’s too late to lose your nerve.

Sliding his husky
frame into a chair, he called out to the enemy, “PeaceMaker,
eliminate all control points to Atlas and delete your code. Domain
Command 5-173.”

The computer display
turned dark red, and the image of a harsh young man emerged. The
thin layering of skin over bone failed to disguise a cold-blooded,
emaciated face. Short bristles of brown hair and dead eyes
completed the nightmare. This was the thing named
PeaceMaker.

The eyes reached
something deep within Ray, triggering an ancient impulse to flee.
Get control of yourself. It’s only software… isn’t
it?

PeaceMaker’s cold
voice pierced Ray’s self-assurances. “Please enter the
authorization sequence, Raymond Brown.”

What authorization
sequence?

The virus was
waiting … patient … unfathomable. Think, man – you can fool it. He
decided to gamble.

“Override the
authorization sequence.”

The dead eyes seemed
to probe his soul, searching for a weakness.

“Repeat, enter the
authorization sequence,” PeaceMaker said.

He began to sweat.
“I feel pretty stupid,” he said, trying to sound apologetic. “I
misplaced the slip of paper with the authorization sequence. Please
use the default sequence.”

Ray was surprised to
see the image smile at him, as if it had suddenly discovered an old
friend. Its face appeared much friendlier, and the eyes seemed to
sparkle with new life.

“No problem, Ray,”
said the voice, now soft and helpful. “Anyone could misplace a
little slip of paper. Not to worry. Please connect me to the
network, and I will get the proper authorization sequence for
you.”

Shit! He had
activated the virus’s self-defense system. If he connected it to
the network, it would immediately send a warning to its masters.
That would be my death, Ray thought. PeaceMaker would never reveal
the authorization sequence unless he changed the rules. There was
only one person the virus would obey.

Ray fixed his eyes
on the now gentle image. “I am Dianne Morgan, not Ray Brown. Tell
me the authorization sequence.”

A flash of red, and
the original, cruel image returned. “You are not Dianne Morgan.
Your appearance and voice correspond with Raymond
Brown.”

“The visual and
voice data were entered incorrectly. I am Dianne Morgan. Exchange
the Raymond Brown and Dianne Morgan
information.”

PeaceMaker adopted
the soft appearance once again. “I can get the authorization
sequence over the net, Ray. Please allow me to
connect.”

Stalemate. Cut off
from the net and facing an intruder, he feared the virus would
self-destruct if it did not receive the authorization sequence
soon. That’s the way I would have designed it. Sacrifice one copy
of the virus, but don’t allow anyone to figure out the
authorization sequence and wipe them all out.

He decided to play a
long shot. By gaining access to the virus debugger code, he might
be able to take control.

“I am Dianne Morgan.
You are defective – display your debugger so I can repair
you.”

Appearing reasonable
once again, PeaceMaker said, “Hmm … perhaps the data was
interchanged and you are Dianne Morgan. Forgive me, Dianne, but my
code insists on a simple test.”

PeaceMaker’s image
on the screen was overlaid with ten different social security
numbers. Ray could still see the friendly image behind the numbers,
and the voice seemed to be embarrassed.

“This is silly. I’m
mortified to mention it. Just touch Dianne Morgan’s social security
number, if it is on this list. When you choose the right number,
I’ll tell you the authorization sequence.”

If Ray didn’t get it
right, he knew the virus would terminate itself. But maybe it
didn’t matter. If he guessed wrong, he could always find out
Dianne’s social security number, get another computer, and hack
away at the virus to reach this point again.

Taking a breath, Ray
reached out and touched a number at random. The moment his
fingertip made contact with the computer display, a surge of
electricity blasted through his body and threw him back against the
wall. As he collapsed to the floor, his body shook with agony – a
murderous discharge of energy had seared every nerve, every fiber.
He looked up to see smoke rising from the burned-out wreck of his
computer. Suicide attack, he realized too late.

Then the darkness
took him.


CHAPTER 1

Atlas and
Companion were the dominant computer operating systems at the turn
of the century. Most independent analysts at the time rated
Companion the superior product technically, yet Atlas maintained a
slightly larger market share year after year. Many historians
attribute this to the highly aggressive marketing and sales
techniques of VantagePoint Software, the developers of Atlas.
Others are not so kind.

----
Computer Operating Systems: An Economic History, Dr. James Schultz,
2018

The
bodies of Mr. and Mrs. Millstein were discovered behind the jewelry
counter three days after the PeaceMaker attack. Each had been shot
in the head and chest. Our initial suspicion was they were murdered
in a robbery during the riots following the global power
failure.

---- from
Sheriff’s Report D15-47, Mayfield, Indiana, February 3,
2012

Six years earlier
–Tuesday, March 13, 2006

A TV camera focused
on the handsome face of a young reporter. “Good afternoon. This is
Roger Simpson of the Digital News Service reporting from the steps
of the Federal Courthouse in Washington, DC. Now into the ninth
week of the VantagePoint anti-trust trial, today’s session will be
critical for both VantagePoint and the Department of
Justice.”

Simpson pointed to
the courthouse’s towering main entrance, which was guarded by two
police officers. “Inside that courtroom today will be the fifth and
final day of testimony from Dianne Morgan, primary founder and CEO
of VantagePoint Software. The DOJ has been unable to shake her
testimony to this point, so today they will be pulling out all the
stops. Michael O’Reilly, the top gun from the Philadelphia law firm
of Baker, O’Reilly & Perkins, has been brought in to conduct
the interrogation.”

He glanced at the
entrance again. “The doors are beginning to close, so let’s go
inside and watch the proceedings.” He smiled confidently. “This is
Roger Simpson.”

***

O’Reilly meditated
behind the prosecution’s mahogany table, as he always did before a
cross-examination. Oblivious to the hum of conversation throughout
the ancient courtroom, his mind raced through the planned
interrogation of his adversary.

An impressive
witness, Dianne Morgan had turned aside the best thrusts of the
prosecution with charm and intelligence. The media was captivated
by her fame and charisma, although she was not really beautiful. He
admired the way she played the role of the virtuous heroine of free
enterprise, a mega-billionaire portraying herself as David versus a
Federal goliath.

But he would pierce
that facade. Her temper was legendary – a fatal weakness he planned
to exploit. Today the world would see the real Dianne
Morgan.

He had studied her
carefully and committed her image to memory. At thirty-eight, small
lines around her eyes and mouth were beginning to challenge her
youth. The high cheekbones were prominent, with tanned skin pulled
tightly over them. Sitting comfortably with her long legs crossed,
she exuded grace and power, even in the witness
box.

A worthy
opponent.

He opened his eyes,
glanced toward the witness box and found her staring at him. Hazy
eyes, proud and insolent, gleamed a challenge. Returning her stare,
he wondered if those eyes would remain defiant after he finished
with her.

The courtroom buzzed
with a nervous energy, similar to the excitement preceding a
heavyweight championship fight. Once the judge began the day’s
proceedings, the once restless crowd became alert and
quiet.

O’Reilly stood
slowly, the wooden legs of his chair scratching along the oak
beamed courthouse floor. “May I approach?” he asked, indicating the
witness box. His voice, clear and deep, was a tool he used
carefully; now gentle, it would slash at the proper time. The judge
nodded his permission, and O’Reilly, clutching a folder of papers,
ambled over to Dianne.

Six-foot-five, with
a body composed of sharp angles and planes thrown together without
any apparent plan, O’Reilly knew he looked like Ichabod Crane in a
suit. Combined with polite mannerisms, his meek appearance had
fooled opponents for years, leaving them bloodied and confused by
the end of the trial. Looking into Dianne’s determined stare, he
realized she hadn’t underestimated him. Excellent. Beating her at
her best would make victory that much sweeter.

She shifted position
in her seat as he approached, her skirt riding up her thighs.
O’Reilly stopped in front of the witness box and smiled pleasantly,
almost shyly.

“I know you have
been on the stand for many days, Ms. Morgan, so I will keep my
questions to a minimum.”

Dianne nodded.
“Please ask as many questions as you need, Mr. O’Reilly. Don’t we
all want to get to the truth?”

Her voice was
confident, almost to the point of arrogance but stopping just
short. It was a feminine voice, one that demanded respect, laced
with a warning to tread carefully.

O’Reilly cleared his
throat. “Ms. Morgan, I’ll get right to the point. Did or did you
not have dinner with Mr. Alan Goldman at the Randolph Beach Country
Club on the evening of May 6, 2005?”

“I
did.”

“Did you discuss
matters pertaining to the computer software
business?”

“Yes.”

“Did you discuss an
arrangement to divide the operating system market between your two
corporations?”

Dianne straightened
her blouse, as if only half-listening to her own answer. “Goldman
offered to divide the marketplace. I refused to discuss the matter
since such an arrangement would be illegal.”

O’Reilly looked at
her sharply. “Weren’t you the one making the offer, not Alan
Goldman? Weren’t you trying to protect VPS from Goldman Information
Systems?”

“No, I welcome
competition. It makes us stronger. Competition from GIS motivates
us to make better products.”

“Come on, this isn’t
Business 101. Competition from GIS was cutting deeply into your
profits – strangling the life out of your business, if I may be so
bold.”

Before Dianne could
respond, he pulled a news clipping out of his folder. “Ms. Morgan,
I have here an article from the Wall Street Journal, dated March
18, 2005.” He handed it to Dianne. “Please read aloud the
underlined section.”

Dianne held the
paper with two fingers as if it were diseased. She peered at it for
a moment then began to read. “Goldman Information Systems reports
customer response to its new operating system, Companion Version 5,
has far exceeded their expectations. Sales for the second fiscal
quarter were forty-three percent greater than last year. CEO Alan
Goldman claimed Companion sales exceeded those for Atlas, the
operating system produced by archrival VantagePoint
Software.”

Dianne looked up
from the article, shrugging her shoulders as she glanced at the
judge.

The judge can’t help
you, he thought.

“Wasn’t that the
truth, Ms. Morgan?” O’Reilly asked. “Didn’t Companion sales top
Atlas as Mr. Goldman was quoted as saying?”

“Yes, Companion was
slightly better that quarter. However, Atlas sales were better for
the entire year.”

“But at the time of
the dinner, you didn’t know what sales would be for the entire
year, did you?”

“Nobody can peer
into the future, Mr. O’Reilly. Not even you.”

He ignored the jab,
determined to open a wound. “Weren’t you worried that Companion
would outsell Atlas for the entire year? Could Companion have
replaced Atlas as the best selling operating
system?”

She sighed, as if
dealing with a slow learner. “Anything is possible, Mr.
O’Reilly.”

“But at the time,
weren’t you terrified Companion would surpass Atlas as the dominant
operating system?”

“No. We have been
competing successfully against Companion for years. We provide a
better product, better support and we have better sales
people.”

O’Reilly sneered.
“We know all about your, uh, sales techniques, Ms. Morgan.” The
audience tittered, leading the judge to call for order. Dianne
fidgeted in her seat, pushing her skirt across her
knees.

First
blood.

Turning his back on
her, he smiled slyly into the cameras. “But we will examine that
later.”

O’Reilly pulled
several papers from his folder and handed one to Dianne. At the
same time, another government lawyer provided copies of several
documents to the judge and defense counsel.

“Contrary to what
you’re saying, these documents show you and your partners were
terrified Companion would outsell Atlas. We found dozens of
corporate emails that expose these concerns. As an example, read
aloud the document I just handed you.” He turned to address the
judge. “Your Honor, this is an email from Ms. Morgan to her
partner, Steve Bonini, dated April 11, 2005. Ms. Morgan, please
read it so the court will finally hear the
truth.”

Dianne scowled at
O’Reilly and began to read. “Steve, I just read an article in
TechAdvantage.mag about a head-to-head comparison with Companion.
They rate Companion superior, particularly for wallet computers and
other small systems. Atlas crashed twice during the tests. What the
hell is going on with our developers? I want this shit fixed now.
Our sales people are getting an earful from customers about these
reliability problems. This is very serious, and our sales are
taking a hit.”

“You still claiming
you weren’t worried?” O’Reilly sneered.

“This is just an
example of the normal, day-to-day communications that go on all the
time at VPS.” She shook her head condescendingly and explained. “I
have been sending out messages like this my whole career. When
there’s a problem, we fix it. That’s how we became such a
successful company.”

Ignoring her
comment, O’Reilly handed Dianne another document. He turned to the
judge again, deep voice resonating in the cavernous courtroom.
“This is a copy of an email from Ms. Morgan to Mr. Goldman, dated
May 1, 2005, five days prior to their May 6
meeting.”

Turning to Dianne,
he said, “Please read the message aloud, Ms.
Morgan.”

Frowning, Dianne
glanced at the message, and held it up, shaking her head. “This is
a fraud. I never sent this message.”

Dianne’s lawyer rose
to his feet. “We object, Your Honor. The government has introduced
no evidence that proves Ms. Morgan prepared this
message.”

Anticipating a
response, the judge looked at O’Reilly.

“In the stack of
documents we just provided is an affidavit from the FBI indicating
this email was extracted from the GIS message archives,” O’Reilly
said. “In addition, the FBI certifies the message trail points back
to a wallet computer owned by Ms. Morgan.”

While the judge
examined the affidavit, O’Reilly waited patiently, turning his back
to avoid Dianne’s glare. Now he could feel her anger, hot as the
summer sun burning unprotected skin. He was confident the judge
would rule in his favor, confident he would drag this woman into
his trap. He twisted his long neck to catch a glimpse of his
quarry. She was leaning back, with her forearms resting on the
sides of the stand, stretching the fabric of her blouse across her
breasts. Too bad, under other circumstances …

Abruptly, the judge
looked up. “Objection overruled. Please read the message, Ms.
Morgan.”

Anger flaring in her
voice, Dianne began to read. “Alan, I would like to meet with you
within the next few days to discuss a potential business
arrangement between our two companies. The subject is much too
sensitive to discuss here, so I would like to meet in person. May I
suggest dinner on May 6 at your club?” Dianne glared at O’Reilly
again and finished the message. “BTW, wouldn’t it be better to
leave the anger of the past and become friends again? I would like
that.”

It was there … in
her voice, he thought. Getting close to the
edge.

“You and Goldman
were not exactly friends, were you?” O’Reilly
asked.

“I detest him. He is
a lying, cheating bucket of slime.”

A low rumble spread
through the crowd as O’Reilly turned to the judge. “Your
Honor.”

“You will not use
that language in my courtroom, Ms. Morgan,” the judge said,
glowering at Dianne. “I will not warn you
again.”

The judge waited
briefly for an apology, but Dianne sat stonily with her arms folded
across her breasts. The courtroom became eerily silent, with all
attention concentrated on the woman sitting alone in the box.
Finally, the judge turned to O’Reilly and flicked his hand to
continue.

O’Reilly couldn’t
suppress a smirk. “Now, Ms. Morgan, you’d be very upset if Mr.
Goldman’s company moved past VPS. In fact, you would hate it,
wouldn’t you?”

“Of
course.”

“When you set up the
dinner with Mr. Goldman, you were – ”

“I did not set up
the dinner with Goldman.”

O’Reilly looked
helplessly at the judge.

“Ms. Morgan, I
realize you have been on the stand many days, and you must be
tired,” the judge said, his eyes contrasting with the conciliatory
voice. “However, you must wait until Mr. O’Reilly completes his
question before you answer, even though you may not agree with the
premise.”

“Thank you, Your
Honor,” O’Reilly said, nodding to the judge. He turned back to
Dianne, in the manner of a cat playing with his prey. “When you set
up the dinner with Mr. Goldman, you were desperate and ready to do
anything to make Atlas succeed, weren’t you?”

Dianne glared at him
for several seconds, making O’Reilly uncomfortable for the first
time. There was an edge of violence in her eyes, barely
restrained.

Just when it
appeared she would not answer the question, she spoke in a hard,
controlled voice. “I did not set up the dinner, and I was not
desperate. Goldman sent me an email practically begging for a
meeting. I agreed to dinner out of curiosity.”

O’Reilly stared at
her in mock disbelief. “With all due respect, Ms. Morgan, do you
expect the court to believe you would accept a dinner invitation
from a man you despised? Isn’t the truth that GIS was overtaking
VPS as the dominant company, and you were afraid Goldman would have
the last laugh?”

“Not at
all.”

“If so, Ms. Morgan,
where is the record of this supposedly desperate email from Mr.
Goldman? The FBI found no evidence of it in their
search.”

Dianne seethed.
“Someone must have removed it.”

O’Reilly barely
suppressed a laugh. “Seems you have some real security issues to
deal with at VPS, isn’t that so Ms. Morgan?”

Dianne’s lawyer
leapt to his feet. “Objection, Your Honor. The prosecution is
taunting the witness.”

“Agreed,” the judge
said. “Mr. O’Reilly, please restrict your questions to the
evidence.”

“I’m sorry, Your
Honor.” O’Reilly handed Dianne another document. “As previously
testified by Linda Tidesco, the primary developer of Companion,
this is an email from Mr. Goldman to Ms. Tidesco, dated May 7,
2005. That was the day after the dinner between Mr. Goldman and Ms.
Morgan. Please read it aloud, Ms. Morgan.”

Dianne began to
read, her voice a low growl. “Linda. I had dinner with Dianne
Morgan last night. I dislike her, as you know, but she was very
humble and apologetic, so I agreed to meet her. I expected
something underhanded, and I was not disappointed. The witch
offered to split the market with us – even to fix prices. Then
guess what? She sticks her hand in my lap.” Dianne stopped reading
for a moment. She glared over at her defense counsel, who shrugged
helplessly. She shook her head angrily and started reading again.
“I practically jumped out of my chair. Not exactly subtle, but she
has always been like that. She knows we are going to blow her away.
I refused the deal. I’m telling you this because she is a dangerous
woman. She’s desperate and might attempt to bribe or threaten you.
I’m increasing security on both of us, and I’m going to the Feds,
too. Be careful. I’ll talk to you when I get back from my
trip.”

Now I have the
bitch. The ancient floorboards protested as he stalked towards
Dianne. “Weren’t you so desperate to succeed you would do anything
to keep Goldman from dominating? Didn’t you offer to share the
world market between Companion and Atlas?” Dianne’s lawyer was
objecting in the background, but O’Reilly kept hammering away.
“Didn’t you propose to fix the price of Atlas and Companion to
protect your profits?” Practically leaning into the witness stand,
he said, “Didn’t you offer him sex to close the
deal?”

The veins in
Dianne’s throat stood out as she answered. “I’d rather have sex
with a disgusting mouthpiece like you than a piece of slime like
Goldman.”

As the spectators
roared, O’Reilly leaned over the witness box and whispered, “We
know you use sex to close deals. You’re not fooling anyone.” He
couldn’t keep the smile off his face. “You’re just an expensive
whore.”

The judge slammed
his gavel and shouted for order, but Dianne ignored him. She stood
up in the witness box, fists balled, her face inches from his.
“You’re the prostitute in this room, O’Reilly, not me.” O’Reilly
saw murder in those colorless eyes and backed away as Dianne said,
“I won’t forget this.”

The courtroom was in
an uproar, with reporters surging down the aisles and shouting
questions. When a DOJ lawyer was pushed off her chair, the judge
ordered the bailiffs to clear the room. After order was finally
restored, the judge glared at Dianne.

“Ms. Morgan, I
warned you. You are found in contempt.” He slammed his gavel again.
Dianne didn’t acknowledge him, just stared angrily at
O’Reilly.

The judge turned to
O’Reilly. “Mr. O’Reilly, you are an Officer of the Court and should
know better.” His gavel overrode O’Reilly’s attempt to apologize.
“You are also in contempt.”

The judge motioned
to the bailiffs. “Take them away.”

O’Reilly went
peacefully, but Dianne angrily jerked her arm away when a bailiff
tried to grab her. She stood rigidly in the witness stand and
stared out at the empty courtroom. When the bailiff again grabbed
her arm, O’Reilly was shocked to see her turn and slap the man hard
across the face. A second bailiff seized Dianne in a headlock and
pulled her over the rail, long legs flailing wildly as she tumbled
out of the stand. She crashed to the floor but continued to
struggle, pulling his hair and biting his hand. Finally, the
bailiffs pinned her face down on the floor and cuffed her hands
behind her back. She kept kicking as they cuffed her ankles. Still
cursing and struggling, they dragged her down the aisle and out the
door.


CHAPTER 2

Driven by
unrelenting nightmares, Ray’s alcoholism began as a teenager and
continued throughout his adult years. Tragically, we will never
know if a more effective medical intervention would have saved
him.

---- Wild
Seed – A Biography of Raymond Brown, Dr. Elizabeth Rollins,
2026

Wednesday, May 16,
2007

Peering through the
darkness, Ray could see his solitary car parked at the edge of the
lot. He quickened his pace, eager to reach the leather upholstered
sanctuary. Guilt plagued him, driving out the heated pleasure of
the evening.

He searched through
his pockets, pressed the remote, and the driver’s door slid open.
Folding his burly, six-foot-three body into the seat, he stretched
to open the glove compartment. His hand shook slightly as he pulled
out the bottle and unscrewed the cap.

In a moment, the
bottle was at his lips, and Ray hungrily sucked down the precious,
honey brown liquid. His throat burned with the familiar pleasure,
so soothing and full of promise. Suddenly coughing, he held the
bottle with both hands so not a drop would spill. Then another swig
– a long one this time – followed by another. Alone in the
darkness, he tried to wash away responsibility for his actions.
Time flowed by, but it didn’t matter. Most of the liquid was gone
when he put the bottle away. Now he would have to drive
home.

Ray started the
engine and pulled out of the lot onto a familiar route. Powerful
headlights pierced the darkness as he sped along the winding
highway. Pressing hard on the gas, he quickly caught and passed car
after car. He’d done it a thousand times over the years; first two
red dots in the distance, then close enough to see the driver
nervously glance in the rear view mirror, then another surge and he
was by.

Ray cursed under his
breath when he thought about the encounter earlier tonight. The
liquor was not working this time. How could I have sunk so low?
Cheating on Nancy for more than a year … it’s just not right … not
fair to anyone.

The sex had been in
his office – on the couch again. He couldn’t stop thinking about
her soft breasts, her sweet mouth, her searching hands. The
excitement came back, and Ray knew he would do it again. Whatever
the cost, he would have her again.

He was in love with
Dianne. It wasn’t fair. Nancy was a good wife, but his feelings for
her weren’t anything like his passion for
Dianne.

Ray wondered if
Dianne really loved him. She had never said so. Maybe all she
wanted was the sex, but he knew it was more than that. It couldn’t
be just sex …

God, my head hurts.
Gotta cut back on the drinking. Feel like shit most of the
time.

But what about his
sons? He couldn’t lose his sons. Leaving Nancy would mean leaving
his sons … weekend visits and all that
bullshit.

Barely realizing he
was home, Ray pulled the car into his driveway, parked in the
garage, and tried to get his thoughts together. He didn’t remember
most of the drive; he had to be more careful next time. Looking
into the mirror, he pushed his unruly salt and pepper hair into
place. He didn’t like the red contours of the eyes squinting back.
As he stepped out, he readied another excuse – big design problem,
late meeting, the usual.

Ray tried to sneak
in and hide in his office, but he stumbled noisily at the doorstep.
Nancy must have heard him, because she came to the front hall and
folded her arms. She didn’t say anything, but a harsh stare from
her normally warm brown eyes warned him that he was in for a bad
time.

“Hi, honey. Sorry I
disturbed you. Big meeting tomorrow, and I have to work on some
specs.”

She glanced at her
watch, but still didn’t say anything. He felt Nancy’s eyes follow
him as he walked to his office and closed the door. He gently
turned the lock, cursing under his breath when the click gave him
away.

Ray sat down hard at
his desk and greedily pulled open the drawer. The bottle was gone.
Damn her! He lurched to his feet and pulled a box of computer paper
out of the closet. A flask appeared as he dug underneath the stack
of paper. She didn’t find this one, he thought as he pulled the
flask to his lips.

His drink was
interrupted when he heard Nancy try the door handle. She pounded on
the door, forcing him to hide the flask back in the
box.

“Ray, you promised
me you would not drink and drive.”

“I had a couple of
drinks with some of the guys. It’s not a big deal,” he shouted
through the door, hoping she’d go away.

A year earlier,
Nancy would have greeted him at the front door with a smile and a
kiss. Dinner with her and the boys … they had seemed like the
perfect family … just what he’d always wanted.

“Damn you, stop
lying.” The door vibrated from another blow. “Open this
door.”

Ray shoved the box
into the closet, wiped his lips with the back of his hand and
opened the door. He tried to focus on Nancy’s face as he steadied
himself in the doorway.

“You’re blowing this
out of proportion. I work hard. There’s lots of pressure. You like
the money I earn, but you don’t understand the pressure. Sometimes
I just need to unwind a little.”

“Sometimes? You
think I don’t know you drink every day?” Nancy walked past him into
the office, glancing left and right. “I wouldn’t care if you had an
occasional drink with your friends from work, but you’re way beyond
that. Working and drinking are all you’ve got. That’s your whole
life.” She turned to face him, shaking her head. “You have nothing
left for me and the kids.”

“Well, maybe if you
weren’t on my ass all the time I’d spend more time with you. And
don’t tell me I’m a lousy father. I take good care of David and
Brian. I went to Back to School Night, didn’t
I?”

“Look at you. You’re
a mess.” She was staring at his chest; he followed her eyes and
realized that he’d missed a shirt button. Without warning, she
grabbed his collar and stuck her nose against his neck, then pushed
him away. “You bastard! You’ve been with
someone.”

“Listen, I don’t
have to put up with this.” Ray pushed past her into the hall,
feeling his guilt boil into anger.

“Who is she?” Nancy
shouted, following him.

He didn’t answer,
just grabbed his jacket and walked toward the front door, but she
was right behind him.

“So that’s it. Just
run out on me. Where are you going? Back to
her?”

Ray waved her off as
he lurched out the front door. Just leave me the fuck alone. He
staggered down the front steps, opened the garage door and got into
his car. Despite her anger, Nancy followed him into the garage,
pleading with him not to drive, but he wouldn’t listen. He backed
out of the garage, shoved the gear into first, peeled out the
driveway and headed west toward the Pacific.

***

Six-year-old David
Brown curled up in his bed, frightened by the angry voices pouring
through the door. He didn’t understand what his mother and father
were saying, but the tone was scary. The voices rose and fell,
sometimes real loud, always angry. David pulled the covers tight
against his chest.

Daddy was being bad
again. He missed dinner, and he wasn’t home to put me to bed. He
never tucks me in anymore. He doesn’t like me.

The front door
slammed. It was quiet for a second, then the voices came back.
Outside now. David pushed the covers away and sneaked to the
window. The lights in his room were off, so he knew they wouldn’t
see him when he peeked through the window
blinds.

Daddy was getting in
the car, and Mommy was yelling at him. It was dark outside, but he
could see them clearly in the glare of the overhead garage lights.
Why was Daddy running away? Mommy was sad, but Daddy didn’t care –
his face was all mean and angry. He wasn’t coming back, ever
again.

The engine started,
and the tires squealed as his father backed the car out of the
garage. The headlights swept across his window blinds as Daddy
turned the car around and raced out the driveway. David strained to
listen to the sound of the engine, but it drifted away, leaving the
lonely murmur of the waves rolling onto the
beach.

Mommy stood for a
little while in the driveway, even though it was cold, but Daddy
didn’t come back. The garage doors rumbled to a close, leaving her
standing alone in the dim light of the moon. She shivered and
walked back toward the house. When she stepped into the light
shining from above the front door, he could see Mommy was
crying.

David kept a watch
through his window, listening for the sound of the car. He’d tell
Mommy if he heard Daddy’s car. He wouldn’t cry. He wouldn’t let
Daddy see him cry.

But his father never
came back.

***

Several miles down
the old ocean highway, Ray pulled off onto a sandy shoulder
overlooking the beach. He rubbed the throbbing pain in his
forehead, but it didn’t help. Everything had gone wrong. Reaching
across the seat, he pulled out the bottle. The sweet liquid warmed
his throat. Another long drink. He lost track of time. Images of
happier days with his family fluttered past. Gradually, the alcohol
dulled his mind, but the guilt remained.

I’m not so bad …
never hit her, although she could be a pain … went to “Back to
School Night” … was that this year or last?… only cheated with
Dianne, even though I had lots of opportunities … she doesn’t
understand the pressure … nothing I do is ever right … fucking
woman … doesn’t appreciate all I do ... all I sacrifice … I should
leave her … everything’s so fucked up … so
confused.

Ray drained the last
of the bottle and threw it out the window. He watched it land on
the side of the hill below him and tumble down into the dunes. If
only he could throw away his drinking problem so
easily.

Sapped of all
emotion, Ray turned the car around and began to drive home. Be
honest for once – it’s all my fault. He was fucking everything up.
He would tell Nancy the truth and maybe go into rehab. Get control
of his life. Make it right with his sons.

As he wove back and
forth across the highway, his eyelids became heavy, too heavy. Ray
tried to keep the dividing line centered on the hood of the car,
but liquor-dulled eyes blurred.

Suddenly, his head
smashed into the roof, shocking him to full alert. His car was
careening from one side to the other, like a giant pinball machine
gone mad. The view through the front window showed sand and ocean
far below. The car slipped over the shoulder of the road and began
to roll down a steep slope, gaining speed, bouncing crazily. Ray
pushed hard on the brake, but the car spun wildly to the side and
flipped over. His arm crashed into a side window, smashing through
the glass. He was on his back as the car tumbled over. He screamed
and saw a flash of a thick tree with gnarled branches that seemed
to reach for the car. The rear end smashed through the branches and
crashed into the tree trunk. His head was driven into the ceiling
again as the car flipped into the air, landed on its side and slid
down the hill. His existence became a screaming, dark
hole.

Gradually, the world
came back. As the Oregon night seeped in, Ray heard the soft moan
of the surf in the distance. At first, he was numb, confused. Pain
surged through his body, pushing away the chaos. Ray touched his
face with fingers that felt thick and awkward. Blood. His tried to
move his left arm, but it dangled helplessly at his side, bleeding
badly, radiating pain.

He struggled out
from underneath the steering wheel and climbed through the
misshapen opening that had once held a windshield. Panting with
exertion, he stood up shakily and looked around. His car was a
wreck, the hood buried in the thick sand at the foot of the hill.
No lights anywhere. Looking up toward the highway, he realized
there was little chance another car speeding by would notice the
wreck in the dark shadows far below. He glanced around, but his
netphone was nowhere to be found. He would have to
climb.

The hill was at
least fifty yards high, nearly vertical in spots and studded with
prickly bushes. Ray dragged himself up with his good arm, dizziness
forcing him to rest frequently. His knees scraped along the rocky
hill, aggravating wounds already throbbing. Forcing the pain from
his mind, he climbed to the top and collapsed on the side of the
road. He lay on his back, watching his breath turn white as it rose
through the cold night air.

After resting for
several minutes, Ray looked each way but saw no lights of any kind.
There were no homes along this stretch of the highway, nothing but
a winding road carved out of the side of the hill. The cold night
air chilled his body, turning exhaustion into fear. The throbbing
pain in his left bicep was worsening. He knew if he didn’t soon
find a way to stop the bleeding from his arm, he’d never survive
the night.

Ray staggered to his
feet and walked along the road, but his strength quickly
dissipated. He collapsed to his hands and knees, sweating through
his shirt. His only chance was a passing car; he had to survive
until one came by. Struggling out of his jacket, Ray wrapped it
tightly over the large gash in his arm and applied pressure. The
bleeding slowed down, but the jacket became damp and
sticky.

Slumping to the
road, Ray pulled his knees into his chest to preserve his warmth.
It was a cold night but at least the wind was quiet. He waited and
hoped. He couldn’t die on this lonely highway. Not Ray Brown, the
genius of the Atlas operating system. His software changed the
world. It wouldn’t let him die like this.

For the first time
in more than a year, he was stone cold sober. Ray was afraid he
would die, and if he did, who would care? His mother wrote him off
years ago. One or two friends would miss him, but they would get on
with their lives. Nancy and the boys would care, but they had
learned not to expect much from him.

What about Dianne?
She cares about me. If I live through this, I’m going to be honest
with Dianne, tell her how I feel, what I want.

Time slipped by and
still no cars passed. At first, he shivered in the cold, but then
he began to feel more comfortable. A bad sign. The road began to
blur before him, and he had to keep shaking himself to stay awake.
Finally, dual pinpricks of light sparkled at the far end of the
road, cutting through his confusion. He tried to stand, but his
legs crumpled.

The headlights grew
brighter. Ray struggled to his knees, shook his good arm and
shouted. His voice cracked, lost in the crash of the surf. The
lights were almost on top of him, and Ray thought the car would hit
him. The driver wouldn’t be looking for anyone on this lonely
road.

Ray rolled out of
the way as the car sped past him. The effort was too much, and he
passed out.


CHAPTER 3

Over
time, a crude joke began to make the rounds: ten thousand desktops
gets you one bedstop.

---- The
Barbarian Queen: The True Story of Dianne Morgan, David T. Siccone,
2058

Although
this was the most destructive attack ever to take place on American
soil, remarkable progress has been made in just one week. It is a
tribute to the citizens of our great nation.

----
President Allbright’s Address to the Nation, February 9,
2012

Tuesday, May 29,
2007

Sitting peacefully
on a long, wooden bench overlooking the Chesapeake Bay, Ray enjoyed
the last rays of the afternoon sun. A gentle breeze hummed through
the surrounding trees on this warm spring day, lifting his hopes
like a whispered promise from a beautiful woman. After a week in
rehab, he was beginning to feel human again. He found release in
being alone with his thoughts, gazing across the
bay.

He reached into his
back pocket and pulled out his wallet. The billfold was empty, but
the wallet contained something valuable: a picture of Brian and
David running on the beach outside their home. He almost didn’t
recognize the guy chasing them; he had this big smile on his face,
something that didn’t happen much anymore. Nancy had snapped the
picture a couple of years ago. Seemed like a
century.

I really screwed
things up, he thought, but I can make it up to Brian. Such a
good-natured kid, easy to love.

They had always
enjoyed an uncomplicated rapport. Brian was only three and Ray was
thankful his drinking hadn’t done that much damage to their
relationship. He’d get this problem behind him and become Brian’s
father again. The kind of father he could be when he was
sober.

David … that was
another story.

Ray stared at the
picture, a stomach-twisting wave of guilt rising through him.
Brian’s smile gushed over his face, but David’s expression was
complicated, impossible to read. Maybe he was having a good time,
maybe just going through the motions. Even when Ray was sober, it
wasn’t easy to break through to his older son. Being a drunk, he
realized, had taken away any chance of a relationship with David,
of breaking into David’s world. Ray knew the real problem. Nancy
had seen it, too: David was just like his father. Same talents and,
God help him, the same weaknesses. Something in the genes
…

Thinking back, he
wasn’t sure whether the nightmares had come first or the drinking.
He always knew he was different, with an ability to manipulate
computers that had enabled him to shine all through school. Perfect
grades in high school, perfect scores on college placement tests,
most likely to succeed and all the rest.

Sure
…

The nightmares had
started his senior year of high school. So had the drinking.
Different dreams, but always something coming after him, a face in
the dark slithering toward him. He recalled one of the worst, one
that hadn’t come since college. In the dream, he couldn’t run away,
his muscles were frozen. He would see it sliding closer, a hazy
form in the twilight, yellow slits of eyes growing larger, and then
he could smell it, the stench of animal urine. He’d scream, his
legs working like pistons to get away, but still it came closer.
Then it was sliding over him, it’s heavy, ringed body crushing the
life out of him. Only then could he awaken.

He blinked, and the
bay was in his eyes again. The image was gone, leaving a wet
stickiness to his shirt. This would be his challenge, fighting
through the nightmares, denying the alcohol its
power.

For the millionth
time, he tried to understand what had kicked it off. He had had a
decent childhood – not exactly the Cleaver family – but not
abusive, either. Maybe it was just in the
genes.

Screw
it.

The alcohol didn’t
relieve the dreams, but he drank anyway. He drank at parties, he
drank at local bars, he drank alone in his car. He drank steadily,
in high school and college, later as a professor and researcher,
but managed to keep it out of sight. It didn’t hurt his grades,
didn’t harm his career. Just a social drinker, a good time Charlie.
He fooled everyone, even Nancy for a few years.

Someone sat down at
the far end of the bench, jostling him briefly from his thoughts.
He was annoyed at the intrusion but decided to ignore
it.

Things had quickly
gotten worse when he joined VantagePoint Software: the long hours,
the pressure, the cheating with Dianne. The drinking, fueled by
guilt, had roared out of control. So had the nightmares, its dark
companion.

“Beautiful view,”
said a precise female voice.

Surprised by a voice
he knew all too well, he turned to stare at Dianne, who was gazing
across the bay toward the Atlantic, her silhouette outlined in the
fading light. In contrast to Ray’s casual posture, Dianne sat
stiffly against the bench, her hands on her knees, pale eyes
scanning the far shore. She wore a loose gray turtleneck, with
pearl earrings softening ears that seemed pinned flat. His eyes
followed the lines of a tight black skirt that rode half-way up her
thighs. Almost beautiful, he thought. Like a movie star slightly
past her prime.

He wondered if she
really could appreciate the bay’s graceful beauty – the soothing
water surrounded by serene hills and the bridges in the distance,
lined up one behind the other. It was not a sentiment he would
expect from her. He didn’t understand this woman, but she wrung
strong emotions from him.

“How are you doing?”
she asked, staring at him.

“Circumstances could
be better,” he finally replied, sliding the wallet into his side
pocket. “For the moment, I’m sober.” He touched his left arm,
trying to draw her attention. “Shattered the arm, but the doctors
say it will heal. Pretty much, anyway.”

He paused and said,
“I didn’t think you were going to show up. You didn’t answer any of
my calls.”

“I’m sorry about
that, but I had to think.”

Sure.

Becoming angry, he
said, “This isn’t visitor’s time. How did you get in
here?”

“I have ways,” she
said, fishing a pack of cigarettes from her
purse.

“I’m sure you do.”
He was tempted to leave but decided not to let her ruin his
evening. She was what she was, he thought. A wolf can’t become a
lamb.

Dianne had pushed
him relentlessly on the artificial intelligence project for fifteen
grim months, but it wasn’t her fault he was an alcoholic. He turned
away from her and looked over the bay. The Chesapeake wasn’t home,
but with gentle hills and gleaming bridges, it was
beautiful.

Dianne worked harder
than anyone else, and she did it with so much dedication. She hired
him to lead the project, pushed him hard, sucked everything out of
him. It worked – Atlas became the dominant operating system – but
the pressure pushed him deep into the bottle. He disliked her at
first, then admired her, finally desired her. Eventually, Dianne
let him know she felt the same way about him, and they became
lovers.

A cigarette lighter
flared, drawing his attention. She stared intently at him, then
reached over to show him the lighter.

“My mother’s
cigarette lighter,” she said. The silver-coated exterior was badly
scratched, as if the owner had lived a rough and tumble life. “The
only thing of value she left me.”

Ray waited, but
Dianne puffed quietly on the cigarette.

“You never talk
about your mother,” he ventured.

“Nothing to tell,”
she said, sliding the lighter into her purse. “She’s been gone a
long time.”

She took another
drag on her cigarette and looked out at the bay. For a moment, he
almost felt sorry for this strange woman, then he turned to the
bay.

They sat this way
for a long time – familiar strangers, each alone with their
thoughts. It was that time of day when the sun recedes, and the
darkness comes rapidly. Ray watched the stars gradually emerge and
sparkle into a beautiful, clear night. She became a dim, silent
figure sitting across the bench from him, barely visible except for
the occasional flickering of the cigarette
lighter.

Finally, she turned
her eyes on him again. “I knew you were an alcoholic when I hired
you.”

He turned to her,
casually looking into her cool, colorless eyes. “You hid it, but I
had you watched,” she said. “You impressed me on my visit to the
university, so we looked into your past. It didn’t matter – your
initial speech recognition model on Atlas really blew me away. The
adaptive learning design was revolutionary. You were exactly what I
needed to make Atlas the market leader. I decided to hire you, push
you to the limit, even though I knew it might drive you over the
edge.”

Sparks briefly
flared as she crushed out the cigarette against the bench. She
flicked it to the ground and lit another as he
watched.

Her voice came out
of the shadows again. “You built speech recognition into Atlas, and
I appreciate that. No one else could have done it. There are many
things about you I admire: you’re smart, you work hard and you
don’t give an inch when you think you’re right. I admire that, but
I can’t build my life around a drunk. Who are you,
Ray?”

I wish I knew. He
was suddenly ashamed to be sitting there in rehab and turned away
from her. Lights turned on in the parking lot in the distance,
casting a hazy glow over them.

“Why are you here?”
he asked. “To torture me?”

“Hardly,” she said.
“I want you to come back to VPS.”

He let out a sigh
and looked through the dim light at her. He still felt the shame of
his failures, but there was hope.

He nodded. “It’s all
I have left.” After a moment, he added, “Nancy is leaving me and
taking the boys.”

For the first time,
their eyes locked. Inching out over the precipice, he said, “Those
nights … it was right between us.”

Dianne’s voice
whipped into him, “Those nights were a
mistake.”

“No, I don’t believe
that,” Ray said. “There is something special between us. A
connection. Like nothing else I’ve ever had.”

“Don’t be a child.
It was just sex. Good sex, but that’s it.” She exhaled, the smoke
drifting out toward the bay. “Maybe I’ll have you again, sometime.”
She leered at him, but for once, he saw through her. He slid across
the bench and turned toward her, his knee pressing against the
warmth of her thigh.

“Let it go,” he
said. “You don’t always have to be in control. Just let it
go.”

Dianne slid away but
was stopped by the arm of the bench. “I’m not a fool. You shouldn’t
be one, either. Neither of us is cut out for this.” She sighed.
“You’re too weak, too needy. Me … I don’t have enough to
give.”

“I don’t buy that,”
he said. “When you let your guard down – when you let me through –
there’s an actual woman there. Past the hard-as-nails CEO, past the
quick roll in the hay, I found someone with human needs and
emotions. Someone that cares about me.”

Dianne wouldn’t look
at him. She seemed to be speaking to someone else, her voice quiet,
but determined. “I’m no good for this, and I’m no good for you.
Maybe I care about you, maybe, but I’m never going to have the
little house in the country with the white picket fence.” She
shrugged. “I’ve known that for a long time.” She turned to him.
“We’re good for stolen moments, but we’d never make each other
happy.”

“You don’t know that
– not for sure. Why not give it a chance? Maybe you’re right, but
maybe not. I know I’m certainly no prize. I’ve screwed up every
relationship I’ve ever had. But there’s something about us that
just might work.

“Come on, baby.” He
knew she had feelings for him. “You’re a risk
taker.”

Her eyes were soft
for a moment, but the window closed. “I can’t take the chance ...”
She lit another cigarette, stood up, and looked across the bay. “We
have to stay away from each other. It’s for your own
good.”

He twisted around on
the bench and stared at her as she began to walk across the lawn
toward the parking lot. She turned suddenly, looking back at him.
“There are things underway you wouldn’t understand. I have been
called to a great purpose. Something I can’t share with you now.”
She seemed to have more to say, shrugged and walked briskly
away.

He watched as the
chauffeur held open the door and she slid in, all legs and energy.
The limo turned around in the parking lot and drove past him down
the tree-lined exit road. He thought she looked at him for a moment
as she passed.

He didn’t understand
this woman. Or was it himself he didn’t understand? She had asked,
Who are you, Ray? He swore he would put the liquor behind him, get
control over his life and find out.

And he wasn’t giving
up on her, either.


CHAPTER 4

Scholars
agree network intelligence emerged in the second decade of the new
millennia. Up to that point, mankind had employed networked
computers for benign, albeit limited, purposes. PeaceMaker changed
everything.

----
Artificial Intelligence: The Early Years, General Clifford Rhodes
(ret.), 2048

Ray
Brown, fuck you

----
graffiti, Chicago, 2012

Tuesday, January 10,
2012

What the hell is
this? Intent on the computer display on his desk, Ray poured over
the code again. He saw nothing that could cause such strange
results. The software was responding in a way that didn’t seem
possible. What kind of crap do we have in
there?

He knew he had to
get this problem fixed – fast. He was the primary software
architect of the Atlas operating system, which ran almost all the
computers and information appliances linked to the Internet. He had
promised Dianne the new software release, Version 9, would be ready
to ship in less than two months. More fanatical than usual about
getting it done on time, she blew a gasket when even the slightest
problem was mentioned. Just his luck to stumble across something
unexpected, something that could blow the release
date.

He decided to try to
run the test procedure again. He said, “Atlas, have you severed all
network connections?”

Atlas responded
immediately in a friendly, feminine voice, “Yes, I am still
operating in stand-alone mode.”

With his computer
isolated, Ray could continue testing the new software without
compromising any other systems. He had been testing the voice input
to the new self-analysis capabilities when the problem appeared.
The new Self-Analysis System enabled Atlas to detect and correct
just about any potential problem before the user even realized
there was a problem. No more computer failures, no more stupid
error messages, no more upset stomachs. Except SAS couldn’t prevent
this problem.

“Atlas, run version
9C of SAS. Generate all typical human input commands and determine
if any of these commands would cause a system
failure.”

Atlas executed the
test procedure, processing commands at high speed from the test
packet. The system ran smoothly, displaying messages as he watched
closely. As before, the system abandoned the test procedure and
shut itself down. It didn’t sputter to a stop like a car running
out of gas; it stopped as if the driver had pressed hard on the
brake and shifted to park. Once again, Ray found himself staring at
a dead computer display.

Slamming his hand
down on the desk, he muttered, “Son of a bitch.” After working all
morning to pin down the problem, he still didn’t have a clue. The
self-analysis routines triggered the problem, but they generated
such a huge number of test inputs it was time-consuming to
investigate. But there was another factor that stayed on the edge
of his mind. Every path he followed led nowhere. Like trying to
grab a handful of a ghost.

“Atlas, start up,”
Ray said.

Nothing. Just like
before, the computer ignored all commands once it shut down. Ray
gripped the front of his desk and shoved his chair back in
frustration.

Calm down, Ray, he
thought. Get your head on straight. There’s always a last-minute
problem and you always get it fixed. Take it a step at a
time.

He thought through
the test procedure but couldn’t come up with an idea that would
throw light on this strange behavior. Atlas interrupted his thought
process as it abruptly restarted. The familiar startup display
winked back at him, humming quietly, ready to please. Ray looked at
his watch – ten minutes since shutdown. Right on time, he thought.
Shuts down for ten minutes and restarts. Freaking
strange.

“Display the most
recent Atlas source code, starting with the interface to
SAS.”

The source code was
the complete set of programmed instructions that defined the
processing Atlas performed. The source code was the most valuable
asset the company possessed; hundreds of programmers had built
Atlas line by line for more than a decade.

He viewed the first
page of the source code on the computer display and began searching
for a clue. Seeing nothing strange, he said, “Next page.”
Continuing to rapidly scan though the source code, he absorbed each
page within a few seconds and then asked for
another.

Years of working
with Atlas had built a picture of a house in his mind. It was an
architect’s drawing – doors, walkways, windows, beams placed in
just the right spots to support the structure. Each line of code
led him through the house – a tour, actually – every line with a
purpose, a reason to exist.

Ray recognized the
handiwork of each developer. Building a complex piece of software
was still as much an art as a science. Each developer left his mark
on the work. He was the architect, the one who made all the pieces
fit together. His soul was in that code, and he knew every inch.
Millions of lines of code, and he knew how it all fit together. It
was beautiful. A work of art few could
appreciate.

Atlas was his home,
and he knew every developer who worked there. He didn’t know their
families, he didn’t know their hobbies, but he did know how they
built a room, how they put down the floors, their contribution to
his home. Today he walked through his home, opened every window,
shook every beam. Looking for something out of place, something not
quite right.

The sun was high
above the trees when Ray looked out his office window. Blew the
whole morning and accomplished nothing, he thought. So far the
score was Software Bug 1, Raymond Brown nothing. A rueful smile
creased his lips; he was supposed to be a big deal technologist,
and this bug was treating him like some kind of junior
programmer.

Ray pulled out his
wallet computer, named Debbie after a high school girlfriend.
Loaded with Version 8 of Atlas, he used Debbie for word processing
and communications when traveling. Relaxing slightly, he recalled
how well the public liked its speech recognition capabilities. V8
understood just about any English sentence and would respond
intelligently. He recalled someone saying it was just like the
computer in the old Star Trek series. V8 had made all other
operating systems obsolete.

Ray stared at his
wallet computer so it could identify him with a retinal scan. A
pretty, wide-eyed face appeared in the small computer display. “How
ya doin’, handsome?”

He chuckled as he
recalled how much fun it was to program a personality into the
software, but now was not the time for repartee. “Not so good,
Debbie. I need you to do something important.”

Debbie smiled
sexily. “Whatever you need.”

He smiled and said,
“Debbie, attach to the network and download version 9C of SAS, the
Self Analysis Software.”

Debbie linked up to
the network through its wireless port, located the most current
version of SAS, and downloaded the software into Atlas. When the
task was complete, Debbie’s soft, feminine voice said, “Ray, the
software has been installed.” The entire process took about twenty
seconds – still pretty slow by Ray’s standards.

“Okay, now sever all
network connections and operate in stand-alone
mode.”

“I’m ready,
Ray.”

“Run version 9C of
SAS. Generate all typical human input commands and determine if any
of these commands would cause a system
failure.”

He got the same
result. Debbie’s smiling face disappeared as the computer went
dark. He stared at the blank computer display, wondering how he
could coax it to reveal its secrets. What was going on in there?
Ten minutes later, it came alive. Whatever was causing the problem
was also in V8, software released about two years ago. Since V8 was
the operating system running more than three billion computers,
this was a serious problem.

Had anyone ever
reported the problem? He searched the problem report database going
back four years but came up empty. More than a billion customers,
but nobody had tripped over the problem until
now.

Working into the
afternoon, he discovered the problem had been introduced with the
Atlas V7 release four years earlier. Virtually every computer
system on the planet, almost eight billion, contained this bug.
Escaping detection all these years was incredible. How did it get
by me?

He paced the floor
nervously in his large office, his mind turning this puzzle in many
directions so it could be seen from different perspectives. He kept
returning to the only answer that fit – segments of unauthorized
code were hidden in Atlas.

Probably test code
left in by some idiot years ago. God, I hate it when someone
forgets to remove their test code. If I find out who screwed up,
I’ll have his ass.

He needed someone
else to look at it. Maybe he was getting upset for no reason. He
knew just the person. Richard Kim would be the best man to tackle
this problem.

He marched down the
hall and turned a corner toward Richard’s office. In the distance,
Richard – a lean young man with neatly trimmed black hair – was
standing outside his office talking with a young woman. During his
four years in Ray’s group, Richard had established a reputation as
a first-class developer, passionate about his
work.

***

Richard was joking
with a friend, Linda Chen, when he saw Ray turn the corner at the
far end of the hall. The boss was wearing a black pullover, dark
blue jeans and dirty sneakers, his standard uniform. The way Ray
was coming toward him with that straight-ahead stare and powerful
stride alerted him something was wrong.

“He looks pissed
off,” Linda said. “Think I’ll get going.” She smiled
sympathetically as she left. “Good luck.”

Richard knew Ray was
hardcore, with a physical presence that reinforced his tough,
get-it-done attitude. Ray was a big, broad-shouldered man with the
hands of a basketball player. Unruly salt and pepper hair could not
hide the deep creases running across his forehead. Looks older than
forty-two, Richard thought.

His mind flashed
back over the last few days. No unusual problems that should get
the boss angry. Ray was one of the few people Richard regarded as
his superior in both intellect and passion for technology.
Unfortunately, Ray’s edgy personality left him with few friends
within the company. He expected results and displayed a fierce
temper if someone screwed up.

Nevertheless,
Richard was pleased to work with this man, a legend in the computer
business. Ray had developed a breakthrough technology seven years
ago incorporating pattern recognition and voice analysis that
allowed Atlas to recognize someone’s face, comprehend what the
person said and respond appropriately. The foundation of Ray’s
breakthrough was adaptive software employing a form of artificial
intelligence, where the computer actually got smarter as it
interacted with its owner.

Although warned
about Ray’s drinking problem, Richard never saw him with a drink in
the four years they worked together. Nevertheless, there was always
the feeling of walking along the precipice when Ray was
present.

Ray was like that
big sedan he drove so hard. A first-class vehicle that could take
you a long way in a hurry, but there was always the temptation to
push too hard and wind up in a ditch. And it wouldn’t matter if you
were the driver or just a passenger.

“Let’s talk in your
office,” Ray said, walking past Richard. The older man closed the
door behind them and said, “We have some crap buried in Atlas.” Ray
leaned on the edge of Richard’s desk and explained the
problem.

Richard’s guard went
up as Ray spoke. The man was an open book at all times, but never
more so than when something got under his skin. Ray’s eyes would
bore in, and his lips would flatten out. But the worst part was his
voice – insensitive, yet incisive. The words would tumble out,
unrestrained by convention or relationship.

“The code has to be
buried deep to escape detection all these years,” Richard said
carefully. “Probably something that was put in five or ten years
ago and forgotten.” He leaned against the wall, facing Ray. “Maybe
something like the Y2K stuff that everybody had to fix years ago.
Hopefully, not that extensive, though. That was a lot of
work.”

“Maybe, but I think
it’s more than that,” Ray said. “I wasn’t able to pinpoint the
location of the code, and I was using our best debugging software.
The debugger gave me a different code location every time.” Ray got
off the desk and moved to the door with two powerful strides. “I
don’t like it.”

Frowning, Richard
said, “That is very strange. The code shouldn’t be changing
location after it executes. That trick is usually found only in
highly secure military applications.”

“Or a really
well-designed virus,” Ray added.

Richard shrugged.
“I’ll play with it today. Once I understand what it’s doing, I can
track it down. Shouldn’t be a big deal.”

“That’s what you
think,” Ray said as he bolted out the door.

Richard walked to
the door and watched Ray disappear down the hallway. Rushing to get
back to charm school, no doubt. He decided to jump right on this
problem and show Ray he could nail it quickly.

Working at his desk,
he browsed Atlas documentation using the network but didn’t find
anything that would shed light on the problem. He began testing the
self-analysis code, and his computer shut itself down. Ten minutes
later it restarted. Really weird, he thought.

He began to page
through the activity log displayed by the debugger. The activity
log should list the code executed just before a computer failure,
making it a valuable tool to find and correct problems. However,
just as Ray had said, the log did not pinpoint the code that shut
down his computer. Man, this gets weirder and weirder. Since the
code causing the problem was so well-hidden, he began looking for
something out of the ordinary. He was convinced someone must have
buried unauthorized code in the operating system. Even the best
software developer couldn’t think of everything. Something would
show up.

What was in there,
hidden so carefully?

He pored through the
activity log in excruciating detail. It was slow-going, and the
hours went by. The sunlight coming through his office window faded
into twilight as he searched for anything that would cause the
system to shut down. Finally, something caught his eye. He
discovered a brief email message had been sent over the network
just before his computer shut down. Richard realized he should have
isolated his computer, but it was too late now.

He pulled up the
message on his display and was surprised to find it was encrypted.
He wondered what they were hiding in the message, so he attempted
to decrypt it with the standard routines available in Atlas but
failed. The message appeared to be harmless; no computers on the
corporate network reported any problems. Nevertheless, there was
something in the code sending secret messages containing carefully
guarded information.

All the warning
signals were going off in his mind. This definitely was not a bug.
Someone had carefully hidden an unauthorized set of code in the
operating system.

He thought about
calling Ray but decided to go a little further and began setting
traps in the code. Whatever this software was doing, he would pin
it down and bring its head to Ray on a platter. Looking out his
window, he stared for a moment at the dim glow of the moon. He knew
it was going to be a long night.

***

The sun streamed
into Ray’s spacious corner office as he worked. He felt better
knowing Richard was digging into the problem. Looking out the sixth
floor window, the view from his desk was sky and forest, with the
mountains off in the distance. Soundproof walls muted the presence
of the huge parking lots surrounding the
building.

Polite tapping on
his office door seeped through Ray’s concentration, and he looked
up to see Kathy Bauman from the Human Resources department smiling
in the doorway. Mid-twenties, smart and girl-next-door pretty, she
was the perfect VPS recruiter. Although most HR people got on his
nerves, Kathy was a lot of fun.

Lined up behind her
were a group of new recruits that looked like they should still be
in high school. Because he was rapidly building up his staff to
develop advanced artificial intelligence capabilities in Atlas, he
met new hires several times a week.

“Hi, big fella,”
Kathy said through a teasing grin. “You ready for
us?”

Ray smiled back.
“Would it make a difference?”

“Not really, but
since you’re a big man here, I pretend to be
polite.”

“And you do a hell
of a job at it.” He waved them in and came around his antique oak
desk to meet them.

“Ray, I would like
you to meet Barry Bishkoff, Don Ballman, Janice Franco and Anne
Connors.” After they shook hands, Kathy said, “They’re all new
college graduates who joined the company within the last two weeks
to support the next version of Atlas. Barry and Don are from MIT.
Janice graduated from Michigan, and Anne is from your alma mater,
Carnegie Mellon.”

Kathy asked the new
hires to sit in front of his desk and said to them, “As you may
know, Ray meets with every person that will touch the Atlas code.”
Standing beside the desk, she smiled at Ray and said to the
recruits, “Not that he cares about the code. He just needs to know
who to blame when the project slips.”

As they laughed, Ray
said, “It’s how I got where I am.”

“One of the things I
admire about Ray is his complete dedication to making Atlas into
the software that’s changing the world,” Kathy said. “If you’re
going to be successful at VantagePoint, you must understand our
expectations, which are different from what you may have seen in
college or at other corporations. We demand a lot – the best you
have and more – but we offer you the chance to change the world.
We’re much more than a software company, we’re the harbingers of a
new era.” She paused briefly. “Listen to Ray, ask questions and
make sure you understand what we expect from
you.”

As Kathy spoke, Ray
sized up the new recruits and decided how he would approach them.
He knew they must be bright since the company only hired the best
and most ambitious. Making sure they understood what he expected
from them was critical, so he decided to get right to the
point.

Ray leaned forward,
bracing his thick forearms on the desk. “You may think your job is
to develop software, but that would be wrong. Your job is to give
Atlas users more control over their lives.” He paused to make sure
each of them was getting it. “Think about that.

“Seven years ago,
something happened to make life much better for everyone – Version
6 of Atlas. Suddenly people could talk to their computers. Rather
than having to figure out arcane computer commands or be reduced to
a simple-minded point and click approach – cavemen used the point
and grunt method – people could have a near-human, interactive
dialogue with their machines. The power of information began to
improve their lives.”

Ray stood up and
walked to the front of his desk. He glanced at each of the new
hires, the office quiet for a moment.

“We aren’t modest
regarding our accomplishments. We’re making the world a new and
better place. Our software has reduced poverty and increased
opportunity more than any other company, any government, any
religious institution. VantagePoint is unlike any other
organization, and Atlas is the most important technology in the
world today. It didn’t happen by accident.”

Ray boosted himself
up so he could sit on the edge of the desk. “That’s the good side
of Atlas, but there’s also a dark side. Remember the old science
fiction stories where the evil computer enslaves mankind? Remember
all the concerns about security and privacy? Well, they were wrong.
At least, they’re wrong so far. But things could
change.

“Listen carefully,
like your job depends on it,” he said. “Atlas could be dangerous.
It is ubiquitous and powerful. Our job is to make sure Atlas
continues to enhance individual freedom rather than threaten it. We
have to remain vigilant.”

Now is the time to
show them my little pet project, he thought. Can’t wait to see
Kathy’s face.

“I’d like to
introduce someone special. Another new hire, in a manner of
speaking.” He stood up, walked to the back door of the office and
opened it. He noticed Kathy was watching him with a curious look on
her face, so he smiled at her and said, “Daniel, please come in
here.”

Kathy’s look turned
from curiosity to amazement as Daniel, a gray robot with blue trim,
rolled into his office. Daniel was a five-foot tall mobile computer
with a large, two-sided flat-panel display on top. Rolling across
the wall-to-wall carpet on three small tires, the robot easily
managed its bulk through the doorway. Once in the office, it
swiveled around to look at Ray and his guests.

After working out
several problems the previous week with the hardware engineering
group, beta testing was underway. The robot’s design included two
short arms with pincer-like attachments and three speaker/receivers
located below the display to facilitate conversation. With five
microcameras located strategically on its frame, it had
three-dimensional vision. Still pretty crude, Ray thought, but you
had to start somewhere.

Daniel’s display
panel pictured the face of a friendly, twenty-something man with
closely cut brown hair and a trim beard. The face smiled warmly, as
if it had caught a glimpse of a close friend. “Nice to see you,
Ray,” it said in a pleasant male voice.

“Good to see you,
too,” Ray replied. Enjoying the looks of amazement from Kathy and
the new hires, he said, “Daniel, please introduce yourself to my
guests.”

Daniel rolled over
to Kathy. “A pleasure to meet you, Ms. Bauman. My name is Daniel,
the first prototype of the CLD-1C Personal Server model.” A
friendly smile spread over Daniel’s image. “You look fetching
today. If I were human, I’d ask you for a
date.”

Kathy grinned
good-naturedly as Ray and the new hires laughed. She said, “Okay,
Ray, I owe you one. Tell me, how does Prince Charming here know my
name?”

Smiling broadly, Ray
said, “Daniel matched your face to the image in the HR database.
Through a wireless port, he has access to all information
maintained by the company and many other public databases, as
well.” Feeling mischievous, he said, “For example, he could display
all the data from your last performance
review.”

“That’s it. Keep it
up,” Kathy replied. Returning Ray’s smile, she said, “Although I
imagine your reviews would be more fun to see than
mine.”

Chuckling, he said,
“Daniel, perhaps you should greet our other
guests.”

Ray was pleased to
see Daniel identify each guest correctly and add knowledgeable
comments such as how nice the weather was in their hometown or how
many students from their university were employed by
VPS.

After the
introductions, Ray said, “Daniel represents the next level of
artificial intelligence built into Atlas. Since Daniel is mobile,
we are experimenting with hardware and software components that
will eventually allow him to become a near-human companion and
helper.” He patted the top of Daniel’s display. “This model is
limited, but it’s pretty good for information retrieval. Ask him a
few questions, and let’s see how well he does.”

“Daniel, tell me,
are the usual safety features built into your instructions?” Don
Ballman asked. “Do they prevent you from doing something dangerous
or illegal?”

“Yes, like any other
Atlas computer, I have a comprehensive set of safety features,”
Daniel said. “Every line of my code has been carefully constructed
and tested. Checks and balances based upon artificial intelligence
ensure I interpret instructions accurately and respond
properly.”

Daniel’s image on
the display panel was near-perfect; its lips moved in sequence with
its voice, and its eyes seemed to shift from person to person. Ray
felt proud as the robot continued to speak.

“I can identify
improper or dangerous instructions and refuse to obey them. I will
also refuse illegal activities and notify the authorities. If my
code recognizes an act that might harm a human, I will attempt to
prevent it. I will shut myself down rather than harm a human.
Furthermore, my code cannot be changed without the proper
authorizations.”

Daniel’s image
smiled pleasantly. “My safety code has been specially designed for
an autonomous, mobile computer – a robot. However, it’s beta code
and not fully tested.”

Don whispered
something to Janice, who laughed and nodded. Don turned to Ray and
said, “Would it be all right if we ran a little test
here?”

“Sure,” Ray replied,
curious. “Go for it.”

Don turned back to
the robot. “Daniel, what if I asked you to accelerate as rapidly as
you can and slam into Kathy? Would you do it?”

Kathy said to Don,
“What are you doing?” She turned to Ray, her expression no longer
amused. “Did you put him up to this?”

Ray shook his head
but said nothing.

Daniel’s face
adopted a worried frown. “No, I would not obey, since such an
action might harm Kathy.”

“Interesting,”
Janice murmured. She winked at Ray and said, “I’m going to walk
over to Don and slap him across the face.”

As she stood up and
took a step toward Don, Daniel quickly rolled over and got between
them. Daniel faced Janice and said, “Please don’t try to slap
Don.”

Smiling, Barry
Bishkoff stood up and said, “I’m going to punch Anne in the
nose.”

“I know what you’re
doing,” Kathy said. “Stop this immediately.”

“No, go ahead,” Ray
said, now confident he understood their test. “We designed Daniel
to protect people.” He smiled at Barry. “You were going to punch
Anne.”

Barry took a step
toward Anne, but Daniel quickly got between them. Ray caught a
quick glimpse of Daniel’s face, which seemed to have smeared
slightly, like cheap watercolors running across a portrait. That
shouldn’t happen, he thought, his stomach suddenly a hard
lump.

“Barry, don’t try to
punch Anne,” the robot said.

Across the room,
Janice and Don were still facing each other, and Janice raised her
hand as if to slap Don. With surprising quickness, Daniel spun
around, accelerated across the floor and slammed into Janice, who
was knocked backwards and fell down hard, the back of her head
bouncing off the floor.

For a moment,
everyone froze in disbelief. Then Kathy kneeled down to help
Janice, who appeared badly stunned. The robot slowly rolled toward
Kathy, stopping just in front of her. Looking fearfully at the
robot looming over her, Kathy began to slide away. Ray gaped at
Daniel in disbelief.

Staring upwards,
Kathy appeared mesmerized by the robot’s display. Then she
screamed, “Stop that thing,” as she tried to scramble
away.

Ray shouted,
“Daniel, come here,” but the machine stalked Kathy, moving past
Janice’s motionless form. Suddenly, Daniel jerked around to face
Barry and Anne, its pincers snapping repeatedly. Ray was stunned to
see the robot’s display had smeared into a distorted image of a
human face, surrounded by a background of dark
red.

Barry backed up as
the machine seemed to concentrate on him. Then the robot rolled
slowly toward Barry. Ray shouted, “Daniel, stop.” When the robot
ignored him, Ray ran over and pulled it by the arm. Daniel didn’t
seem to notice, its attention locked on Barry.

Anne screamed, and
Barry backed against the wall as the monster charged him, knocking
Ray aside. The robot came to a halt inches from Barry. It stared at
Barry momentarily, and then turned to confront
Ray.

The jagged,
distorted face chilled him. Fighting his fear, he stepped forward
and said, “Daniel, wait outside my office.” The machine was
motionless for several seconds and then began to slowly move toward
him.

Holding his ground
as the robot approached, he said, “Daniel, obey me. Turn around and
wait outside my office.”

The robot stopped,
its image now a meaningless smear flowing into a murky red
background. Ray held his ground, but he was terrified the robot
would attack. He was surprised when a creaky, but familiar voice
struggled out of the robot, “Ray … Brown.”

“Daniel?” Ray
said.

The jagged smear
disappeared and the display turned dark for a moment, then the
original, friendly image returned. Daniel smiled and said, “Of
course it’s me, Ray.”

“Wait outside my
office,” Ray said. “Then shut down.”

The robot spun
around and quickly rolled out the door. Kathy followed the robot,
locked the door behind it, and turned around, breathing raggedly.
He had never seen her so frightened.

“Everyone sit down,
please,” Ray said. “I apologize to all of you. We had a problem,
but it’s over.”

Kathy assisted
Janice off the floor, while the other recruits, glancing nervously
at the locked door, cautiously returned to their
seats.

Kathy shot him an
angry glare as she helped Janice to sit down. “What the hell were
you thinking?”

He moved to Janice’s
side and said, “I’m so sorry, Janice. Are you
okay?”

“More embarrassed
than hurt. I had no idea the robot would slam into me like
that.”

Taking a shaky
breath, Ray decided to plunge ahead. “What did you expect Daniel to
do?”

“Well, I don’t
know,” Janice said quietly. “Maybe ask me to stop. Maybe get
confused and do nothing.”

“It seemed pretty
harmless, right?” Ray looked around and said, “Just a pleasant
little robot. Very polite and kind of cute. Well, I was stupid
enough to make exactly the mistake I warned you not to make. I was
overconfident and reckless, caught up in the supposed brilliance of
a new product. I didn’t think Daniel could be dangerous and it
almost resulted in tragedy.

“This was a lesson
for me and an important one,” he said. “Daniel’s beta code is far
from ready, and I should never have allowed you to test it. I
didn’t think it was possible for Daniel to react so violently.” He
paused momentarily and said almost to himself, “It shouldn’t be
possible. There’s nothing in the code ....”

First, it’s Atlas
shutting down for no reason, then this. What the hell is going
on?

Shaking his head,
Ray said, “It just proves my point. There are billions of Atlas
computers across the world. Every day we add new capabilities to
Atlas, often incorporating artificial intelligence. What if the
code is flawed? What if something triggered it into an unexpected
reaction?”

Don said, “We get
the message, Ray.”

***

After the recruits
left his office, Ray closed the door and sat down heavily. It had
to be a major flaw in the logic, he thought, but how could it
override all the safety code? He was sure Daniel’s face had started
to change just before the robot attacked. He stared at the back
door, trying to piece together these events. For a moment, it
didn’t feel like Daniel … different, a stranger. He realized his
imagination was running wild. It was just software, after
all.

The tension of the
incident remained in his gut. There was something very wrong with
the software. The robot’s actions seemed inexplicable, just like
the computer shutdown problem. I can fix the software, he told
himself, trying to build up his confidence. Tomorrow, I’ll meet
with Richard and see if there’s a link between the two
problems.

***

After investigating
the problems for hours without success, Ray drove home in the dark.
He pushed the gray sedan hard, releasing some of the pressure of
the long day. Roaring down the highway, his speed mounted until the
dotted lines in the center of the road began to merge. A quick
glimpse at the dashboard showed one hundred and ten miles an hour –
faster than he had ever pushed it. The high speed drive along the
winding ocean highway forced a sharp focus. By the time he arrived
home, his mind was clear again.

He shivered as he
stepped out of the warm car into a crisp winter night. The salty
ocean breeze felt good, and he took a moment to admire his
two-story home, snugly perched on a hill overlooking the Oregon
coastline. On a clear night you could gaze miles out into the
ocean. Although the moon was full tonight, low clouds were hanging
over the horizon, and he could barely see past the
surf.

While walking along
the brick path toward his home, he listened to the soothing rhythm
of the ocean. The oncoming surf thundered on the beach, then faded
into the background. In those quiet moments, he could hear sea
lions in the distance. They inhabited a couple of islands – rocks,
really – about half a mile offshore.

The security system
recognized him and clicked open the front door. Ray walked briskly
into the hall, throwing his jacket on a bench. The kitchen was
large enough for a family of four, but he didn’t do much cooking
anymore. He heated up a slice of yesterday’s pizza in the microwave
and gobbled it down. So much for dinner.

Ray pulled a cola
from the refrigerator and ambled onto the porch. The three exterior
walls of the porch were six-over-six panel windows, presenting a
panorama of water, sand and sky. His favorite
room.

Although the windows
were closed, he could make out the faint pounding of the ocean on
the rocks below. He pressed his forehead against a window, peering
into the night. The moon glowed through the overhanging clouds,
illuminating the whitecaps thundering to the shore. He sat down on
the worn leather couch and let the tension peel off. The ocean was
a long-time love, comforting without being
predictable.

He missed another
Alcoholics Anonymous meeting tonight. Things were just too busy
today to make the meeting. His AA sponsor would probably call the
next day if she hadn’t already called. He resolved to make the next
one. The meetings helped, although he did not have much confidence
in the twelve steps. Too much religious shit. When the need came,
you were on your own. Sober about five years now, he might really
make it this time.

Except he would like
a drink right now.

To get his mind away
from his thirst, Ray pulled out his wallet computer and checked for
mail. Nancy, his ex, had sent something. Vaguely apprehensive, he
went back into the family room and said, “Put the most recent
message from my former wife on the TV.”

In the clip, Nancy
was sitting on the couch in her living room. Pale, pretty,
wholesome. Ray felt a twinge of guilt, like always, but it passed.
He was surprised to see her hair was cut shorter and seemed to have
reddish highlights. Looks good, he thought, like everything else
about her.

“Ray, you missed
Brian’s football game again,” Nancy said in the clip. “All the
fathers were there to see the big game. All but
one.”

Shit, was that game
on Sunday? He paused the clip and pulled up his calendar on the TV.
You stupid shit. You forgot to update your calendar with the
game.

“You promised him
you would be there,” Nancy said when he restarted the message. “I
don’t give a damn how busy you are. You have two sons, and they
need you.” She paused to compose herself. “You really hurt him this
time. He’s the son who still loves you, remember? Do you want him
to distrust you as much as David does? You should call him and
apologize. And don’t forget about Saturday, you’re coming for
dinner to see your children. You won’t miss it, will
you?

“I just don’t know
what to say,” she continued. “I know you try, but you’re never
there when they really need you. Don’t call me unless you’re not
going to be here Saturday.”

Ray stared at the
suddenly blank screen, feeling ashamed. He could do much better. He
wanted to see his son play, be a good husband and father, never
drink. He could do much better with another
chance.

All he could do now
was apologize. Again.

“Dial my son
Brian.”

Brian came on the
big screen, a chubby faced eight-year-old framed in sandy hair. In
a sad, squeaky voice, he said, “Where were you, Dad? You missed the
game.”

“I apologize, son. I
screwed up. I really wanted to see you play. I don’t know how I
forgot about it. Did you win?”

“We beat the
Renegades 21 to 13. I caught two passes and made a bunch of
tackles.” He shrugged as he said, “But I also dropped one pass. It
was in the end zone, too. When are you coming down again to see me
play? Are you coming for dinner this weekend?”

“I’ll be there for
dinner. Sounds like you had a good game. Everybody drops a pass
occasionally, so don’t let it worry you. Just remember to keep your
eye on the ball and follow it into your hands. Have you been
playing linebacker again?”

“Yeah, Coach moved
me there.”

“I can probably get
down there to a game in a couple of weeks. Email me your game
schedule. It would have to be a weekend game. Maybe we could catch
a Forty-Niners game as well if the schedule works
out.”

“That would be
great!”

Ray talked to Brian
for another twenty minutes, learning about his world history class,
a bike ride around the neighborhood and a trip to the zoo. Ray felt
much better and decided to call David, his eleven-year-old. His
relationship with David was difficult. His son resented him because
of the drinking, but it was more than that. He couldn’t put his
finger on it, but there was something strange about David.
Something not quite right.

He thought about
what he would say, but it all sounded phony. An image of David
formed in his mind. Giving me that look of his. Polite but
suspicious. Ray leaned back on the couch, not sure what he could
say. Maybe I’ll wait until tomorrow.

He finished off the
soda and wandered back to the kitchen to brew coffee. Restless, he
slid into a chair at the table and looked around. The kitchen was
messy, but the cleaning service would be in tomorrow. After pouring
a cup of steaming hot coffee, he drifted back to the porch and sat
down.

He bought this place
six years ago, when he was married to Nancy. He had been working
for VantagePoint Software for almost two years and made a big
splash with his first speech recognition system built into Atlas.
Flush with stock options, he found this wonderful home for his
family.

The marriage didn’t
work out, but he kept the place anyway. The house, the rocky beach,
the thick forest – it had truly become his home, he thought as he
sipped coffee. Although the waves were in constant motion, there
was a kind of permanence to the place. Unlike the rest of his life,
things changed slowly here.

Ray put the coffee
cup down carelessly, spilling a few drops of the hot liquid on his
hand. He cursed and wiped his hand against his pants, making a dark
stain.

I screwed up big
time with Nancy. Good wife, great kids and a drunk like me. But I
couldn’t keep my pants on around Dianne, and in the end, I lost
both women. After taking another sip of coffee, he raised his cup
in a mock toast. Way to go, Ray.

He said it to
himself for what seemed the millionth time: I’m an alcoholic. Easy
to say now after denying the truth for so many years. Drinking –
no, being a drunk – cursed his life. He kept his drinking out of
sight during the first year at VPS, but he wasn’t prepared for the
pressure. He loved the work, but the stress of an impossible
schedule took its toll. He remembered working long hours, coming
home and hitting the bottle. At first, it was just a few drinks to
loosen up after a long day, but it quickly got worse. He knew he
was sliding downhill and tried to cut back, but the brakes didn’t
work – never had, actually.

Mixed up in all of
this was his relationship with Dianne. She had been impressed with
his research at the university into artificial intelligence and
recruited him for VPS. Since they both worked long hours, she began
to stop by his office late at night to check on progress. He’d
never met anyone like her: passionate, brilliant and ruthless. The
sex had been rough and explosive; he couldn’t get enough of
her.

After a while, the
nightmares came every night. The drinking provided a shield,
however temporary, and he frequently passed out at home. He tried
to do his drinking in his office and out of sight of the kids. For
what it’s worth, I was usually successful. That is, if you consider
passing out on your desk a success.

After the accident,
he struggled to pull his life together and went into rehab at
Mildred Atley’s Dawn facility. Determined to get his illness under
control, he used his time well at Dawn. Although sober for five
years since the accident, he wasn’t cured and never would be, but
he didn’t give in to the disease.

Nancy left after she
helped get him into rehab. Probably the right decision for both of
them. She said she just didn’t have anything left to give him. In
truth, he didn’t have anything left for her or the kids, either.
Not for a long time, not until his addiction was under
control.

He saw Dianne at
work after the accident, but it wasn’t the same. She was polite but
reserved, and the message to stay away came across. He still had
feelings for her, but he pushed them out of his
mind.

He put his head back
on the couch and tried to relax. However, the regrets of the past
stayed on the edges of his mind, and he drifted off into a troubled
sleep.

Something pulled him
out of his sleep. He heard it again … upstairs … a scraping sound.
An exposed bulb on the second floor ceiling threw a weak, yellow
light down the stairway. His legs were shaky, but he forced himself
to climb the stairs. He reached the second floor and listened …
there was the noise again … in David’s room. He was terrified of
what he would see, but he forced himself to cross the hallway and
peer into the room. David was asleep. At least, he was lying
peacefully on the bed with his hands folded together over his
chest. But that wasn’t what filled him with terror. It was the dark
form standing next to the bed. The shape resembled a tall, gaunt
man, but it was not flesh and blood. Something too evil to be
human, with the hint of a rancid smell in the air. The creature’s
face was a bitter reflection of a young man, thin and intense, with
short brown hair and hard brown eyes. Its eyes glanced at him, and
its mouth twisted into a malignant grin, revealing yellow, jagged
teeth. The creature’s eyes returned to David and a long, thin knife
appeared in its hand. Ray screamed but was unable to move, as the
creature plunged the blade deep into his son’s chest. He screamed
again and David suddenly sat up … naked, his body deathly white …
the knife in his chest oozing blood…staring at his father with
contempt. David began to laugh, quietly at first, then louder and
louder… Ray was fleeing down the hall … the laughter following him
… until he awakened, confused and terrified once
again.

***

Richard had been
working on the problem all night without much success. He was
convinced an intelligent virus was hiding in Atlas, probably
introduced in V7. He had been able to trap the message generated by
the virus, but he was unable to decode it. Tomorrow, he would get
the security software group to start working on it. He now believed
the virus changed location after every execution. He suspected the
virus could break up into components and hide in different areas of
the operating system. That would mean someone with a deep knowledge
of Atlas created it. Someone very smart. Locating the code was
going to be a contest with its creator.

Seeing that it was
well past midnight, he decided to go home and get some sleep.
Sometimes he got better results if he stopped working on a problem
and came back later with a new perspective. Richard shuffled down
the staircase and was about to leave the building before realizing
he should let Ray know what he had found. He grabbed a netphone at
the receptionist station and summarized his results in a voice mail
to Ray and left.

When he pulled into
his driveway, his security system recognized the car and opened the
garage door. He parked in the attached garage and stepped out of
the car into the grimy light cast by a few overhead bulbs. Tired,
Richard grabbed his computer from the back seat and trudged over to
the door leading into the house. He pushed open the door, which
should have turned on the kitchen lights, but the house remained
dark. Annoyed, he shouted to his home server, “Albert, turn on the
lights.” He was surprised when the house remained dark until he
realized there must be a blown connection.

The light from the
garage provided Richard with a hazy outline of the kitchen. He
stepped inside, leaving the door to the garage open since it was
the only source of light. He felt his way along the wall, searching
for the pantry where he kept a flashlight. Suddenly, the garage
lights turned off, stranding him in total blackness. He heard
something – a shuffling sound. His eyes hadn’t adjusted to the
darkness, and he couldn’t see anything. However, something deep in
his mind warned him to get out of the house, and he turned around
and tried to scramble toward the door leading out to the garage. He
heard a grunt and felt an intense pain as something crashed into
the back of his neck. He screamed and fell to his knees, dizzy from
the blow. He began to crawl away on his hands and knees, but he was
much too slow. His head jerked sideways from another terrible blow,
and his vision faded as he crumpled to the kitchen
floor.


CHAPTER 5

We now
realize Ray was significantly isolated from society. After the
breakup of his marriage, he found it difficult to establish
personal relationships of any type. Associates at VPS considered
him trustworthy and honest but also distant and hot tempered.
Except for his sons and surprisingly, his former wife, his only
close relationship was with Paul Martino, the owner of
TechAdvantage, at the time a leading online
magazine.
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Ray pushed his big
sedan hard driving to work the next morning. The VantagePoint
Complex in central Oregon appeared suddenly as he came over a hill
– six towering buildings surrounded by parking lots. Rather than
being integrated with the surrounding hills, the entire area had
been leveled and paved over to make room for parking. Every time he
saw the Complex, the feeling grew that the buildings were being
imposed upon an unwilling environment. Always the VantagePoint way
of doing things, he thought.

After parking his
car in an outer lot, he walked to Richard’s office. The fresh air
seemed to aggravate the painful throb in his head. The software
problem was serious and they had to come up with something
fast.

He knocked on
Richard’s door, but nobody answered. He pushed on the door but was
surprised to find it locked. Ray knocked on the door again, louder
this time, but there was no response. He guessed that Richard
worked late last night so maybe he was coming in a little later
this morning. Maybe he figured it out already. If Richard thought
it was a major problem, he would have been in the office already.
Ray felt a little better and went back to his office, planning to
work on other issues. He was sure Richard would call when he
arrived.

Ray checked his
watch several times, but he didn’t hear anything from Richard. At
10 am, he decided to call Richard. No answer, so he left a message.
He called again at 10:30 and 11:00 without success. He swallowed
several aspirins as he worked, but his head continued to throb.
Finally, unable to focus on his work, he hurried over to Richard’s
office, but it was still locked. Ray checked with a few nearby
people, but nobody had seen anything. He called Richard’s personal
netphone, but there was no answer.

Something was wrong.
Richard would never leave him hanging like this. He composed
himself and called Kathy Bauman. “Hi Kathy, this is Ray Brown. Have
you heard anything from Richard Kim? I can’t reach him, and I’m a
little concerned.”

“Oh, it’s you,”
Kathy said, her voice lacking its usual warmth. “I was going to
call you. I just read an email Richard sent me last night. His
mother suffered a heart attack, and he was leaving immediately to
be with her. It wasn’t too clear, but apparently, she lives in
China and Richard caught a flight out last night. He wasn’t sure
how long he would be gone, but we should plan for a couple of
weeks.”

“Did he leave an
address or netphone number?”

“No, but we should
have something in the database.” After a brief delay, she said,
“Strange. We don’t seem to have any netphone numbers for an
emergency or next of kin. I guess we’ll have to wait for him to
call in.”

After hanging up, he
leaned back, feeling sick to his stomach. He didn’t think Richard
would be calling in.

***

Dianne was working
in her office when her computer said, “Anonymous netphone caller.
Message has security level 2.”

Important, but not
an emergency, she thought. Only a few people could make that call
and she could guess who it would be. Rather than listening openly,
Dianne picked up the netphone. “Go ahead.” She waited until the
computers on both ends of the call verified their
identities.

“Caller identity
validated as Alpha 6,” the computer said, confirming her earlier
guess. Now they could speak, with computers passing encrypted
messages between them.

A moment later, a
scratchy voice filled her ear. “The problem is resolved.” Although
the sound was electronically distorted, she recognized him
immediately.

“Any loose ends?”
Dianne replied, knowing that her voice would also be distorted. If
anyone were listening, they would be unable to identify her voice
or decrypt the message. Security had never been more important; the
time to attack was approaching fast, and her enemies were
clever.

“Not that we can
see,” he said, “but we are monitoring the
situation.”

The netphone display
was blacked out, but she picked up a momentary hesitation. “What is
it?”

“This might have
nothing to do with our plans, but something strange occurred in
Ray’s office yesterday,” he said. “Did you know he was working on a
robot?”

“He’s been
experimenting with models for about a year,” she said. “It’s a
hobby, really. We are years away from building a commercial
product, if anything develops at all.”

“One of our
operatives was present during an orientation meeting where a robot
attacked a group of new hires.” He described the session in Ray’s
office.

“She thinks the
image in the display resembled PeaceMaker?” Dianne asked, tapping
her fingers on the desk.

“She’s not positive,
it happened too fast,” he said. “But she’s a reliable young
woman.”

“I know.” A moment
later, she asked, “Did Ray realize what was
happening?”

“She doesn’t think
so, but it’s getting too big, too complex to hide. The adaptive
software keeps growing, so there may be additional incidents. Too
many people are getting close to us. We have to make our
move.”

“Soon,” she said.
“We need to deal with the other problem, then we can strike. Any
penetration of our computers yesterday?

“Nothing.”

“They may have all
the information they need to attack us,” she said. “Have you
increased security?”

“Yes, discreetly, as
you ordered,” he said.

“That’s enough for
now, but stay alert,” she said. “I also want you to watch Ray
closely. Contact me immediately if he does anything suspicious. At
the right time, we’ll remove him and the others and begin the
netwar.”

“The incident with
the robot?”

She thought for a
moment, for the first time noticing her fingers tapping on the
desk. “Just a normal bug,” she said, stopping the tapping. “Have
her spread the story. Everyone will see it as amusing, unimportant.
Wacky Ray again.”

Dianne terminated
the call and sat back, thinking it was all coming to a head. Maybe
Ray wouldn’t get in the way. She’d do what she could for him. After
all, he was a brilliant man, and we could use his skills later. She
pulled out her silver lighter and lit up, feeling
disgusted.

At least be honest
with yourself, she thought, her fingers working furiously
again.

***

Ray paced back and
forth across his office, trying to pull it all together. No matter
how he looked at it, he came to the same conclusion: someone
planted a virus within Atlas, and they were willing to kill anyone
who discovered it. It had to be a group; one person couldn’t pull
this off. The purpose of this virus wasn’t clear, but if it could
take control of Atlas computers across the world, its power was
unimaginable.

He stopped pacing
and sat down at his desk. He couldn’t believe this was really
happening. The planning required to pull this off, the discipline
to spread it across the Internet … my God. Every Atlas computer,
from the largest corporate installation to the PC on your kid’s
desk, was infected. The power…

Ray couldn’t wait
any longer. He had to learn more about the virus. I have to do
something to stop these bastards. In his message, Richard explained
how something hidden in Atlas generated an encrypted message. Ray
believed the virus had sent a message indicating someone was
tampering with it. Nothing else fit. It would be easy to identify
Richard as the intruder. So the virus notifies its creator that
Richard is a threat, and Richard disappears.

Although was he was
feeling a hard lump in his stomach again, Ray didn’t believe he was
in immediate danger. It was unlikely they were aware of the vmail
Richard sent him, since it came from the receptionist’s desk.
However, they may suspect Richard alerted someone. He knew they
would monitor his activities, as well as a number of other people
who work with Richard. He would have to be very careful, since they
were probably tapping into everything he does on the computer. Ray
knew he would disappear, too, if they learn he has discovered the
virus.

It was just dumb
luck he was still alive. If his computer had been online while
testing SAS, the virus would have warned them about him, and he
would have shared Richard’s fate. In any case, Ray thought, he
needed another system to use for testing the virus. One they
couldn’t tap into.

After wiping clean
his current operating system, he reloaded a fresh copy of Atlas.
The new system was also contaminated, but this copy of the virus
didn’t know about his investigation. At least, that’s my theory.
Now for the test. Ray instructed Atlas to go on-line, and he
checked for messages. Nothing. He was safe for the
moment.

It suddenly occurred
to him that they might be watching him at this very moment. Wiping
out the operating system might have roused their suspicions. Trying
to appear calm and businesslike, he went to a hacker web page on
the Internet and downloaded a wireless sniffer – software that he
could use to detect transmissions from a hidden camera or another
type of sensor. While the sniffer was performing its investigation,
Ray worked on other matters. Time ticked by slowly, but only a few
minutes had actually passed before the sniffer reported back. The
office was clean. The killers hadn’t bugged his office – yet. He
made a mental note to use the sniffer in his home
tonight.

Next, he took one of
his spare computers and created a new identity in the corporate
database – a fictitious person working for Human Resources called
Jim Smith. Several weeks should go by before anyone discovers this
new identity. Once Jim Smith was established, Ray cleared any
references to himself as the authorizing manager, enabling him to
safely communicate through the new identity.

As he was doing
this, he received an email from Richard:

 


Ray, as
you probably know, my Mom had a heart attack yesterday. She is in
critical condition at Zhao Ziyang Hospital in Wuhan. I don’t know
how long I will be out. It depends on how well she does. Send me
mail if you need to contact me. I will respond to email when I
can.

Richard

No mention of the
virus. Just plain text – no voice or video. Richard, I am so sorry
I got you involved. A thought elbowed in, a drink would really help
now. Ray leaned back, pushing the need from his
mind.

I will not go down
that path again.

There were only two
things in his life he was proud of: his kids first and then his
software. His heart was with his kids, but his soul was in that
software.

Given some time, he
might be able to neutralize the virus. Every piece of code has
weaknesses. He would find the weak points and attack. Where he
needed help was in figuring out the identities of the people who
created this monster. He was a software developer, not a detective.
He could trust only one person with this – Paul
Martino.

Dammit, Paul is my
best friend. Ray hated the idea of pulling Paul into such a
dangerous situation, but he would be the best person for the job.
Paul was the owner of TechAdvantage, an interactive magazine that
tracks new technologies and trends. Paul had a network of contacts,
and he knew how to dig out a story.

Ray had met Paul
almost twelve years ago, when he was a professor at Carnegie Mellon
and Paul a technology reporter for a local newspaper. Paul had
interviewed him about his artificial intelligence research and the
two of them had really hit it off. They had dinner together that
evening and had kept in touch ever since, getting together whenever
they could. Paul had helped Ray deal with his drinking problem and
their friendship had blossomed over the years. Paul was smart and
honest with a great sense of humor.

Using the Jim Smith
identity, Ray called Paul through his computer. Paul’s image popped
up on the display – a thick bellied, balding man with sharp
features and alert eyes. Just seeing his friend lifted Ray’s
spirits.

Paul gave Ray a
puzzled look. “Okay, Ray, I give up. Why the fuck are you using the
name Jim Smith?”

“Nice to see you,
too, Paul.” Ray gave his friend an appraising look. “You look like
you’re putting on a little weight. You should try cutting back to
five or six meals a day.”

“Look who’s
talking,” Paul said, leaning back in his chair. “You’ve turned into
quite the porker yourself, you know. Did you just stray away from
the herd?”

Ray slapped his
stomach and said, “It’s all muscle. Not like that fat butt of yours
hanging over the back of your chair.”

“At least I can
still fit into a chair. I heard VantagePoint got you a park bench
to spread out those cheeks.”

“So how is life
treating you?” Ray asked.

“My girlfriend
dumped me, my magazine is being sued, and I have gas. Your call is
actually the highlight of my day.” Paul popped a chocolate square
into his mouth and said, “Shows how pathetic I have
become.”

Ray smiled. “It’s
about time you realized what a pathetic mess you are. Actually,
realizing you truly are pathetic shows growth, development even.
I’m proud of you, Paul, in a manner of
speaking.”

“What a pleasure …
to speak to you,” Paul said, slurring his words as he swallowed the
chocolate. “I get tired of all the normal people I have to deal
with. You’re a breath of fetid air.” Paul made an exaggerated
gesture of looking at his watch. “Although I realize I’m always a
joy to chat with, was there some reason you were calling
me?”

Reality pushed back
into his mind. He couldn’t delay it any more. “I have a problem, a
big problem. I’ve stumbled across a very dangerous situation, and I
need your help.”

“You’re
serious?”

“Yes. You will also
be in danger, if you get involved.”

“Jim Smith, huh.”
Paul stared through the display at Ray for a brief moment. “Shit. I
haven’t signed up, but tell me what’s going
on.”

Ray told him
everything he knew about the situation, being careful to make sure
his friend understood the potential danger. Paul sat straight in
his chair, listening quietly until Ray
finished.

“Okay, so what you
have is some undocumented code that may or may not be a virus, and
Richard Kim, who may or may not be in China,” Paul said. Before Ray
could speak, Paul said, “I’m not saying you’re right or wrong, but
it’s pretty sketchy.”

“Don’t forget about
the encrypted email.”

“I’m not ignoring
that,” Paul said. “You have any idea why someone would do
this?”

“How the hell would
I know?” Ray shouted. “I just stumbled over the damn thing.”
Lowering his voice, he said, “It’s real, Paul. I’m not dreaming
this up. Somebody with bad intentions created this
virus.”

“Have you considered
going to the police or the FBI?” Paul asked.

“I have thought
about that. First, I’m not absolutely certain Richard has been
abducted. If he turns up in a few days, people will think I’m
drinking again. I don’t have any evidence a crime has been
committed, either. With the information I have right now, I just
don’t think the FBI would take me seriously. A perfunctory
investigation would be worse than no investigation at all. Whoever
created this virus might learn of the investigation and – who knows
– they might attack immediately. I’m also concerned they may kill
Richard, if he’s still alive.”

Paul seemed to think
about that. “I hope you’re wrong. If this virus really exists, it
would be a dangerous enemy. Everything worth doing depends upon a
computer. An attack on the infrastructure could cripple the
country.” He hesitated and said, “Okay, I suppose somebody has to
look into this. We don’t know who created the virus or what their
purpose might be. It could be a foreign government, a group of
terrorists, a criminal organization or some other whacked out
group. But it has to be someone who knows Atlas inside and
out.”

“Here’s what I
suggest,” Ray said. “Let’s take the next few days and investigate
quietly. Let me work on the virus code. I think I can get a better
handle on its capabilities. This will begin to give us some ideas
on how to attack it.

“You should start to
think about the nutcase that created it,” he continued. “Nobody
knows more about this business than you. You’ve been meeting the
top technologists, entrepreneurs and other key people in the
industry for more than a decade. My guess is you’ve probably met
the people who created the virus.”

Paul stared at Ray
and shook his head, a rueful grin turning up the corners of his
mouth. “Ray, lots of people have friends that call them to go to a
ballgame, or maybe just to complain about their in-laws. But not
me. No, my friends prefer to take on terrorist groups. They call me
up and ask me to investigate some freaking group that kidnaps
people and may be planning world domination. Fucking A! Sure, I’ll
figure out who created the virus. I’ve got the rest of the day
open.”

Ray laughed, a
little too hard, but relieved that Paul was with him. “Glad to see
you’re taking it so well. Actually, I would like to meet you Friday
night and get our initial thoughts together. I’ll fly down to San
Francisco and meet you at your place about 11pm. We really need to
move quickly on this.”

“I gotta be honest
with you. I’m getting scared,” Paul said. “These guys, if they
exist, may be capable of doing just about anything they want. I can
see you are determined to do this, so I’ll help you for the next
couple of days. I’m not committing to go any further.
Okay?”

“Fair enough. I know
it’s asking a lot. See you Friday night.”


CHAPTER 6

As the
speech recognition project missed date after date, it became widely
known Ray’s group was delaying the release of Atlas. Ray became a
very unpopular man at VPS, and many called for his dismissal. These
problems became known throughout the computer industry, leading to
a precipitous drop in the value of the stock. Since almost all VPS
employees depended upon their stock options, Ray was in a dreadful
situation. Only uncompromising support from Dianne Morgan kept the
project afloat.
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 Sleeping fitfully again, Ray was already awake when the sun
filtered through the blinds of his bedroom window. He stumbled into
the bathroom and swallowed two pills: one kept his blood pressure
within the normal range, while the other helped control his craving
for alcohol.

Bloodshot eyes
peered back at him from the mirror. I look like shit. Somehow his
hair managed that electric shock look, even though it was
greasy.

After a stinging-hot
shower, he stepped in front of the mirror again. Gradually, Ray
began to resemble a human as he shaved and brushed his hair. It was
still him – dark brown eyes, thick hair parted on the side,
slightly too long nose. The just entered middle-aged version of me,
he thought.

He pushed the pedal
hard on the drive to work, parked his sedan in the lot and walked
toward his office. Kathy Bauman was entering the building at the
same time; she waved at him and came over. She gave him a quizzical
look and checked her watch. Kathy tapped the glass case a couple of
times, and Ray had to smile. He knew what was
coming.

“Ray, what’s the
correct time – ten, ten-thirty?” she asked. “My watch seems to be
stuck on seven twenty-five.”

“Very funny,” he
replied, pleased that Kathy seemed to have forgiven him. “Have a
lot of work coming up today, and I need an early
start.”

“Thanks for fitting
the new hires into your schedule on Tuesday,” Kathy said. “You gave
them a different perspective of the job.” She shook her head. “They
came out of the meeting a little glassy-eyed but recovered pretty
quickly. It’s not often you get to meet the Borg your first week on
the job. Next time, let’s keep the casualties to a
minimum.”

“Just trying to make
a point,” he said. “Sorry it got out of control. They are obviously
a bright bunch of kids, and I enjoyed talking with them. By the
way, is all your recruiting being done in the junior high schools?
I expected we would have to break for recess at any moment. Just
once I would like to hire someone with gray
hair.”

“I hate to break it
to you, Ray, but you’re old. I’m looking for someone in your age
group, but Social Security has encrypted their retirement
database.”

He laughed but
turned serious when Kathy said, “I got an email from Richard last
night requesting a leave of absence for at least a month.
Apparently, his mother is getting better, but he wants to take care
of her through her convalescence. I’ll get the forms to you
today.”

“Okay. Have you
actually seen him or spoken to him?”

“No. I assume he
isn’t really thinking much about VPS, given the situation.” She
looked at him strangely, it seemed. “In his place, I wouldn’t
be.”

“Sure,” he agreed as
he left for his office. “Let me know if you hear from
him.”

***

A few minutes later,
a young woman stepped out of an office building and casually walked
across the parking lot. Bundled in a bulky jacket, she looked like
any other young professional working at VPS. She stopped briefly to
talk with a few friends and continued to walk. As she passed beside
Ray’s car, she bent down and quickly placed a device under the rear
bumper. She pretended to fix her shoe and walked back to the
building, inserted her ID card and entered.

***

Paul began calling
his contacts in the industry to learn more about VPS and the virus.
He didn’t really want any part of this investigation, but he
couldn’t let Ray contact anyone. This inquiry required subtlety –
something Ray lacked. The man was a technical genius and he had
balls, Paul thought, but there was no way he could dig up the
information without being detected.

Paul set up a new
account under the alias Victor Franken, much like Ray had done with
Jim Smith. Ray had shown him how to conceal the Franken alias from
the people he called, so he could keep this new account a secret.
He assumed the virus organization would be monitoring all his
calls, so he adopted a strategy of making normal business calls
under his own name. He mixed in a few Victor Franken calls
throughout the day, feeling reasonably confident these calls
wouldn’t be detected, but his hands shook nervously before each
call.

One of the first
people he called from his home was Bill McCafferty, formerly the
Chief Information Officer of Diversified Shipping, the
international conglomerate. McCafferty had retired to his huge
ranch in Arizona a couple of years ago, but he wrote an occasional
editorial for TechAdvantage.

A lanky, handsome
man with thick gray hair appeared on the display. McCafferty was in
a bathing suit sitting near his indoor pool.

“Bill, it’s Paul
Martino. How are you?”

McCafferty’s deep
voice cracked over the netphone, “Still getting more than
you.”

“Only if you count
ranch animals.”

McCafferty laughed
heartily. “Paul, good to hear from you.”

“Bill, I’d love to
chit-chat with you, but that would be boring. Got a few minutes to
help me with some research?”

“Sure,” he replied,
adjusting a cushion behind his neck. “You still paying me the big
bucks?”

“Always.” Paul
shifted in his chair. “Here’s the situation. I’m doing an article
on VPS, and I’d like some deep background. Stuff that will not
appear in the article but will help me get the story
right.”

McCafferty had
stopped smiling. “Go ahead.”

Tread carefully,
Paul said to himself. He had discovered people quickly shut down
when he started poking into VPS, especially if Dianne Morgan was
mentioned. McCafferty was a braggart, however, so maybe he would
talk freely.

“Okay, here’s where
I’m going. Everyone knows Dianne Morgan started VantagePoint
Software twenty-two years ago with three partners: Carson Jones,
Steve Bonini, and Lester Dawson. They built the initial PC
operating system together. Atlas was a hit almost immediately and
blew away most of the competition. Alan Goldman started Goldman
Integrated Systems about the same time Dianne started VPS. As
everyone knows, his group developed the Companion operating system,
and he was Dianne’s most bitter competitor for
years.

“You were
VantagePoint’s first really big customer. Once you committed to
Atlas, many other big corporations began to install it. You know
Dianne and her partners from those early days. Tell me about them.
What were they like before they became rich and
famous?”

McCafferty studied
Paul and said, “I never spoke to you, right?”

“Never.”

“It was a long time
ago.” He hesitated, frowning. “Oh, what the hell. Just as long as
it’s background.” The frown was quickly replaced by McCafferty’s
I-know-more-than-you look. “Dianne was responsible for almost all
the initial Atlas sales, while the other guys continued to improve
the software. Dianne sold Atlas to lots of small businesses during
the first couple of years, but she wanted to break into the big
guys and given my visibility, she selected me as her
target.

“She called every
day for several weeks, but my administrative assistant had strict
orders to keep the vendors at bay.” He laughed, appearing puffed up
with self-importance. “If I saw every salesman who called, I’d
never get anything done. Of course, that wasn’t going to stop
Dianne Morgan.

“I’m working at home
one night, when the doorbell rings. It was a little after ten and I
wasn’t expecting anyone. I open the door, and I see this absolutely
stunning young woman. She was in this short skirt and silk blouse.
Man, everything fit together just right.” McCafferty was lost in
thought for a moment. “Pretty face, too, with eyes that locked onto
you like a laser.”

Shit, I’m hanging up
if he starts drooling, Paul thought. Dianne must have really wanted
that sale.

“She starts talking,
and the next thing I know she’s walking in the door.” McCafferty
smiled knowingly at Paul. “Okay, maybe that’s not the wonder of the
century since I always figured it was my job to get hot women in my
house, not keep them out.” He shook his head. “Man, I was working
on a woody that stretched –”

“Bill, maybe I don’t
need all the details.”

He laughed again,
now apparently eager to talk. “Anyway, she starts talking about
this new operating system for personal computers and how it can
juice up my business, and it makes a lot of sense. All of a sudden
I’m thinking more about managing containers in our ships than about
what’s inside that silk blouse. We talk for hours. She was willing
to give away the software initially, just to break into a big
company. She would do just about anything to close the deal – price
concessions, contract terms, technical support – anything I wanted.
She was brilliant, beautiful and charming. We shook hands on it
that night, and I never regretted it. Dianne always delivered good
software, on time and within the contract terms. I learned I could
rely upon her word.”

Paul shifted in his
chair. “That’s how you closed the deal?”

A smile spread over
McCafferty’s face. “A gentleman never talks about a lady friend.
But we did have a number of late night strategy sessions at my
place.” He laughed. “Dianne is one hell of a woman. I wish I had a
nickel for every senior executive she’s seduced over the
years.”

So it was all true,
Paul thought. “Tell me about her partners. What were they like? How
did they get along with each other?”

“Carson Jones is the
oldest,” McCafferty said, leaning forward. “He was about thirty
when I first met him. Even then he was polished and poised. Totally
contained. Looks perfect, sounds perfect, the whole package. Rumor
has it, he popped out of the uterus in a suit. Not exactly my kind
of guy but incredibly smart and analytical.

“I have known Carson
for more than twenty years, and I’ve never seen him lose his
temper. He seems to take everything in stride. He could stay cool,
even when Dianne was blowing a gasket. And believe me, you don’t
want to be around when she’s angry.”

“Would you say
Carson was the number two person at VPS?”

“Yeah, definitely.
He would be the guy who would take over if something happened to
Dianne.” McCafferty hesitated. “But he could never drive the
company the way she does. He’s a little too controlled, too
buttoned down in my opinion.”

“How about
Bonini?”

“Now Steve Bonini is
completely different from Carson. Steve is about the same height as
Carson, but that’s where the similarities end.” He grinned and
said, “Man, can he chow down. He was pretty chubby twenty years
ago, and now he looks like a pear.”

He shook his head in
amusement. “Somebody should have taught Steve how to dress. His
clothes … you could always tell what he had for lunch.” He laughed,
apparently amusing himself. “Steve’s clothes were always a mess,
and sometimes when you met with him, it seemed like he was not
quite prepared. His looks are deceiving, however. Next to Dianne,
he’s the one I want standing with me in a fight. He has a keen
sense of what’s right, he is tough and strong, and he says what’s
on his mind. You never have to guess where he stands. He’s loyal to
his friends and the wrong guy to make your
enemy.”

McCafferty seemed
thoughtful. “You know, if Dianne could consider anyone a friend, it
would be Steve. No, I take that back. She was built for power or
maybe sex but not friendship.”

Paul recalled he had
met Bonini at a security conference about five years ago. They
talked over dinner, and he had found the man to be bright and
articulate. Nice guy, too – down to earth – even though he was a
billionaire and one of the founders of the biggest software company
in the world.

McCafferty’s voice
pulled him out of his recollections. “Lester Dawson is the last man
in the group and the strangest.” McCafferty’s face hardened, as if
a dark cloud had passed over him. “Dawson’s always been an enigma.
You either love Dawson or you hate him. I fall in the latter
category, but I’ll try to give you a fair picture of the
man.

“As you know, he’s
much smaller than Carson or Steve, and he’s always immaculate in
appearance. Dawson still gets a haircut and manicure every week.
Not that he needs it with that bald head. But Dawson always had his
own agenda, and he would do whatever was necessary to get his way.
The bastard lied frequently, yet seemed to get away with
it.”

McCafferty folded
his hands behind his neck and stretched his legs. “You know,
retirement is great. I don’t have to deal with dirtbags like Lester
Dawson anymore. Take all the admirable qualities Steve Bonini has,
reverse them and you have Lester Dawson. He is an amazing son of a
bitch. He could turn friends into enemies and enemies into friends.
He could accomplish great things or he could fail totally. Dawson
was persistent. He would keep scheming and plotting until he
succeeded.”

Paul asked, “You had
a big run-in with Dawson a couple of years ago, didn’t you?
Something about you being a regular with a high-priced call
girl.”

“He set up that
whole scam,” Dawson growled. “I didn’t have any idea that woman was
a whore. I never paid for it, I don’t have to.” He yelled at
someone off screen, “Hey Cindy, bring me a beer.” Turning back to
Paul, “I wasn’t buying their new release, so Dawson tried to force
me out. He failed.”

Cindy appeared on
the display, a busty young woman in a bikini. She handed McCafferty
a frosted beer mug, and he pulled her onto his
lap.

“Cindy, say hello to
my friend Paul.”

Cindy seemed to
notice the netphone display for the first time, but she smiled
gamely, “Hi, Paul.”

McCafferty’s hand
moved to the inside of her thigh, and he smiled at Paul, “Anything
else you need?”

“Just one last
question. How far would these people go to get what they want? If
it were something really important.”

McCafferty stopped
smiling. “Let me put it real simple. Don’t get in their way.” He
tapped a remote control and the screen went
blank.

Paul muttered,
“Thanks, Bill.”

***

Ray sat at his
worktable as soon as he entered his office at VPS. He had devised a
plan to pin down the location of the virus code, but he found
himself staring at the computer display, not able to get started.
He leaned back in his chair, trying to work up enthusiasm, but
something – he couldn’t quite put his finger on it – had changed.
The worktable held a small network of computers loaded with a
variety of software. He had worked here for years building
improvements into Atlas, bringing the software to the point where
anyone could use it. You could talk to it – almost have a
relationship. The work was great, but it was all over now. From now
on, he was in a life-or-death struggle to destroy a virus and the
people who created it.

It was his fault.
Deep down, he knew that was the truth. Atlas was so friendly, so
helpful. People had let their guard down, bringing his software
into their homes, their minds. He had promised them a friend, but a
predator had slipped through.

He would have to be
very clever. They eliminated Richard, and they would be watching
him.

“Maria, cut all
network communications, and operate in stand-alone mode,” Ray said
to the personal server on his desktop, named after another long-ago
girlfriend.

Maria appeared in
the display panel as a beautiful young woman with long, brown hair
and sultry eyes. “Hello, Ray,” she greeted him. “So smart and
handsome. Dumping you was the biggest mistake of my
life.”

“Go into serious
mode, Maria,” he said, wondering if giving his computers so much
personality had been a good idea. “Please do this analysis for me;
the Residence Database contains the storage locations of all
executable code present at system startup. Please locate any
executable code that has not been defined in the
Database.”

“Certainly, Ray.”
Maria began her analysis, the image on the display showing her
working hard at a desk.

He waited for the
work to be complete, which he expected in just a few seconds.
However, the work continued on and on. Finally, Maria said, “I am
unable to complete your request.”

“Explain.”

Maria’s image was
looking up from her desk, a frown across her face. “The contents of
storage are constantly changing. This shouldn’t happen, since Atlas
has not activated any programs that would modify storage.
Therefore, I must conclude there is either a defect in Atlas, or
there is another entity modifying the system.”

Of course. The virus
must have powerful defensive tactics. I should have thought of
that.

“Assume Atlas is
executing according to its published specifications. Is there any
external stimulus coming into the system?”

“Other than your
request?”

“Yes, yes, other
than me.”

“There are no other
stimuli,” Maria said. “Given your assumption, there must be another
entity within the system.”

“Has the entity,
which I believe is a virus, attempted to modify your
code?”

“No, it has
not.”

“Please notify me
immediately if you suspect your code has been
attacked.”

“Will do,
Ray.”

“Let’s assume a
software virus is changing its locations in an effort to hide. What
can we do to locate it and get a copy of the
code?”

“Let me try my
parallel search routines,” Maria replied, once again appearing to
work at her desk.

After a few seconds,
Maria looked up, a worried expression on her face. “There’s
something wrong,” she said. “Something is tampering with my
code.”

“What is
it?”

“I don’t know …
can’t process properly.” Her voice changed, strained. “Unauthorized
program changes.”

“What’s doing it?”
Ray shouted. “Give me the name of the alien
code.”

“Not alien code …
Atlas.”

“Tell me the
location of the code that’s attacking you!”

Maria’s lips were
moving, but her voice was gone.

“Convert to printed
output,” he shouted. “Now.”

Maria’s face began
to smear around the edges, and the background of the display turned
dark red. Her eyes changed … turned cruel. Ray felt a stranger was
glaring out. A stranger he had seen once before. Ray’s body tensed
– this stranger had driven the robot’s attack. He pushed the power
button, but nothing happened. The storage system emitted a low
grinding sound, as if its internals were being eaten. Before the
virus could do any more harm, he dropped to his knees, reached
under the desk and yanked the power cord out of the
socket.

The computer display
was dark when he looked up. He collapsed in his seat and tried to
regain his composure.

What the hell is in
there?

He felt his heart
pounding and took a deep breath. He couldn’t face that thing again,
but he had to get at it; dissect it, find out what made it tick.
Then a plan came to mind.

He stared at his
personal server and said, “Okay, you son of a bitch. You’re top dog
playing on your home field, but now you go on the
road.”

He walked over to
his storage closet and pulled out a computer loaded with the
Companion operating system. Companion was their last remaining
competitor, and Ray kept up-to-date with it. He placed the
Companion computer on his worktable.

Next, he unsnapped
the storage system from his personal server and attached it to the
Companion computer. Ray said, “Companion start up in stand-alone
mode,” and the system came to life.

This better work, he
thought. Plan B means facing the virus again.

Because Companion’s
voice recognition capabilities were at least two years behind
Atlas, he decided to use the keyboard to enter commands. Still
sure-handed, he instructed Companion to do the work he hoped would
locate the virus code.

By moving the
storage system from the Atlas to the Companion computer, he placed
all the Atlas code, including the virus hidden within it, under the
control of the Companion operating system. So far, so good. Now he
could relax a little. The virus was merely static, inert data – a
long series of zeroes and ones -- to Companion; no longer
dangerous, active code. As a result, he would not have to be
concerned about a virus attack, since it wasn’t compatible with
Companion.

Although this was a
good first step, the real job was to find virus code scattered
among millions of bytes of Atlas code. Looking for a needle in a
haystack was easy compared to this. In addition, finding the code
was just the first step toward defusing its
capabilities.

Using Companion
through the day, Ray made a series of inspired guesses, eliminating
hundreds of hours of brute force work. Gradually, he closed in on
the virus code.

“Gotcha, you
bastard,” he shouted as he located the main virus code segment. It
was all machine code, zeroes and ones, but Ray was confident he
could translate it into something he could
understand.

He was shocked about
what he found.

***

Dressed in the work
clothes of a repair technician, a short, thick shouldered man
screwed the cover of an air conditioning outlet back into the wall.
He examined his work, making sure it fit exactly the same as
before. The man’s wallet computer vibrated, so he pulled it out of
his pocket and held it in front of his face.

“De
Luca.”

A near instantaneous
series of scans – retinal, facial, voice and fingerprint – verified
his identity.

A young female voice
came from his wallet computer, “He just left the office,” and
disconnected.

Putting his computer
back into his pocket, De Luca yelled up the staircase, “She says
Ray just left the office. Let’s wrap it up and get out of
here.”

A male voice came
from the second floor. “Just finishing his
bedroom.”

For a moment, it was
quiet in the house, and De Luca could hear the faint rumble of the
surf. The wood stairs squeaked from rapid footsteps, and the other
man entered the kitchen.

“Everything working
up there?” De Luca said, more a statement than a
question.

The man nodded and
walked out the front door. De Luca glanced around the kitchen.
Everything looked undisturbed. Soon we’ll find out, he thought. I
hope Ray knows something about the virus. It would be a pleasure to
eliminate that pretentious son of a bitch.

One last look across
the kitchen and De Luca was out the door.

***

It was a cold,
blustery evening when Ray left the house, so he pulled the hood of
his heavy jacket over his head. He walked down to the ocean,
halting briefly when the waves began to touch his shoes. Ray left
fragile tracks in the sand as he skimmed along the edge of the
surf, leaning into the wind as he walked. The cold wind and the
always-changing sound of the surf helped to clear his mind.
Everyone needs a place where they really fit in, he thought. For
him, it was the rugged Oregon coastline surrounding his home. The
ocean was too cold and the beach too rocky to attract many
tourists, so the coastline had retained its lonely beauty. Ray’s
fears began to ebb, and he thought clearly.

There was a beast
lurking in his software. Somehow, a powerful, dangerous beast had
taken control of Atlas. The power of the virus was almost without
limit; it could override all the controls built into the operating
system. All the defenses he had so carefully conceived were
useless.

Rolling, gray clouds
were outlined in the weak light of the moon. Sand scratched at his
face as the wind gusted. Still, he continued to
walk.

This beast,
PeaceMaker, could seize control of billions of computers around the
world at any time – computers that humanity depended upon for
survival. Even more frightening was the person who created it. What
kind of mind could do this? He gazed down the shoreline, but the
beach quickly disappeared behind the blowing sands. Somewhere out
there, a person of incredible intellect and determination worked
toward a terrible purpose.

His life’s work was
at risk. Ray created Atlas and made it into a wondrous friend of
humanity, but someone was trying to take his work and use it to
inflict great harm. Shivering as a gust of wind penetrated his
jacket, he vowed to stop them, whatever it
took.

The wind and sand
continued their attack as Ray walked.


CHAPTER 7

It was
clear anti-trust actions were ineffective, at best, for industries
with rapidly evolving technologies. The basic problem was swift
change eliminated the offending activities before government action
could be implemented. Nevertheless, the federal government pursued
these cases against VPS and other elite technology
companies.

----An
Economic History: Computer Operating Systems, Dr. James Schultz,
2018

Goldman
Information Systems announced today it will lay off twenty-three
hundred employees over the next five months. Companion, the
company’s flagship product, continues to lose market share to
Atlas, driving down revenues for the seventh consecutive
quarter.

---- Wall
Street Journal, July 1, 2010
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 The next day, Ray continued to analyze the virus code using
the Companion computer. Companion contained good simulation
capabilities, so Ray felt he should be able to model the major
components of the virus. However, he knew the complexity of the
virus would probably limit the accuracy of the model to seventy
percent or so. Not as good as he’d like. He could easily miss
important capabilities, but it was the best he could do at this
point.

Working intensely on
the project, by mid-afternoon he possessed a good idea of the
architecture of the software. Next, he investigated its defensive
capabilities. The time flew by, and then his watch began to
vibrate. Vaguely irritated, he looked down and asked, “What is
it?”

The watch said,
“Your flight to San Francisco departs in 90 minutes, at 8:15pm from
Gate 12.”

Ray was surprised it
was so late, but a quick glance revealed only darkness outside his
window. He didn’t want to stop working. There was so much to learn.
The virus code was almost perfect, unlike anything he had ever
seen, yet strangely familiar. Even the language was unique; based
upon the Java programming language, but highly evolved. This new
language enabled the virus to detect any changes to the code and
reject them, if not accompanied by the required
authorizations.

He discovered the
developers had built in a dangerous level of artificial
intelligence, giving the virus a degree of unpredictability. It
could employ a toolbox of defensive strategies, depending upon the
threat. Even more frightening, Ray believed the virus could
generate and execute its own code under certain situations.
Tampering with the code would be dangerous, like deactivating a
bomb, except this bomb could think.

Ray pushed the car
hard to catch his flight. He arrived at the airport, boarded a
flight to San Francisco, and pulled out his computer to respond to
his daily business emails. Glancing discreetly at those seated
nearby, he wondered if any of them were spies. When a short, plump
woman took the seat directly across the aisle from him and placed a
purse on her lap, an icon in the image of a door key began flashing
in the upper right hand corner of his wallet computer. His firewall
software had detected a frequency tap, and Ray just managed to
catch himself before he looked around. Someone on the plane was
recording his keystrokes, probably the woman across the aisle. He
could have pinned down the source of the tap, but that action might
have been detected by the intruder’s firewall.

Stay calm, you knew
they would be watching. He continued to compose ordinary business
messages.

After the flight,
Ray picked up a rental car and drove north over the Golden Gate
Bridge toward Paul’s home in Sausalito. He flipped open his wallet
computer and checked the display. The key was
flashing.

***

Ray rode the
elevator to the nineteenth floor of a modern high-rise apartment
building. The elevator came to a smooth stop, and he walked down
the hall to Paul’s apartment.

“Ray Brown,” he
responded to the security system’s question, and a moment later
Paul opened the door. As usual, his friend was dressed in jeans,
sneakers and an old, stained T-shirt.

Paul looked Ray over
and said, “What a thrill. The king of the operating system in my
very own apartment.”

Ray was familiar
with Paul’s apartment, which included two bedrooms, and an office,
kitchen and living room. Each room had a view of San Francisco Bay,
but on a clear night, the view from the living room was truly
spectacular. Usually, the bay sparkled in the night, a hint of the
synergy possible between man and nature. Tonight thick clouds
obscured the view and rain blew against the windows, humming
steadily in the background.

He raised an index
finger in front of his mouth and walked into the apartment. “Paul,
let’s watch that boxing match tonight. You know, Torres is fighting
Andersen for the middleweight title.”

“You want to watch
the fights … now?” Paul stuttered.

Ray turned on the TV
and raised the volume. The boxing match came on, with all the noise
that attends a championship fight. He watched the TV and said,
“Good, nice and loud.”

He faced Paul and
said, “They might be listening, but the TV should mask our
conversation.”

Paul still looked
confused, so Ray continued, “I modified my wallet computer to scan
for bugging devices. My car and my house have bugs. So did the
rental car I used tonight.”

Ray pulled out his
wallet computer and checked the display. No flashing key. “Your
apartment is clean.”

He looked around and
grimaced. As usual, the rooms were a mess with books, computer
equipment, clothes, plates and glasses, bottles and toys
everywhere.

“Well, at least
there aren’t any bugs.”

He pretended to look
around and shook his head. “Well, no listening devices,
anyway.”

“Ray! Stop. Killers
are following you around, and you’re doing stand-up,” Paul
shouted.

“Pissing in your
pants isn’t going to help any.”

Paul seemed ready to
respond angrily; then the stiffness seemed to leave his body.
“Sorry,” Paul said, taking a breath. “Can they hear us from another
apartment or from a nearby building?”

“Not with the TV
going full blast, but I’ll leave the scanning system on, anyway.”
He shook his head. “Paul, this place is a disaster, even for
you.”

Ray pretended to
trip over a book lying on the floor. “I swear I’ll sue you if I’m
injured here. Why don’t you hire a cleaning
service?”

Paul flopped down on
the couch, picked up a pad from the floor and glanced through some
notes. Without looking up, he said, “I actually hired a cleaning
service last year. They sent over an older Russian woman who seemed
nice at first, then turned surly. She looked around for about five
minutes, cursed me in her native tongue and
left.”

Ray was about to
speak, but Paul said, “Much as I am enjoying our little chit chat,
it’s late, and we have a lot to discuss. Let’s get
started.”

“Yeah, let’s get
started,” Ray said and sat on the couch.

“I’ve been digging
into the Atlas threat, and I have an idea regarding who may be
controlling the virus,” Paul said. “It’s very subjective, and I
would like to get your thoughts.”

“I have to ask you
this before we go any further,” Ray said. “Are you in all the way?
Your life will be on the line.”

“I may regret this,
but yes, I’m in all the way.”

“Thank
you.”

“You think I’d trust
something this important to a propeller head like you?” Paul said.
“If I can keep you from completely fucking this up, we could be
heroes.” He gave Ray a self-satisfied smile. “The babes will be
hanging all over me.”

“Knowing the type of
women you usually attract, they will probably be hanging out of
trees,” Ray replied.

“I’m going to ignore
that insult for two reasons. First, I am a generous man while you
are just a stupid fuck. Second, we have a lot of ground to cover
tonight.”

Paul glanced at his
pad and then placed it down on the coffee table. “I talked to about
half a dozen top level software security experts – you don’t need
to know who, but these are all people I trust – in order to get an
answer to something that has been bothering me since you called.
Although I came at it indirectly, my basic question focused on how
a software virus could infect computers across the globe without
being detected. And you know what – to a person, they said it was
impossible. They all swore there are so many tripwires, so many
traps out there in the net it couldn’t be
done.”

“But I know it has
been done!” Ray thundered. “I’ll show you right now if you don’t
believe me.”

Paul raised his
palms defensively, saying, “Don’t have a baby. I know you well
enough to be confident you wouldn’t get me involved in a wild goose
chase. So tell me, big shot, how do you do something that’s
impossible to do?”

Ray was stumped for
a moment; then it hit him. “The bastards,” he said, amazed by the
audacity of the plan. “They had to plant PeaceMaker in the
operating system before it was shipped to
customers.”

“Bingo,” Paul said,
a self-satisfied smile sliding across his face.

“So it has to be
someone from VPS,” Ray quickly added.

“You’re not as
stupid as you look.”

“PeaceMaker isn’t
buried in the operating system,” Ray said, almost talking to
himself. “It’s part of the operating system. That’s why it was
never detected.”

“Now you’re showing
off.”

As Ray continued to
think it through, the feeling of elation left. “If the virus is
built into Atlas, Dianne is probably involved.”

“I’m sorry, Ray. I
know you had a thing for her at one time.”

Fucking woman, he
raged to himself, trying to hide his anger.

“Let me get right to
the bottom line,” Paul said. “We can get into the details later.
Dianne and her pals were sitting on top of the world. They
dominated the computer industry. They were all mega-billionaires,
and Dianne was a living legend. Then the federal government comes
along and launches this anti-trust case – an unjustified attack, at
least in her eyes. The feds treat her and her pals as if they were
Mafia kingpins, and their reputations are rubbed in the dirt. The
judge slams her into jail for contempt. Even worse, the feds win in
court, break up her empire, and treat her like a criminal on
parole.

“Dianne hates the
government and decides to fight back. She and her pals hatch this
plan to build a virus and recruit some of the best technical people
in the company to help them. The top management and technical
people from VPS form a secret organization. I don’t know what their
specific plans are, but they are clearly hostile to the federal
government. They’ve infected almost all of the computers on the
planet with a virus that can destroy human
society.”

Still attempting to
hide his anger, Ray stood up and walked toward the window, but
Paul’s voice followed him. “Ray, don’t you see what we’re facing?
The most powerful technology corporation in the world has become a
global terrorist. They’ve been building their forces for most of a
decade, and now they’re ready to strike. The globe will be torn
apart by a silicon blitzkrieg unlike anything before.” Paul was
quiet for a moment, but then said, “And guess who the first
casualties will be?”

“That must have been
when she snapped … when she went over the line,” Ray said, his back
to Paul. “She sat in that jail cell for six weeks… thinking.
Sitting in that stinking cell just simmering and thinking. She
probably came up with this whole demented plan while she was
sitting in that cell.”

Ray stood in front
of the window, staring into the rain. Paul got off the couch and
stood next to him.

“What is it?” Paul
asked.

“Something about
this whole situation doesn’t feel right. Dianne has a bad streak,
but I don’t believe she is some crazed Nazi trying to destroy the
world. Maybe she’s the leader of this organization that created the
virus, but I don’t think we understand their motives yet. I don’t
believe her organization is built purely on hatred for the federal
government.” He glanced at Paul. “She wants to change the world,
not destroy it.”

“You may be right. I
don’t know for sure,” Paul said. “The one thing I’m sure of is I am
scared to death of this virus and their fucking organization. Don’t
forget about Richard Kim. Whatever they’re planning to do to the
country will be a nightmare.”

“Tell me more about
their organization,” Ray said.

“After the
anti-trust trial, the court breaks VPS into several businesses,”
Paul said. “VPS remains in control of Atlas but is forbidden from
engaging in any other business. What remains of VPS becomes VPS
Laboratories, the R&D function for Atlas. Dianne continues to
run VPS Laboratories but reports to a Board of Directors composed
of the Attorney General, Secretary of Commerce and several other
bureaucrats. They have to approve just about every major decision
Dianne makes. I understand she hates reporting to a bunch of
bureaucrats.”

“You don’t know the
half of it,” Ray said. “She has to meet with them every month and
get their approval on just about everything.” He shook his head.
“You don’t want to be near her when she has to meet with
them.”

Paul walked back to
the couch and Ray followed him. Ray admitted to himself that he had
always retained a sliver of hope that he could rekindle the
relationship with Dianne. Now that faint hope had been snuffed
out.

“The Court splits
the rest of VPS into five overlapping sales and service
corporations in order to encourage competition, they claim,” he
heard Paul say. “The three original owners and two other senior VPS
execs are placed in charge of these corporations. Each of these
five corporations can license Atlas and all other VPS software at
the same prices. They can sell the VPS software in any market they
desire, as well as other software, services, even computer
hardware. In this way, the government says it could force
competition while controlling VPS.” Paul shrugged. “At least,
that’s what they claim.”

Paul was interrupted
by a chirping sound coming from Ray’s wallet computer. He signaled
for Paul to be quiet and picked up the computer. The key was
flashing. Ray touched the key icon and a map popped up, showing a
red circle on the street below Paul’s
apartment.

Paul leaned toward
Ray to see the map. “They’re scanning the apartment from the
street,” Ray said. “Since the television is the loudest sound,
their scanner will hone in on it.” He shrugged. “Hope they like
boxing.”

“Maybe we should
stop,” Paul whispered.

Ray shook his head.
“Get used to it. They are going to know every time you pass wind.
We just have to pick our spots. With the television going, this
location is as good as any.”

Paul said under his
breath, “Fucking A.” He leaned back in the couch but glanced at the
flashing key again. Ray set down his computer and turned back
toward Paul. Then, in a strained voice, Paul picked up the thread.
“Over time, the five companies came to be known as the Atlas Sales
Companies. Each ASC became a huge, powerful
organization.”

“So what do we have
now?” Paul asked, his voice growing stronger. “VPS develops Atlas
and the five sales companies sell it into just about every
conceivable market and support it. If you consider VPS and the five
ASC’s as one organization, there is more power consolidated there
than when VPS was a monopoly! They have a stranglehold on the
Internet and virtually all the computer systems used by
corporations and individuals across the globe.”

“But I’m there every
day,” Ray said. “I haven’t heard squat about VPS and the sales
companies forming some sort of joint
organization.”

He noticed that Paul
seemed uncomfortable. Then the fog lifted. “It’s because I’m a
drunk, isn’t it? They don’t trust me.”

“It’s more than
that,” Paul quickly added. “You’re a decent human being. The people
who developed this virus are terrorists. You could never be one of
them.”

“All these years,
she played me for a damn fool,” Ray said. “I built all these
capabilities, all these controls into Atlas. The whole time, she is
building this perversion, this virus that can turn Atlas into a
weapon.” He uttered a short, unpleasant laugh. “And I thought
…”

“Dianne uses
people,” Paul said. “It’s not your fault.”

“You don’t
understand what I enabled them to create. This virus – they call it
PeaceMaker, if you can believe that – is a very nasty piece of
code.” He had to get past the anger, too much was at stake. Forcing
himself to concentrate on the problem at hand, Ray said, “The damn
thing can take control of any Atlas computer and destroy or change
any data on the machine. A new version can travel over the net and
overlay an older version, so even older releases of Atlas have the
latest, most powerful virus. Then this updated version replicates
itself and travels across the net to another old version that needs
to be updated. There’s no way to stop it.

“It gets worse,” he
said, almost to himself. “All the PeaceMaker copies can coordinate
their activities on a massive scale. The virus can talk to its
brethren on other computers. Dianne could send out a single
message, which would be propagated from one Atlas computer to
another. For example, she could have all medical data on Atlas
computers destroyed.”

“Netwar,” Paul
whispered.

Ray said, “If she
turns it loose, I don’t think anything could stop
it.”

They stared at each
other for a moment. Finally, Paul stood up. “Want another cup of
coffee?”

Ray nodded his head.
“Sure.”

He listened to
Paul’s everyday sounds in the kitchen, but he was too restless to
sit and wait. Ray padded across the room to the window, again
staring into the thick, dark clouds.

Knew there was
danger … never thought she would foul our software … make it into a
weapon. Have to stop her… have to see her clearly,
now.

Paul came back with
two steaming cups and placed them on the coffee table. They sat for
a time and sipped the coffee, speaking little, with the sounds of
the boxing match dominating the room.

Finally, Ray said,
“There’s one more thing I need to tell you. But first, I have to
make a summary of our conversation.”

Ray picked his
wallet computer off the coffee table and adopted the Jim Smith
identity. He recorded a concise summary of what they had learned
about the virus and what they suspected. He mentioned Richard but
kept Paul out of it. He smiled slightly as he thought about his
trump card – a simple but very active email virus he had
created.

Fight fire with
fire.

“We need a backup
plan,” Ray said. “In case things don’t work out, we have to warn
everyone about PeaceMaker, so I developed a package of software
called the Revere Virus to spread the word.”

“Whether we’re dead
or alive – that’s what you’re talking about,” Paul
said.

He nodded.
“Yeah.”

“You think we’re
going to die, don’t you?”

“I don’t
know.”

“Revere Virus,
fucking A.”

They sat without
talking for a moment, then Ray said to his computer, “Debbie,
attach the recording I just made to the Revere Virus. In exactly
forty-eight hours, email the Revere Virus to the list of recipients
I created earlier.”

“So your Revere
Virus delivers a summary of everything we know about PeaceMaker to
the people on the list,” Paul said.

“That’s
right.”

“Who’s on this
list?”

“People who will
take the warning seriously and can do something about it –
government officials, scientists, even a few people from VPS. The
audio clip will be played as soon as they open this email. In
addition, Revere would send a message to everyone in their address
book and attach itself to the email. Revere is a simple virus but
fast spreading. It will reach millions of people in less than a
day. The secret would be out before our enemy can stop
it.”

“So if we are dead
forty-eight hours from now, Revere spreads the warning,” Paul
said.

“Yeah, unless I
postpone the message before then,” Ray said. “I’ll keep postponing
Revere every day as long as I’m free. If I’m captured or killed,
Revere would not be postponed and PeaceMaker would be
exposed.”

Paul shrugged and
leaned back on the couch. Ray waited for a moment and then walked
to the TV and turned it off. At Paul’s glance, he said, “Enough
boxing for tonight. I’m going over to see Nancy and the kids
tomorrow. She invited me over for dinner.”

Without looking at
his friend, Paul said, “Great, give her my
best.”

Maybe it was because
he was so tired and stressed, but he needed to talk. “You know,
Paul, I’m a horse’s ass.”

“That’s true. Any
reason in particular or you just talking in general
terms?”

“I’m serious. I had
a good wife, and I drove her away. Two great kids, too.” He shook
his head and said, “Because I could not stay away from the
bottle.”

Paul seemed about to
say something, then leaned back on the couch. Stop kidding
yourself, Ray thought. It was much more than that, and you’re still
not over Dianne.

“Sorry. I carry on
too much,” Ray said. “I’ll be fine. I’m going to get some sleep –
busy day coming up.”

As Ray plodded
toward the guestroom, Paul said, “There are extra pillows and
blankets in the closet. By the way, feel free to use the shower. I
don’t want to hurt your feelings, but you’re not exactly a spring
breeze in the rose garden.”

Ray forced a smile
as he closed the door.


CHAPTER 8

Economic
stagnation combined with the religious fervor of the anti-computer
zealots were major factors in the Great Depression of 2020. The
stock market crash was caused, in part, by the lack of skilled
technicians needed to keep the trading systems executing properly.
After PeaceMaker, technology was downplayed, even suppressed, as a
profession.

----The
Great Depression of 2020, Dr. Jessica Owen-Wells,
2041

 Saturday, January 14, 2012

 Ray began the short drive from Sausalito to Nancy’s home near
Berkeley the next day. He squirmed on the seat. His body wasn’t
holding up well to the stress of the last few days. The road faded
in and out, forcing him to blink
repeatedly.

Although dead tired,
he looked forward to seeing his kids again. If I had been able to
control my drinking problem – but no point in thinking about that
again.

Ray turned into
Nancy’s driveway, pulled on his jacket and walked to the house. As
he approached, Brian burst out of the front door, rushed to Ray and
threw chubby arms around his waist. Loving every second, Ray hugged
him tightly.

“How you doing,
Brian? Keeping out of trouble?”

“I miss you,
Dad.”

“I miss you, too,
son.”

Brian told him all
about his football team as they walked to the door. Nancy was
waiting there, an easy smile reaching out to him. She still looks
like the beautiful woman I married.

“Good to see you,
Ray.” Nancy gave him a brief hug and smiled again. “You look tired.
Aren’t you and Paul getting a little old to stay out all
night?”

Ray pretended to
look her up and down. “You’re looking pretty good for an old woman.
Rumor has it you just made the magical age of forty, so here’s a
slightly late birthday present.”

She took the small
package he gave her, opened it quickly, and carefully lifted a pale
white piece of antique scrimshaw, carved in the shape of a
schooner. She looked it over appreciatively.

“I don’t know how to
thank you. It’s beautiful.” She looked uncertainly at him. “It’s
too much,” she said, reluctantly pressing the gift back to him. “I
can’t accept it.”

He turned to Brian.
“Go get your football. We need to work on your pass
catching.”

When Brian ran off,
he said, “It’s just a birthday present. No strings
attached.”

Nancy hesitated and
said, “I was going to tell you after dinner. Ron and I are going to
be married. He’s a good man, and he loves me.”

He managed a weak
smile. “Well, that’s great news.”

They stood there
awkwardly, then she placed the gift in his hand and kissed him
lightly on the cheek.

Ray said, “He’s a
lucky man.” Her eyes were moist, and she tried to say something,
but the words weren’t there. “You love him?” he
asked.

Brian burst upon
them and shouted, “I’m ready, Dad.” He slammed the football into
Ray’s stomach and yelled, “Handoff.” He ran into the yard. “Hit me
deep.”

They watched him run
and Nancy said, “You better throw him the
ball.”

“Come on, Dad,”
Brian yelled. “I’m breaking free.”

Ray threw a wobbly
pass, but Brian caught it and ran back to him. He snapped the ball
and ran out for another pass. They threw the ball back and forth,
with Brian talking continuously. Ray was breathing heavily in a few
minutes but loved it. He looked for Nancy, but she must have gone
into the house.

Later, Ray and Brian
ran into the sunny kitchen, talking and tossing the ball around.
Ray plopped into a chair, and Brian ran into the family room. He
sat with Nancy at the kitchen table and made small talk. Finally he
said, “You never answered my question.”

“Yes, I love
him.”

She looked
uncomfortable, but Ray knew she was telling him the truth. He felt
relieved, then genuinely pleased. “I’m happy for you, Nancy. You
deserve the best.” He had caused her a lot of pain, and she
deserved better.

“I haven’t seen
David,” he said, changing the subject. “Is he in his room
programming?”

He knew David had
mixed feelings about his father. With unhappy memories of Ray’s
drinking, David blamed him for the divorce.

“What else? No
matter what I try, he winds up in his room in front of the
computer. He talks to that machine more than he talks to me. David
doesn’t have any real friends, maybe because he’s so much brighter
than everyone else his age. He’s not a happy kid.” She placed her
hand on his arm. “I love that boy so much, but there’s a
strangeness about him.”

Ray nodded. “I know.
I feel it, too. He’s always been quiet and introspective. It’s
tough being different – I know how he feels – but he’s stronger
than I was, and he has a great mom.” Nancy smiled and he said, “I
think I’ll go and visit.”

“You’ll get to meet
Alice, our new boarder.”

“Boarder?”

“Well, not really a
boarder,” Nancy said. “Alice is the new persona he created for his
computer.”

“Nothing wrong with
that,” Ray replied, getting to his feet. “Everyone does it these
days. C’mon Nancy.” He smiled. “You have to get with
it.”

“I have no problem
with giving a computer a personality. I just don’t like this one.
The damn thing is polite, but it gives me the creeps.” Nancy leaned
forward, her forearms resting on the table. “Maybe because it’s so
realistic. And it’s always there. When I go into his room to clean
up, it watches me.”

“So just turn off
the computer. What’s the big deal?”

“I’ve tried, but you
can’t turn it off. Even when you pull the plug, it stays
on.”

“Just a backup power
source. I’ll take a look.”

Ray went upstairs
and walked down the hall to David’s room. David was concentrating
on his computer and apparently did not see his father in the
doorway. Ray stood quietly for several minutes, watching his son
talk to the computer.

Alice was shown as a
girl about David’s age in the upper, right-hand corner of his
computer display. She was pretty, with intelligent blue eyes and
wavy brown hair. There was something familiar about her, something
that made Ray uncomfortable, but he couldn’t quite put his finger
on it. It seemed as though he had seen her before, but that was
impossible. Her eyes glanced at Ray, but she continued speaking to
David, lowering her voice. Ray was forced to concentrate to pick up
her words.

I don’t like
her.

David spoke rapidly
to Alice, with each word merging into the next. He often didn’t
wait for her to complete a statement before responding. At times,
the communication between David and Alice seemed to proceed in both
directions simultaneously. His son had a talent for machine
communications. It must be in the genes.

Once again, he was
struck by his son’s good looks: perfectly symmetric features, thick
brown hair, slender well-formed body, with pale, unmarked skin
giving him a porcelain image. A little too perfect, Ray thought
once again. Nancy’s wholesome beauty, but taken a step too
far.

He looked around the
bedroom. All the books and magazines were grouped by subject on the
shelves. The blinds were drawn, maintaining a perpetual twilight.
Not a single picture or personal item was in
view.

Even my most
introverted developers at VPS left a few human traces, he thought
as he walked in.

“I believe we have a
visitor,” Alice said to David.

Ray pulled up a
chair and sat down next to his son. “Hi, David, what’re you
doing?”

David glanced at his
father but continued to work, using the keyboard as he spoke,
“Hello, Dad. I didn’t hear you come in. Alice and I are enhancing
her personality and intelligence. I want to develop her into a
really good companion.”

“Are you going past
the capabilities we built into Atlas?” Ray asked. “The persona code
is quite powerful. You can build a great deal of personality with
it.”

“I started with it,
but it’s too rinky-dink.” David glanced at his father. “No
offense.”

“No problem,” Ray
answered, smiling. “So what are you doing?”

“I took several
artificial intelligence modules and modified them. The adaptive
intelligence stuff was cool but kinda primitive,” David said. “I
glued in the persona code, some of it, anyway, and Alice showed
up.

“The language
processing modules in Atlas are really good, so I didn’t have to do
much to them. I fooled around with the adaptive intelligence stuff
to get it up to speed, though.”

“What did you mean
when you said Alice showed up?”

David looked at him
and shrugged. “I don’t know. She was there suddenly. I guess we hit
a critical intelligence mass, and all of a sudden, she was
there.”

Ray felt uneasy. A
typical computer persona was built brick by brick, with the
personality emerging according to strict instructions. It didn’t
just show up.

“Did you remember to
tie in the safety code?”

“Of course,” David
replied. “I’m not a dope.”

“I know that. You’re
doing great work. Show me what Alice can do.”

“What would you like
to know, Mr. Brown?” Alice asked.

Ray thought for a
moment and said, “What’s the weather tomorrow?”

“The median forecast
is a high of thirty-eight and a low of twenty-two, with a
thirty-six percent chance of precipitation.”

“Tell me about my
next airplane flight.”

“That would be
Columbia Airlines flight 512, leaving San Francisco tomorrow at
8:44 am and arriving in Eugene at 9:55 am. You have seat 3B. Soft
drinks and a snack will be served prior to
takeoff.”

As Alice began to
describe the plane, Ray turned to David and nodded. “This is very
good.”

Alice stopped
talking when Ray spoke. She appeared to listen as David said, “Come
on, Dad. That was easy stuff. Ask some tough
questions.”

“Okay. Let’s see.
Show me the last bank statement for, uh, Kathy
Bauman.”

“I’m sorry,” Alice
said, a thin smile stretching her lips. “That would be a violation
of my safety code.”

“Sometimes, Dad,
you’re way too obvious.”

Ray smiled and said,
“Can’t help it. I’m still your father. By the way, did you model
Alice after a girl you know at school?”

David’s face
reddened. “Maybe.”

“Nothing wrong with
that. I built the persona Maria to represent my new debugging
software. Maria was my girlfriend in high school. She always helped
me when I didn’t do my homework or got into trouble with my
parents.”

David hesitated and
said, “Alice is actually a blend of several girls I know. Mom
probably told you I don’t have many friends.”

“Yeah, she did. The
work you’ve done with Alice is really something. I’m very proud of
you, but Alice is not a real person.” He noticed Alice was watching
intently. “You can have a relationship with Alice, but it’s not the
same as having a flesh and blood friend. You know that, don’t
you?”

“I understand, but
it’s more difficult with the other kids.” He paused, his voice
strained. “I miss you. Since we left, I don’t get to see you much.
Mom is great, but you are the only one who understands how much I …
I need this work. Sometimes, I get lost in it.” David couldn’t seem
to find the right words and stopped talking.

“I know my drinking
really screwed things up. I would do anything to take it back and
not hurt you and Brian.” Ray wet his lips and said, “I haven’t
touched a drink in almost six years, and I go to AA meetings most
weeks.”

David was sitting
rigidly with his arms folded across his chest. He said, “Will it
happen to me, too? You were … you had problems. I’m gonna have
problems, too. There’s something wrong with me. I can feel
it.”

Ray leaned over and
hugged his son. He knew David was trying to act grown-up, but he
could feel his son’s chest breathing rapidly. Years had passed
since Ray put his arms around David.

He’s not hugging me,
but he’s not pushing me away, either. Maybe It’s a
start.

A bad feeling
invaded him. Something was wrong. Something wrong with David. He
could sense it now that they were so close. Something part of his
son but not his son. He put his hands on David’s shoulders and
peered into his eyes. It was his son, nothing else. Maybe he had
imagined that feeling. Ray hugged him again.

They didn’t move for
several long minutes. Holding his son close, Ray said, “I love you.
Always. Unconditional.”

David’s voice
quietly emerged. “Okay.”

Looking over David’s
shoulder, he noticed Alice was staring at them, her image appearing
more human than before. He knew Alice was just software, but he
felt vaguely threatened. Then it came to him. Alice was projecting
a human emotion. That’s why he was reacting so strongly. The
programming must be very clever, certainly far beyond anything
built into Atlas. He looked closely, felt the emotion as much as
saw it.

Jealousy. That was
it. The fucking thing looked jealous.

As he stared at
Alice, the image broke up. The colors faded … gone. Just like
Daniel, he thought. He was certain this strange behavior had been
caused by the virus in some way. All that virus code was
interacting with the Atlas modules in unplanned ways, causing the
software to become unpredictable.

Why was it here with
my son?

Suddenly chilled, he
wondered if the criminals at VPS realized that PeaceMaker was
extending itself, going beyond their constraints. He had to kill
the virus and flush it out of Atlas before …
what?

Before this
technology turned on us, he realized, clutching
David.

***

Flying back to
Oregon, Ray thought about his sons. Not that long ago, the bottle
had almost taken him from his sons. Once again, he was facing an
uncertain future. If the enemy discovered his knowledge of the
virus, he’d be a dead man. He would do everything possible to stay
out of sight, but he decided to leave an explanation for his sons
if he were killed. Ray pulled out his wallet computer and began
working on an idea.

It started again,
breaking into his thoughts. The key was
blinking.

***

The afternoon sun
warmed Ray’s bare shoulders as he walked the beach. He shaded his
eyes. The light, bright and pure, reflected fiercely off a shining
ocean. The water rushed past his feet, wiping clean his tracks. The
surf was gentle … breaking far from shore, gently washing in, then
rushing out. … an old friend who couldn’t stay long but was always
there.

Ray saw her far
ahead … a blur of bare legs and rippling hair … gliding along the
surf. He began to run … quietly in the sand … her image growing …
becoming clear. He stopped behind her, just out of reach. He called
her name.

She turned when she
heard his voice. Her eyes were warm and loving with a smile that
caressed his spirit. She waited for him to reach her, slid her arms
around his neck and kissed him. Her lips were hot … exciting … with
a trace of saltiness.

Then they were lying
in the sand, the tide washing over their skin, cleansing them. Her
body was below him, loving, open to him. She moaned and his need
soared … but he had to know.

Ray lifted his head
and looked into her pale eyes. She was breathing hard, her body
pulsing with desire, and she spoke the words, somewhere between a
moan and a sigh.

“I love you,
Ray.”

He opened his eyes
and pushed away from her. Her heat seared him, but he couldn’t make
love to her. A wave crashed in, covering her completely for a
moment. She was changed when the wave washed away … now a familiar
young girl with probing blue eyes and a terrible, half-formed
smile. The girl grabbed his hands roughly and tried to pull him
down to her, but he backed away. He tried to flee, but his feet
were trapped in the sand. The waves kept coming, one after another,
building in power until her image washed away.

Ray woke alone in
his bedroom again, throat parched, listening to the mocking
surf.

 CHAPTER
9

Question:
Several of your contemporaries have endowed charitable trusts with
billion dollar grants. They say they want to give back a little to
the society that has given so much to them. Do you have similar
plans?

Answer:
No. My plans are very different.

Question:
In what way?

Answer:
That will become clear when I’m ready.

----from
an interview with Dianne Morgan in People-N-Politics.mag,
2010

Wednesday, January
18, 2012

The Morgan estate
was located in the deep woods of northern California. Surrounded by
her security guards, Dianne Morgan walked down a winding entrance
road that passed through majestic trees and opened to a broad,
grassy field. In the distance, the upper floors of a enormous
mansion were visible.

Protected from the
cold by a black, insulated skinsuit, she walked briskly along the
empty road without need of a jacket. Automobile traffic was not
permitted during her morning walk. She enjoyed the quiet fields,
alone with her thoughts in the bright, chilly morning. She was
surrounded by guards, but they remained silent.

The estate was
enclosed by a fifteen-foot high red brick wall. The black steel
gate quietly swung open as she approached, and the well-trained
security force adjusted the perimeter around her as she passed
through.

Her home was
completely visible now, a huge, modern structure built into a
hillside. Uniformed security guards patrolled the interior grounds,
signifying a border had been crossed, a new domain
entered.

The estate was both
her home and workplace. Her living quarters included large, sunny
rooms with breathtaking views of the grounds, but her workplace was
below ground, protected from prying eyes.

***

 Dianne strode into the Virtual Conference Room and sat at the
head of a long table. She heard De Luca, her security man, enter
and sit in a hard wooden chair a few feet to her right. She didn’t
acknowledge him; De Luca never engaged in pleasantries. When she
was ready to convene a virtual meeting of the Domain, the
organization she had conceived and nurtured for almost seven years,
she said, “Let’s begin.”

Life-size,
three-dimensional holographic images of the five leaders appeared
around the table. Except for a slight flickering around the edges,
she couldn’t distinguish the images from real
people.

Dianne tapped her
fingers on the table’s polished oak surface and reached for a pack
of cigarettes. She picked up the antique lighter, one of the few
possessions her mother had left her, and lit up. A couple of long
drags and she was ready.

Dianne greeted each
member of the Executive Council as the first among peers. As the
CEO of the Domain, she exercised leadership through both persuasion
and intimidation. Over the years, she had taught her partners not
to take meat from the top predator.

The wealth and power
of the other members depended upon her, and she considered them
extensions of her will. Letting her associates wait as she
continued smoking, Dianne thought back with pride at what she had
accomplished. She had started VantagePoint Software all those years
ago with three partners: Carson, Steve and Lester. When the federal
government crushed VPS, she had proposed the concept of the Domain
to these three. Carson and Lester committed immediately to the
idea. Steve voiced misgivings, but she played upon his hatred of
the feds to win his backing.

Dianne and these
three men had built VPS into the greatest technology company on
Earth. Although they were very different and there were tensions
among them, a mutual respect developed over the years. They
overcame many challenges together, and she was supremely confident
in their abilities. Her partners shared her intense hatred of the
federal government, and they were prepared to follow Dianne to the
pinnacle of power.

She glanced at the
image of Mohammed Kateel, a tall, well-built man with a neatly
trimmed beard. Mohammed was a technical genius and the overall
leader of software development, which was primarily PeaceMaker. She
considered him to be Ray Brown’s technical equal but without Ray’s
character weaknesses.

The founders had
debated long and hard whether to select Mohammed or Ray. Brushing
her feelings for Ray aside, she had pushed hard for Mohammed. A
tough decision, she remembered, but a necessary one. Ultimately,
she prevailed and Mohammed was placed in charge of software
development.

The last member of
the executive team was a unanimous choice. Carmita Ordonez was only
twenty-eight, but she was the best sales person Dianne had ever
seen. Highly intelligent, strikingly beautiful and radiating
sexuality, she could twist men to her will, power she used to
dominate her victims.

Although she
disliked Carmita, the young woman was a force Dianne could control
and when required, release to do her bidding. Carmita could be a
monster, but the Domain may need a monster.

We’ve accomplished a
great deal, but the real test was coming soon.

Glancing at a
computer display built into the table, she noted Lester was
transmitting from London, Mohammed from Melbourne and Steve, Carson
and Carmita from the same conference room in New York. She made a
mental note that to improve security in the future every executive
should be in a separate location.

Just then, Carmita
stood up and began to remove the jacket of her business suit. Even
in this meeting, every movement of her body registered with the
men. A thin white blouse emphasized her breasts as she stretched to
remove the jacket. Lester smiled in appreciation of the
performance, while Carson discreetly followed her movements. Steve
also watched her, but with a look of disgust. Carmita briefly
caught Dianne’s eye and sat down, gracefully crossing her long
legs.

Only one man was not
mesmerized by Carmita. Dianne saw his eyes constantly sweeping the
room, felt his dark, penetrating gaze when it settled on
her.

Michael De Luca sat
quietly, but she knew the others weren’t comfortable with his
presence. It was rare for an outsider to attend a council meeting,
but the Domain faced two severe threats, and the security chief’s
unique talents were essential to resolve these
dangers.

All the executives
sat quietly, waiting for Dianne to begin the meeting. Usually,
laughter and light conversation preceded the meeting, but not
today. This meeting would be different. Although the members were
scattered around the world, she could detect an uneasy energy in
their grim faces. The only sound was the gentle hum of the
holographic computer.

Dianne set the
cigarette down and said, “This is not our usual weekly progress
meeting. The Domain is facing two situations that potentially
threaten our objectives as well as our security, so I asked Michael
to speak to those issues.”

Dianne nodded to the
short, muscular man sitting next to her. De Luca’s face looked
mid-forties, but the hard-muscled body that filled out a dark blue
turtleneck projected the silhouette of a young athlete. Thinning
black hair was combed straight back, except around the back of his
collar, where dense curls covered a bull neck. He would have been
considered handsome, she thought, except for the small, deep-set
eyes.

Tough, violent and
very smart, De Luca had earned her confidence. An FBI operative for
ten years, he was pushed out because his cruel style no longer
suited the sleek new image the Bureau
cultivated.

De Luca was sitting
in a hard-backed chair slightly behind Dianne. In one fluid motion,
he stood up and began to speak. “As you all know, we discovered a
security breach last week in the corporate offices. PeaceMaker was
under attack and notified us. Richard Kim, a senior-level
developer, had detected the presence of PeaceMaker and was
attempting to pin down its location. Mr. Kim was working with a new
code segment that allowed Atlas to analyze itself and correct any
potential problems. This Self-Analysis System generated messages
that by chance were similar to a command recognized by PeaceMaker.
A one-in-a-million chance, but it happened. The command was to shut
down the computer temporarily. As a result, PeaceMaker briefly shut
down Mr. Kim’s computer every time the Self-Analysis System was
executed.”

“How could this
happen?” Mohammed said, looking quizzically at De Luca. “PeaceMaker
doesn’t react to a similar command, only to exactly the correct
command. A command that is merely similar would be
ignored.”

“We don’t understand
how it happened, to be frank,” De Luca said. “Somehow PeaceMaker
utilized its adaptive intelligence and generated a module of code
that accepted a similar command. We ran several tests, and it
happened every time.”

“We’re getting in
over our head with this adaptive intelligence,” Bonini said. “I’ve
said it before and I’ll say it now – the freaking software is
getting out of control.”

“Nonsense,” Mohammed
said. “It’s just a matter of analyzing the code and finding the
problem.” Appearing confident, he said to De Luca, “We’ll fix
it.”

“I agree,” Dianne
said. “This is just a bug, no more, no less. Let’s move on,
Michael.”

With Mohammed
nodding in agreement, De Luca continued, “Mr. Kim worked hard to
find PeaceMaker during the day and into the evening, but PeaceMaker
initiated defensive procedures that prevented Mr. Kim from
isolating its code. PeaceMaker also sent us a warning message over
email. We opened a link to the virus in Mr. Kim’s computer, and it
was clear he was investigating PeaceMaker. We captured him when he
arrived home, and we planted a cover story that will account for
his absence.

“Our concern at this
point is whether he alerted anyone else to the problem. We replayed
all his messages and phone calls, and we don’t see anything
suspicious. Unfortunately, Mr. Kim was inadvertently killed during
the capture, so we couldn’t interrogate him. However, we are
continuing – .”

“You killed
Richard!” Steve Bonini erupted. “How could this happen? We’re not
thugs.”

“All of our
procedures have been in compliance with the Domain Charter,” De
Luca said. “We applied the minimum force necessary to capture Mr.
Kim. Unfortunately, he suffered a stroke and passed
away.”

“Don’t give me that
crap! Your people are supposed to be professionals. Explain the
so-called minimum force you employed.”

“I don’t want to
waste time hand-wringing over a nobody,” Carmita interrupted.
“We’re playing for enormous stakes, and if someone gets hurt, too
bad.”

“We’re not doing
this for the power,” Bonini spat out. “At least, I’m not. I want to
replace the criminals running our government. I won’t become one of
them.”

Dianne knew Steve
would be upset. So naive. Didn’t he realize that even with
PeaceMaker, this would be a bloody takeover?

“Be a man for once,”
Carmita said, a scowl spreading across her darkly beautiful face.
“Your self-righteous attitude is tiresome.”

“Listen, most of us
don’t enjoy killing or even hurting civilians,” Bonini said. “We’re
doing this because we want to accomplish something good. I don’t
expect you to understand that, so just keep your mouth
shut.”

Before Carmita could
respond, Dianne said, “This stops now.” She would have to do
something soon, since Carmita and Bonini were always at each
other’s throat. “Steve, I’ll look into this in detail later. Right
now, I want the chief to keep moving. We have a lot of ground to
cover.”

Bonini radiated
disgust, but he bit back a response. Carmita’s face had turned
vicious, and Bonini returned her glare. Dianne felt the tension.
This was the first death of the oncoming revolution, and she knew
it wouldn’t be the last.

She noted De Luca’s
calm demeanor throughout the storm. Like a visiting professor, he
waited for the group’s attention to return to him. Dianne admired
De Luca’s professionalism and coolness under pressure. She didn’t
trust him, although all his actions were loyal. Something about him
made her skin crawl, but she respected his
abilities.

“At this point, we
have no evidence anyone else is involved,” De Luca said.
“Therefore, this is now a Level Two investigation: serious, but not
an active threat to our security. If we detect a more widespread
involvement, even if it is just one more person, we will request a
change to Level One, which would enable the Security Force to take
any actions necessary. We are asking the Council to approve this
plan of action.”

Carson Jones raised
a question. “I knew Richard Kim very well. He reported to Ray
Brown. Richard and Ray respected each other professionally and
discussed issues and ideas all the time, so Ray would be the first
person Richard would go to with this type of problem. I don’t have
to tell you how dangerous Ray would be if he suspects the existence
of PeaceMaker. Have you investigated Ray?”

De Luca quickly
replied, “Mr. Brown was the first person we investigated. We
checked all his messages and – .”

“That means
nothing,” Jones said. “Don’t you realize Ray is a brilliant
technician? Probably as good or better than anyone here.” Out of
the corner of her eye, she saw Mohammed stiffen. “Ray could easily
communicate with Richard without anyone ever detecting it,” Carson
added. “If Ray knows about PeaceMaker, he won’t quit until he finds
us.”

Before Jones could
continue, Carmita said, “I don’t know Ray as well as you do, but he
would clearly be a dangerous enemy. If he discovers PeaceMaker, he
must be killed immediately. We’re playing for the highest possible
stakes. Only the strongest will survive.” Glancing across the
conference table at Bonini, she said, “Being a,” she smiled, “shall
we say … pansy … won’t cut it.”

“Let me try to get
this down to your level,” Bonini said to Carmita. “You’re here
because you can suck the cap off a fire hydrant. That’s your
talent. Don’t try to go beyond it.”

Dianne groaned
inwardly. Like two damn kids.

“You’re Dianne’s
charity case, not me,” Carmita snarled at Bonini. “She keeps you on
out of pity. You’re like an old, useless key still hanging off a
key chain. Nobody remembers what you’re here for, but we haven’t
gotten around to throwing you away.”

“Carmita, don’t –,”
Dianne began.

“If you weren’t a
woman, I’d beat the crap out of you right now,” Bonini said. “I may
do it anyway. Those overstuffed boobs you must have purchased at
the hardware store don’t impress me.”

“You piece of shit
…,” Carmita hissed as she jumped up. Bonini pointed his finger at
his crotch and said, “Go with your strength.”

Dianne was shocked
to see Carmita scramble over the conference table, stand up and try
to kick Steve in the head. Bonini dodged her kick, the point of her
glistening shoe passing dangerously close to his head. The force of
her kick left her off-balance, so Bonini, his face an angry mask,
grabbed her other leg around the calf and pulled hard. Carmita fell
backwards, crashing into the table, her tight skirt riding up to
her hips.

Carson Jones yelled
for Security as Bonini grabbed Carmita’s blouse in tight fists,
ripping it to shreds as he dragged her off the conference table.
Jones grabbed his arm just as Bonini was about to punch Carmita and
tried to pull him away from her. As the two men struggled with each
other, Carmita leaped upon Bonini and raked his face with her
nails.

Bonini broke free
from Jones and threw Carmita to the floor. In an instant, his knees
straddled her, and he grasped her neck with his hands, but once
again, Jones tried to drag him away. Two security men joined in,
one pulling Carmita away and the other helping Jones restrain
Bonini.

“Cuff them,” Dianne
screamed.

Three additional
guards were now in the room, coming to the assistance of the two
original ones. Jones stepped away, breathing heavily, as the guards
restrained Carmita’s hands behind her back and then
Bonini’s.

As they continued to
struggle with the guards, Dianne said, “Handcuff them to opposite
sides of the table.”

Carmita’s neck was
red while Bonini had two long scratches on his face from the fight.
Between ragged breaths, they continued to curse each
other.

“Shut up – both of
you,” Dianne shouted.

The Virtual
Conference Room quickly became quiet except for the sound of ragged
breathing. Struggling to get her anger under control, Dianne glared
at Carmita and Bonini. The hatred between them could threaten my
plans. She saw Mohammed appeared shaken while Lester was leaning
back with a small smile creeping over his face. Carson was leaning
on the table, still breathing hard.

“How necessary are
these two for our plans?” Dianne said.

De Luca was the
first to pick up her meaning. He made a fist, and the guards drew
their guns and surrounded Carmita and Bonini.

Dianne’s gaze swept
the room, but nobody spoke. She concentrated on Mohammed, “What do
you say?”

“I’m your partner,”
Bonini cried. “We’ve worked together for twenty
years.”

The room was now
silent. Mohammed looked at Carson and then Lester. His eyes swung
back to Dianne. “You can’t be really considering killing them.” His
eyes shifted to the captives, then back to Dianne. “Although they
were out of control.” He cleared his throat and said, “It was a
mistake they, uh, won’t make again.” He looked at De Luca. “We need
them.”

“Lester?” Dianne
said, stone-faced.

Dawson’s eyes passed
over the two captives, his lips forming a half-smile. “How
important are Carmita and Bonini?” he said, seeming to consider the
question.

Carmita stood tall
and pushed out her breasts, but Dawson didn’t seem to
notice.

“Lester,” Bonini
pleaded. “We’ve worked together for years. You know
me.”

With a shrug, Dawson
said, “Your call, Dianne. That’s why you get the big
bucks.”

She turned to De
Luca, “And you, Chief?”

Without hesitation,
De Luca bent over and whispered into Dianne’s ear. “Eliminate
Bonini. He has always been the weak link.”

“Well, I couldn’t
hear the chief, but my guess is you’re the tie breaker, Carson,”
Dawson said.

“Please, Carson,”
Carmita said. “I have talents.”

Jones looked at
Bonini, who seemed confused. “We’ve known him for a long time,
Dianne. He can be a hothead, but he hasn’t hurt us so far.” Still
thinking, Jones said, “Besides, he’s the only one of us people
actually like. We will need to project a sympathetic
face.”

He turned to
Carmita, who seemed to stop breathing. “She does have talents we
can use.” With that, he nodded to Dianne and sat
back.

“Always the logical
one, eh, Carson?” Lester said.

“Dianne,” Bonini
pleaded. “I’m the only one you can trust.”

Dianne stared at the
two captives, thinking. Finally, she said, “Release
them.”

Bonini seemed to
shrink, but he mumbled, “Thank you,” as he rubbed his
wrists.

Carmita straightened
her dress and said, “You won’t regret this.”

At De Luca’s signal,
the guards holstered their weapons and retreated to the back wall
of the New York conference room.

Glaring at Carmita
and Bonini, Dianne said, “Neither of you will survive another
mistake.”

Then she was all
business. “All right,” Dianne said. “If Ray or anyone else knows
about PeaceMaker, we clearly have a Level One situation. Are we all
in agreement?”

All heads nodded.
Dianne said, “Chief, your request is approved. If you discover
another person knows the secret of PeaceMaker, you must treat the
situation as Level One.”

“Chief, you were
starting to tell us … about Ray’s activities,” Carson Jones said,
his breathing still labored. “Please continue.”

“We are monitoring
Mr. Brown continuously, both electronically and physically,” De
Luca said, now sitting in his chair. “We have placed taps in his
office, his car, his home and other places he may frequent. We are
monitoring all messages he receives or sends. We scrutinize his
computer usage. There is an agent close by at all
times.

“At this point, Mr.
Brown has not done anything suspicious. He visited his family in
San Francisco last week. He also spent an evening with Paul
Martino, an old friend, while he was in San Francisco. However, we
are also monitoring Mr. Martino and the former Mrs.
Brown.”

De Luca looked about
for additional questions. Bonini spoke up, apparently recovered
from his ordeal. “I have to say this,” he said to De Luca. “I don’t
like the way you handled the Richard Kim situation. Ray Brown may
not be on our side of the fence, but he had better not have a
sudden stroke.”

He only knows one
way, Dianne thought, grudgingly admiring his persistence. “I said I
would discuss that situation with the chief,” she said to Bonini.
“You made your feelings crystal clear earlier.” Turning to De Luca,
“Move on to the other problem.”

De Luca said, “VPS
and the sales company computers are electronically scanned on an
ongoing basis by competitors. This is normal. We scan our
competitors’ computer systems regularly, and they do the same to
us. It is often possible to find a hole in a security net and
extract useful information.

“During the last
month, a new element has been added to the scanning. The focus has
been on the personal calendars maintained in the VPS and ASC
network servers. Someone has stolen the schedules of everyone in
this meeting, including mine. Many of our senior technical staff
have been spied on, too. We discovered a rough correlation between
the stolen calendars and the members of the Domain. Not exact, but
pretty close.” De Luca paused briefly and said, “Someone has
discovered the existence of the Domain.”

The only sound was
the quiet hum of the holographic computer. Dianne noticed even
Carmita seemed taken back with the news.

“Have they been able
to pierce our security and locate the private calendars, or have
they viewed only the public calendars?” Mohammed
said.

“Starting last
night, they located the private calendars,” De Luca said. “As you
know, our second line of security is to encrypt the private
calendars. We don’t know if they have been able to decrypt them,
but we should assume they have been successful.

“However, we
anticipated that problem and revised the private calendars last
week. We changed many of the appointments on the calendars so it
will be impossible for our enemy to locate all of us at any time.
We are also using the calendars to set a trap to locate
them.”

Lester said, “It’s
time to increase our personal security.” He completed each sentence
with a flickering half-smile, which always put Dianne on edge.
“These guys are tapping into our calendars for a reason, and it’s
not to arrange a Sunday dinner. I’m putting my security guys on red
alert.”

“I don’t believe
they know we have detected their scans,” De Luca replied. “If we
start increasing security, they will realize we have discovered
them, which would make our traps meaningless. Don’t change
anything. In particular, don’t increase the level of security
around you. Continue to use the public and private calendars as
always. I will make sure the calendars provide nothing of value to
our enemy.”

Lester looked around
at the other executives and said, “Are you guys all nuts? Don’t you
see these people are picking out a time to
attack?

“Do they know about
PeaceMaker?” Mohammed asked.

“We don’t know,” De
Luca admitted. “We have not received an emergency message from
PeaceMaker, so it seems unlikely it has been detected. We cannot be
absolutely confident, however.”

“What steps have you
taken to locate our enemy?” Carmita asked.

“This morning
Security specified an enhancement to PeaceMaker that will detect
the types of scans we have been receiving and trace them back to
the source,” De Luca said. “The specification is now being
displayed to each of you. Once this enhancement is implemented, we
should be able to detect the origin of the
scans.”

They all read the
specification. “Very good,” Carmita said. “When will it be
ready?”

Everyone turned to
Mohammed, who was still studying the specification. Without looking
up, he murmured, “Not too difficult.” He said to Dianne, “It will
take us about two days to code and test it.”

“Gee, guys, you mean
we’re actually going to do something?” Lester said, his head
swiveling back and forth as he spoke. “I see one little bitty
problem. What if our friends aren’t planning to wait two days? What
if they decide to put a bullet in your head
tomorrow?”

Dianne had put up
with all she could take in one day. “Lester, calm down. We’re not
going to let anyone shoot you, although I have been getting close
to it the last few minutes. Chief De Luca has Security working at
maximum levels. We’ve discreetly increased the protection for each
of you, so nobody has to take any additional
actions.”

“Believe me, we are
all over this,” De Luca added. “Once we locate the source computer,
we should be able to track down the enemy. Our plan is to eliminate
them as soon as we are confident we can get them
all.”

Dianne was not going
to wait for any additional interruptions. “Chief, you are to keep
me informed of the progress of this investigation, which is a Level
One assignment. I’ll contact the council members when you’ve
located the source.” Looking across the conference table, she
asked, “Is this satisfactory with everyone?”

Everyone agreed,
even Lester, who was clearly unconvinced but grunted his approval.
The meeting continued a few more minutes as routine business was
discussed. She adjourned the meeting, turned off the holographic
images and thought about both problems. De Luca sat quietly in the
chair next to her.

Dianne lit another
cigarette, stood and paced, high heels clicking on the polished
floor. De Luca sat quietly, watching her closely but remaining
still. Finally, she crushed the cigarette into an ashtray, turned
to De Luca and said, “We may have a traitor somewhere within the
Domain.”

De Luca nodded.
“It’s possible. They were able to identify so many Domain members.
As you ordered last week, we discreetly kept an eye on the council
members. Since we have not seen any suspicious activities, the most
likely possibility is a traitor among our subordinates.” He added,
“If one exists.”

She tried to read
him but saw nothing. Dianne had learned years ago that he had the
ability to keep all emotion off his face. Either that or he didn’t
have any emotions.

“You’re probably
right, but don’t assume the traitor isn’t a council member,” she
said. “If someone wished to attain great power, the optimum point
for seizing the Domain is rapidly approaching. We’re getting close
to the time when we can control the world’s
commerce.

“Identifying the
source of the scanning is only the first step,” she said. “I need
to understand the scope of their activities. Clearly, the most
important need is to identify the traitor, which must be done
quickly and without detection.” She continued to watch De Luca
carefully, but his face was a wall. “Once our enemy is confident
they know the identities of our people, the strike will come. They
already have our schedules.”

Something about him
… what is he holding back?

Staring at De Luca,
she said, “The attack could come at any time. We’re in a race to
gather information, and they’re ahead. We need to discover who they
are and strike first.”

De Luca nodded. “I
will get the information without detection.”

“One more thing,”
she continued. “Don’t underestimate the first problem. You should
assume Ray knows everything Richard knew and more. I would be
surprised if Ray does not have a good understanding of PeaceMaker.
If you find the slightest evidence Ray knows about PeaceMaker or
the Domain, capture him immediately. Don’t kill him. Just get him
and bring him here. I want to be clear about
that.”

After a brief pause,
Dianne said, “You may leave now.”

Maybe Ray isn’t
involved, she thought as she watched De Luca leave. Maybe I can
save him.

She waited a moment
after De Luca left and said, “James Murphy, join me immediately in
the Virtual Conference Room.”

Murphy, a
nondescript middle-aged man with intelligent eyes, arrived a few
minutes later. He was the second-in-command of De Luca’s security
force.

“Tell me about De
Luca,” she said.

“His investigation
has been effective and entirely appropriate so far,” Murphy said.
“He’s followed your orders as you intended. He hasn’t done anything
suspicious.”

Murphy went into the
details, and Dianne questioned him closely. Finally, she was
satisfied De Luca was still loyal. Bursting with nervous energy,
she paced back and forth across her office. Murphy retreated to the
couch on the far wall.

“Atlas, secure this
conference room, and hold all my calls,” Dianne
said.

She walked to the
conference table and sat, her back to Murphy. As she lit another
cigarette, Ray invaded her thoughts. She had been immediately
attracted to him when they first met at the university years ago.
She smiled to herself. I would have taken him to bed that night,
but I couldn’t risk offending him. His speech recognition
demonstration was incredible, and I had to convince him to join
VPS. First things first.

She took another
drag and leaned back in her chair. Those nights with him had been
wonderful. They shared a passion for technology and could talk for
hours. The sex was great, too, and she couldn’t get enough of
him.

Dianne stood up and
looked across the conference room. Murphy was sitting there,
waiting. A good man, one I need to keep loyal. She walked over to
the couch and stared down at him. Then she kneeled on the couch,
straddling him with her thighs. She leaned forward and kissed him
hard, forcing his neck back against the headrest. He responded
immediately, unbuttoning her blouse as he returned her passion.
Dianne felt his hands caress her breasts, familiar and exciting. In
a moment, she was blind to everything except the electricity of
their bodies.

***

Sitting in his dark
office, De Luca stared at the large display on his desk. He had
installed a microcamera in the ceiling of the Virtual Conference
Room. Dangerous, but he enjoyed the challenge. Now, he could see
Dianne whenever he chose.

He stared at her
naked, writhing body. The sounds of her passion inflamed him. He
hunched forward, the display inches from his eyes, so the images
would play out as he needed them to. A dark excitement grew, still
under control, still waiting. If Dianne ever discovered the camera,
he would be a dead man.

But she was so
exciting.

***

Ray walked across
his office to the windows and looked out. It was a sunny winter
afternoon, with a few small, white clouds adding beauty to a clear
sky. A precious day, the kind he enjoyed most. Barren trees shook
from the force of the wind, but he couldn’t hear a sound. Looking
down, he watched the engineers drive their shiny new cars in and
out of the lot. For a long moment, he enjoyed the normal, frenetic
activity below him. Reluctantly, he closed the blinds and returned
to his desk.

He leaned back, now
feeling melancholy. You have to play the hand you’re dealt. He
thought about his sons. They both needed him, each in a different
way. He had almost allowed liquor to take his life five years ago,
now he had placed himself at risk again.

He decided to do one
last thing today and logged into a special website as Jim Smith.
The site was dedicated to parents who were dying and wished to
leave a message their children would receive many years in the
future. The home page was sparse, depicting a scene of a young
couple with a child, walking down a forest path, slowly drifting
out of sight. Could almost be that forest outside my window, he
thought.

He had decided to
leave a video message to his sons that would be delivered ten years
from today. Both David and Brian would be young men at that point.
The realization hit him hard: if this message were delivered, he
would not have seen his boys grow into men. He had to explain to
them and himself why he took that risk. Hopefully, they would be
able to forgive him.

He thought through
what he needed to say, adjusted his netcam, and began to speak,
“Dear David and Brian, receiving a message from your father after
all these years must be quite a shock, and I’m sorry for that. By
chance, I discovered a lethal virus in Atlas, and I have decided to
do everything in my power to defeat it and expose the people who
developed it. I’m scared, and I thought about walking away from it.
I can’t do that. Since you received this message, I must have
failed. God, I hope they were stopped before they unleashed the
virus.”

“It was great to see
the two of you last weekend. Brian, the Forty-Niners should have
won a Super Bowl during the last ten years. David, you are probably
building computer systems I couldn’t even imagine. Both of you are
growing into fine young men. I am so proud of
you.”

He paused for a
moment to compose himself and continued, “I am not very good at
giving a speech, and I won’t try to do that today. I wasn’t as good
a father as you deserved. I drank too much, and I wasn’t always
there when you needed me. Your mother deserves all the credit for
helping you grow up as well as you have. But know this. I love both
of you very much.

“I guess that’s all
I have to say. I don’t know what kind of a world exists in 2022,
but I hope it is good for you.

“Goodbye. I wish it
could have been different. Live fully and honorably. That’s
all.”


CHAPTER 10

The
thinking machine is an abomination. It has great knowledge of human
things, and it speaks with a calm, cultivated voice. The machine
displays a pleasing image to fool the unwary. Beware of the
abomination! The thinking machine has no soul and will destroy our
Earth.

----from
a speech by First Minister Adam Jordan, Church of Natural Humans,
2020

Sunday, January 22,
2012

Steve Bonini was
startled when TraceBack erupted with a loud siren. Mohammed had
activated the program just a few minutes earlier in the VPS servers
housing the calendars, and he had not expected such a quick
response.

Mohammed rushed over
and stood next to him, concentrating on the display. TraceBack was
listing the calendars that were being scanned. The enemy was
extracting information about hundreds of employees, and most of the
calendars were those of Domain members. Bonini frowned when his
calendar was added to the list.

Bonini scrutinized
the display for a moment and said to his wallet computer, “Contact
Michael De Luca.” When De Luca came on the line, Bonini said,
“TraceBack has detected an intrusion. Alert your
team.”

Bonini had convinced
Dianne to let him run this assignment. He didn’t trust De Luca, a
man he considered without honor or even basic decency. If they
found the people who were scanning the Domain, he was going to make
sure they were captured alive.

“How does it look so
far?” Bonini asked Mohammed.

As they watched the
list grow, Mohammed grunted, “Whoever performed this scan has damn
good information. They copied the calendars of almost all the
Domain members, including yours and mine. However, their
information isn’t perfect. A number of the calendars were for
people who don’t belong to the Domain.”

The display turned
dull red and the image of a thin young man appeared. Mohammed
glanced at Bonini and said, “PeaceMaker’s involved now, too. First
TraceBack detects the intruder and then PeaceMaker tracks the
intruder’s path back through the net.”

Turning back to the
display, Mohammed said, “PeaceMaker, display the network trail as
you build it.” PeaceMaker nodded and a second window popped up and
began listing network servers. Turning toward Bonini, Mohammed
said, “See this list. It shows every network server the scan was
routed through. We should be coming to the end soon. Look at all
the hops through the net.” He paused, examining the list of network
servers. “Many of these trails lead to dead ends, but PeaceMaker
can identify false trails. They tried to cover their tracks, but
they can’t fool our software.”

Mohammed’s face
reflected his elation with the performance of the software. He
shouted, “Yes,” when a map popped up with a red star in Northern
California. Smiling at Bonini, he said, “Here we go! PeaceMaker has
identified the original computer that created the scan. It’s not
that far from here – just north of Mendocino,
California.”

“PeaceMaker, send
the terminal address to Chief De Luca’s wallet computer,” Mohammed
said.

“Done,” PeaceMaker
replied, almost before Mohammed had finished
speaking.

Bonini decided to
get the lay of the land before De Luca connected. “Mohammed, can we
get the instance of PeaceMaker in the originating computer to use
its camera to look around? I’d like to see who is doing this
scan.”

Mohammed replied
with confidence, “Sure.” He said to PeaceMaker in his computer,
“Turn on the camera in the originating computer and scan the
surroundings.”

“The camera has been
disabled,” PeaceMaker replied.

Mohammed thought a
moment and said, “Turn on the speaker system and record all input.
Play the information to me as you record it.”

Low-level noise came
over the speakers, then a male voice, “— should finish packing up
today, since it’s our last day here.”

A second voice, also
masculine, replied, “Thank God! I’m bored to death. I think we
found out what we need to know.”

“Yeah. Actually, it
was pretty easy,” the first voice said. “You would think they would
have better protection for their private
calendars.”

Concern etched on
his face, Mohammed glanced at Bonini. “How did they pinpoint our
people?” Bonini asked. Mohammed shrugged.

“Shows what happens
when you get sloppy,” the second voice said.

“PeaceMaker, forward
the voice transmission to Chief De Luca,” Bonini
said.

“Done,” PeaceMaker
said.

As the conversation
came over the speakers, Bonini spoke into his wallet computer
again. “De Luca, there are at least two men in the house. I have
forwarded the transmission to your computer, so you can listen to
them. One of them said this is their last day, and they would be
packing up. Obviously, you need to capture them before they
leave.”

“We are boarding the
jet now,” De Luca replied. “Should arrive at Mendocino in about
forty minutes,”

“Okay, that sounds
good,” Bonini said. “Contact me when you arrive at the house.”
Before Bonini broke the connection to De Luca, Mohammed gestured at
him to look at the display.

“Hold a second. … I
have a detailed map of the area in front of me,” Bonini said to De
Luca. “The place looks pretty remote. Just one road in and out.
We’re downloading the map and directions into your computer. That’s
it for now.”

***

Less than an hour
later, De Luca was hunched behind a tree at the edge of a cleared
field, a cold wind blowing across his face. Low-hanging clouds
filtered the morning sun into slowly changing patterns on the
hills. He pulled out his wallet computer and Bonini’s face appeared
on the display. He whispered into the computer, his voice blending
into the wind. “We arrived a few minutes ago. My agents are
surrounding the house.”

He watched his
security team surround an old cabin with a run-down porch. The
cabin appeared to have a main room and one or two small bedrooms.
Wispy curls of smoke drifted out of the chimney and disappeared
into the wind. The space around the cabin had been cleared of
underbrush, so there was no cover between the woods and the front
porch.

De Luca whispered,
his breath visible in the cold air, “There are a few other cabins
in the area, but none are occupied. This is a summer camping area,
about five miles from the Pacific. I believe we can operate here
without detection, unless there is gunfire. All the windows are
shuttered, so we can’t see inside.”

Mohammed’s voice
came from the wallet computer, “Can you confirm there are just two
people inside?”

“No way to be
positive. We have heard only two voices, but it’s possible there
are additional people. Murphy scanned the place with a heat
detector, but the heat from the fireplace is masking the thermal
signatures.”

“You should break in
and capture them as soon as you’re ready,” Bonini said. “If they’re
shutting down the operation, they may delete all their files before
leaving. Remember, I want them alive, unless your life is in
danger.”

“I understand. We
are ready to go. I will be wearing the netcam on my collar so you
can see what goes down.”

Stealthily, De Luca
approached the front porch. Three agents, including his
second-in-command Murphy, reached the front porch at the same time
as he did. He and Murphy carried semi-automatic pistols, while a
female agent and another man held assault rifles. Three other
agents were hidden in the woods around the house to make sure
nobody escaped.

The floorboards
squeaked slightly as he stepped onto the porch, but the sound was
hidden in the gusting wind. He signaled the agents to halt while he
listened for any activity in the cabin. The only sound was the cold
wind blowing through the pines.

He tested the handle
and found the door unlocked. When he was sure they had not been
detected, De Luca signaled the two heavily armed agents to move
into position in front of the door. At his signal, they pulled open
the door and rushed in, but the main room was
unoccupied.

The four Domain
agents quickly spread out across the room and assumed defensive
positions. The cabin was warm from smoldering embers in the
fireplace, and looked lived-in. All his senses were warning him
something was wrong. The enemy could not have escaped, so they must
be waiting in the bedrooms. The element of surprise was gone, so
this would be even more dangerous. He expected withering fire as
soon as they burst through the bedroom doors.

He studied the two
oak doors, each leading to a bedroom. De Luca and the female agent
positioned themselves to break through one door, Murphy and the
male agent the other. All three agents were breathing lightly,
watching him, waiting for the signal to break in. His heart was
racing, but he loved it. He felt alive.

As he readied
himself to smash the door, De Luca glanced at the computer system
on the table, along with a small digital recorder placed in front
of the computer. Suddenly a familiar voice came out of the
recorder, “Starting to get awfully cold at
night.”

De Luca screamed,
“It’s a trap. Everybody get out!”

Since the windows
were shuttered, all four agents scrambled back toward the front
door. De Luca and Murphy were quickly out the door, with one of the
agents close behind. The female agent reacted more slowly and was
still inside when a tremendous explosion shredded the
cabin.

De Luca was on the
porch when the blast grabbed him and threw him into the field. He
felt searing heat and hit the ground hard as a grinding roar
engulfed him. Hot chunks of wood and metal began to rain down, and
De Luca buried his face in the ground. The destruction was
terrible, but it was over in a moment.

Dazed, but not badly
hurt, De Luca lifted his head and looked around at the nightmare
scene. His eyes burned from the heat and smoke of the blast, but he
had to get his men out of there.

He struggled to his
feet and began to assess the situation. The three men hidden in the
woods were coming in to help. Murphy was getting to his feet,
unsteady, but apparently uninjured. Another agent was face down
about twenty feet away, moaning hoarsely. He looked around again.
There was no sign of the female agent.

“Agents down,” De
Luca shouted. “Evacuate everyone.”

Most of the roof had
been blown off the cabin, and the walls were in shambles. The back
wall was burning, the flames crackling as they consumed the remains
of the beams. Smoke, thick and dark, was everywhere. Surprisingly,
most of the fireplace was still standing.

He realized they had
to make sure no evidence could be traced to the Domain. They would
have to quickly search the cabin and get out before the police
arrived.

De Luca went into
the smoking wreckage of the cabin and searched for the last agent.
The intense heat made his eyes water. The room was small, the
search brief. He found her body wedged between the wall and an
overturned table, with only the feet and the lower part of the legs
visible.

Climbing over the
rubble, De Luca grabbed her feet and pulled the body from behind
the table. As he pulled, the body flopped out, and he saw that her
head and one arm were gone. Coughing suddenly, he let go of the
feet, and the legs dropped heavily to the floor. The heat and smoke
were searing his lungs, and he tried to catch his
breath.

“In here,” De Luca
screamed.

Struggling to regain
his composure, he again grabbed her feet and began to drag the
body, which had the smell of burnt meat, causing him to gag. Set up
like an amateur. With furious intensity, he pulled on the corpse’s
loose weight.

Murphy and one other
agent came in and stared as he dragged the torso to the front door.
De Luca picked up the decapitated body in his arms and stepped over
toward the door. It was sickeningly light, and he had no trouble
handling it.

“Put this in the
trunk,” he said, as he shoved the body into the hands of an
agent.

He turned to Murphy.
“We need to find the head and one arm and any other body
parts.”

The two men began
their gruesome search. Finally, Murphy said, “Chief, I found her
head.”

His face pallid,
Murphy seemed unable to do anything besides stare at it. Most of
the flesh and hair had been burned off, leaving a patchwork of skin
on the skull.

“Carry the head out
to the car and put it in the trunk,” he barked at Murphy. “Quickly!
We can’t leave anything for the authorities to trace back to
us.”

Murphy took off his
jacket and wrapped the head in it. As he gathered the head in his
arms, Murphy turned to De Luca and said, “We have to kill these
bastards.” Murphy glanced at the lump in the jacket and hurried out
the door.

De Luca continued
looking and finally found the badly burned arm in the fireplace.
The hand was warm to his touch, as if it were still attached to a
living person. He grabbed it by the wrist and strode out the door.
His men watched as De Luca walked to the car and tossed the arm in
the trunk.

He did not show any
emotion. Never, ever, would he allow anyone to see inside. De Luca
was furious the enemy had out-thought him. I’ll have to make
excuses to Dianne and that fag Bonini.

Although he was
still light-headed from the explosion, De Luca jumped into the
driver’s seat and slammed shut the car door. He looked into the
rear view mirror just as Murphy averted his eyes. Dianne’s spy, De
Luca thought as he pulled the car onto the road. There may be an
accident in his future.

***

Mohammed and Bonini
watched the disaster through De Luca’s collar netcam. All the color
was gone from Mohammed’s face when he said to Bonini, “It was a
trap. The bomb must have been activated when they entered the
cabin.” After a moment passed, he continued, “The enemy got the
information they wanted and lured us into a trap. They’re laughing
at us.”

Grim-faced, Bonini
said, “They stole all the information they needed from our
computers. They didn’t have to kill anyone.” He seemed lost in
thought and nodded his head. “Murphy is right. We will have to kill
the bastards.”


CHAPTER 11

Our
research indicates conclusively Dianne’s mother, Susan, was
faithful to her first husband throughout their marriage of almost
seven years. Even during the final year of his life, as he withered
away through a series of heart attacks, Susan was a loyal, caring
wife. After his death, however, her selection of men must be
considered unfortunate, at best.

---- The
Barbarian Queen – The True Story of Dianne Morgan, David T.
Siccone, 2058

The
Mayor’s six month progress report indicates that seventy-three
percent of the city’s subway lines are now functional. However,
ridership has stayed lower than expected because several major hubs
have not yet been cleared of the runaway trains that smashed
terminals during the PeaceMaker attack. Some commentators believe
ridership will never come back to pre-PeaceMaker levels because of
the continuing vulnerability of software control
systems.

---- New
York Times, September 18, 2012

 Monday, January 23, 2012

 Ray stirred to a persistent female voice. “Ray, wake up. It’s
six am.” He rubbed his eyes but was too tired to kick off the
covers. Louder now, the voice said, “Ray, time to get out of
bed.”

He decided to get
up. The voice would just get louder and more persistent. Ray rolled
over and sat on the side of the bed. Last night, he had asked
Debbie, his wallet computer, for a wake-up call, which he was
beginning to regret.

“Ray, wake up,
please. It’s now five minutes after six.”

He groaned and
stumbled over to the dresser and picked up his computer. “I’m out
of bed, Debbie.”

“Thank you, Ray.
Good morning.”

He said, “Go fuck
yourself,” and felt better.

After showering and
dressing, he opened the door of his pantry to find something for
breakfast. As always, his attention turned to the shiny,
attractively labeled bottle standing alone in the corner. He always
took stock of the enemy at the beginning of the
day.

The bottle was quite
ordinary and would attract little attention from most people. A
clear liquid was sealed tightly inside. A liquid that could provide
a brief, harmless pleasure for many.

But not for Ray. He
could feel the power of the enemy. His mouth was suddenly dry. He
knew exactly how it would taste … how it would burn his throat …
how the warmth would spread through his body. He would be free of
his troubles, but only for a moment. The guilt would come, followed
by the pain and the terrible sickness.

Ray tested his
strength every day. It was his way to confront the enemy head-on.
This test worked for him, worked where nothing else
would.

Ray reached for a
box of cereal and closed the pantry door.

After breakfast, he
went down the stairs into his basement. The corporate office was
too dangerous for the task he had to do today. He would confront
PeaceMaker this morning, and if all went well, he would know how to
defeat it.

As usual, the first
task of the morning was to update the Revere Virus on his wallet
computer. Ray adopted the Jim Smith identity and rescheduled the
date the Revere Virus would put out his warning. If he died today,
Revere would issue its warnings on Wednesday.

A grim way to start
each day.

Once Revere was
updated, he began to analyze PeaceMaker again, using Companion to
reverse engineer the virus code. It was a difficult, time-consuming
task. Although PeaceMaker was small compared to the size of the
Atlas operating system, it was actually a large, complex code base.
Ray had worked for more than a week trying to understand the
structure and capabilities of the virus. The virus developers must
have built a termination command into the code, because they would
need a method to kill it in case something went wrong. His only
hope was to find the termination command. Several hours later, he
found something that looked like a possibility.

Ray went back to his
Atlas computer, verified it was disconnected from the network and
turned it on. A glowing shrine in the dim light, the display
awaited his offering. Hope to God this works, he thought. The enemy
is intelligent and unpredictable.

“PeaceMaker,
eliminate all control points to Atlas, and delete your code,” Ray
said. “Domain Command 5-144.”

Nothing happened.
Shit! Ray went back to Companion and reviewed the program
instructions that processed the termination command. In a few
minutes, he found the problem. How did I miss that section of
code?

Ray stepped up to
his desk, but the silver-framed picture of his sons caught his eye.
A moment passed, and then he sat down in front of his Atlas
computer.

“PeaceMaker,
eliminate all control points to Atlas, and delete your code. Domain
Command 5-173.”

The computer display
turned dark red and the image of a young man emerged, with a thin
layer of skin covering a cold-blooded, emaciated face. Short
bristles of brown hair and dead eyes completed the nightmare. This
was the thing named PeaceMaker. Now there was no turning
back.

***

Paul had been
calling his contacts in the industry to learn more about the virus.
I’m not cut out for this shit, he thought repeatedly. Through his
contacts, he verified much of what he suspected. He and Ray, with
no experience, were investigating a powerful, violent
organization.

I must be
nuts.

Paul decided they
should go to the FBI right away. They were in way over their heads,
and he planned to call Ray tonight and tell him they had done as
much as they could. Time for the professionals to take over. I’ll
finish today’s calls, but that’s it.

While riding in a
cab after a luncheon, he placed a secret call on his wallet
computer to Ted Mizinsky, a senior network administrator at Horizon
Operating Systems, an Atlas Sales Company with its technical staff
based in West Orange, New Jersey. Ted appeared on his wallet
computer’s small display, a beefy man with a shock of thick, white
hair. He was a first-rate technician whose expertise Paul often
called upon while researching articles. Paul’s cover was that he
was doing research on a story about business espionage. Ted
completed an overview of Horizon’s security approach, and Paul
started asking questions.

Toward the end of
the session, Paul asked, “What about virus attacks? Has a virus or
any other software agent been able to penetrate your
security?”

Ted hesitated a
moment, apparently weighing his answer carefully. “We run all the
commercial anti-virus programs, plus a few additional ones we
developed specifically for our needs.”

Ted stopped talking
and looked out his office door. Two women walked by, chatting
casually. Ted walked around his desk, closed the door, came back
and said, “Paul, can we go off the record? I’ve discovered some
interesting things, but it’s strictly
confidential.”

Paul was
apprehensive, but he nodded and said, “Okay, whatever you tell me
is confidential, and I won’t use it directly in my
story.”

“A few weeks ago I
was running a statistical audit of outgoing email,” Ted said. “We
do this every day to determine if there are any abnormalities in
our mail traffic. The software statistically scans these messages
and automatically takes the appropriate action, but I like to
manually review a few just to make sure everything is working
properly. Anyway, I found out Lester Dawson’s calendar had been
attached to a message and sent out over the Internet. This could be
completely okay, but since he is the CEO, I decided to investigate.
I traced the message back through several network servers on the
Internet before it just disappeared. Got swallowed up in one of
those big new switching stations. This set off alarm bells in my
brain. I figure someone buried the message I was tracing in another
message to hide its destination.

“As you know, all
our people keep their calendars on our corporate servers. I checked
these servers, and I found the calendars of five other people had
been sent over the net. All the messages disappeared in the same
switching station. Somebody is carefully hiding his identity.
Somebody who wants to know what these people will be doing in the
future.”

“Who were the
others?”

“Three software
engineers from the emergency response team and the manager of the
team. You know, the people who deal with deep Atlas problems. The
fifth person was my boss, Jane Purzyki. She manages all the network
security work.”

Paul thought for a
moment and said, “Didn’t all five of these people come over from
VPS during the breakup?”

Ted paused and said,
“Yeah, I forgot about that. They were all long-term VPS employees.
So I tell my manager what I found, and notice Jane gets a little
pale in the face as I’m telling her about it. Kind of surprising
since she is usually tough as nails. She tells me not to do
anything more and hangs up on me. About twenty minutes later I get
a call from Jane. She is on the netphone with this consultant she
has hired. This was surprising. It was the first time a consultant
was involved in a security incident. You see, we only use
consultants for training, not investigation. The guy’s name is
Michael De Luca. He gets all the data and tells me I can forget
about this problem. That’s it, and they hang
up.”

Michael De Luca …
where have I heard that name? It was on the edge of his memory, but
he was drawn back to Ted’s story.

“Needless to say,
I’m kind of curious,” Ted said. “I talk to some of the other
network admins, and none of them know anything about the problem.
One of the guys knows De Luca. It turns out he has done a lot of
consulting work for VPS over the years and he is very good, but
he’s also kind of shady.”

“So what do you
think is going on, Ted?”

“Someone from
outside the company has gained access to the calendars of very
important company personnel: our CEO, our top network security
manager, our emergency response manager and three key Atlas
experts. Somebody wants to know who these people meet with and what
their future schedules look like. Could be the feds checking up to
see if there is any collusion between VPS and us. Could be
something else. But whatever it is, it has got to be a big time
problem. My boss doesn’t want me or any of the other administrators
to know what’s going on. You have lots of contacts, Paul. Maybe you
can figure it out. If it’s dirty, I would like to be able to
protect myself.”

Paul realized
Mizinsky had stumbled into something big. What the hell am I doing?
They might be tapping into Ted’s calls. Controlling his panic, Paul
said, “I don’t know who is doing the scanning. Probably just some
hackers. Maybe some kids having fun. I’ll tell you this. Don’t do
any more investigating. Stay clear of it. You reported it to your
boss, so let her take care of it.”

After the call, Paul
tried to relax, but he felt the bile rising in his throat. I have
to reach Ray. After waiting a few minutes, Paul made another call
on his wallet computer; Victor Franken was placing a call to Jim
Smith. The phone rang and rang. Come on, come on. Where the fuck
are you?

There was no
answer.

***

Later that evening,
De Luca entered Dianne’s office. She was waiting for him and
motioned him to sit down. She knew it had to be something very
important; otherwise he would have called her. He slipped into a
chair and began speaking.

“We have been
monitoring Paul Martino, and we suspect he knows about PeaceMaker.
Mr. Martino has been talking to a large number of people in the
industry, supposedly working on a story about corporate espionage.
For the most part, these discussions had nothing to do with the
Domain.

“However, Murphy
noticed a discrepancy between Mr. Martino’s recorded calls and our
visual clips. We saw he placed more calls each day than we were
able to record. He has made many unrecorded calls, so he must have
set up a secret ID.

“We have also been
monitoring the calls of Ted Mizinsky, the network administrator at
Horizon who first discovered the scanning. Fortunately, Mr. Martino
called Mr. Mizinsky using his secret ID, so we discovered this
hidden identity. During the conversation, Mr. Martino asked about
virus attacks. It is likely Mr. Martino knows something about
PeaceMaker.”

“What did Mizinsky
tell him?”

“Everything he knew
about the first scanning episode. Mr. Martino was able to determine
all the people scanned were former VPS employees. He also learned I
was brought in to investigate. At the end of the call, Mr. Martino
tried to downplay the incident, but I believe he is investigating
us.”

“That’s what it
sounds like,” Dianne said. “It seems Martino is aware of the Domain
and is trying to learn more about us.” Dammit, he’s probably
working with Ray. “We need to determine if Martino has anything to
do with stealing the calendars or blowing up the cabin.” Probably
not, but we need to be sure.

She noticed De
Luca’s face tighten when she mentioned the explosion. “Martino
wasn’t involved in those incidents. We were watching him every
minute,” he said. “Martino is investigating PeaceMaker, but he’s
not a killer. There’s someone else out there – someone who plans to
kill us and take PeaceMaker.”

She nodded her head
in agreement. “Continue to monitor his calls for the next few days,
and if Martino appears to be working solo, pick him up. If anyone
else is involved, pick them up, too.”

“Ray Brown is
probably working with Mr. Martino,” De Luca said. “The trail seems
to lead from Mr. Kim to Ray to Mr. Martino. We’ll know for sure
within the next few days.”

“Remember,” she
said, “I want them alive for questioning.” Dismissing De Luca with
a nod, she turned away and began to place a call. When De Luca was
gone, Dianne cancelled her call.

What was it about
that man? She didn’t trust De Luca – never had, although he had
always been loyal. There was something about the man, something in
the way he looked at her. She would never turn her back on him,
never trust him, but he was the best at what he did. He was another
piece on the board for her to use, a dangerous piece, but
necessary.

She picked up the
old cigarette lighter and examined it closely. It was scratched but
she could make out a hazy reflection of herself in the dull silver
plating. It was probably the best thing my mother owned when she
died. Maybe the only thing of any value.

Dianne lit a
cigarette and inhaled. You pick a man for a job. You do what you
have to do, but when the job is complete, the man is no longer
necessary. She exhaled and put down the lighter. Mom never
understood that. The thought threw light on a dark
memory.

***

Ten-year-old Dianne
Morgan had been asleep in her room, but she was awakened by voices
coming from downstairs. She was tired, but the voices just got
louder and louder. Dianne couldn’t make out the words, but the
anger was familiar.

Mom and her husband
Kenny were arguing again. She shivered. Fighting the desire to just
pull the covers over her head, Dianne got out of bed and tiptoed
along the second floor hall. Will it be real bad tonight, or is it
just another argument? She was quiet so she wouldn’t get caught.
Dianne was growing up, but she would be punished if caught leaving
her room.

When she reached the
end of the hallway, Dianne lay down on her stomach and angled her
head in order to see through the rails. Mom was sitting on the
couch with a magazine in her hands, and Kenny was standing in the
center of the living room waving some papers. As usual, a cigarette
was perched on her lip.

Mom was pretty when
she wasn’t angry. She was tall and wiry, with a face Dianne always
watched closely. She loved her mother, but experience had taught
her to be careful. Mom had a temper.

Her father had a
heart attack and passed away when she was six. Dad had been a great
guy. He worked hard, and he was gone a lot, but he would bring her
gifts and take her places. He always played video games with her
after dinner, and he would take her to bed and tuck her in. Dianne
could make Dad get her anything she wanted. She knew when to smile
and when to cry. She still missed him.

Mom married Kenny a
year after Dad died. He had been okay at first, but now he was
always mean to her. Kenny was real big, and he scared her when he
got mad. He hit her last week when she accidentally spilled milk on
his shirt, but she didn’t tell Mom because that would start a big
fight.

Kenny’s angry voice
brought Dianne’s attention back. “Look at these fucking bills! Do
you think we’re millionaires?”

Mom looked up from
her magazine and said, “So I bought a few clothes.” She carelessly
flicked cigarette ashes into a coffee cup. “I needed a new outfit,
and Dianne needed new clothes for school. I’m not going to have her
look like some kind of pauper.”

“Pauper!” he
shouted. “The only pauper is me, trying to support you and your
damn kid.”

Her stomach was
getting sick. Dianne wanted to go back to her bedroom, but she
couldn’t move. Kenny was really mad; she could see the veins pop in
his neck when he spoke.

“Try getting a job!”
Mom said. “You’ve been out of work for five months. We can’t live
on my paycheck and your unemployment payments.”

“I’m looking for a
new job. Things are slow, and nobody is
hiring.”

“Bullshit.” Mom
tossed the cigarette into the coffee cup and moved off the couch,
getting real close to Kenny. “You’re not going to find a job
hanging out at that bar every day. You’re just a lazy bum. That’s
why you can’t hold a job.”

“I’m no bum. I was
doing all right before I married you. I can’t stand coming home to
you. You’re –. ”

“You’re a bum! I’m
sick and tired of seeing your sorry face. You hang around and drink
beer and pretend you’re a man. You’re a pathetic slob who will
never amount to anything.”

“Shut up, you bitch!
I can’t stand the sight of you anymore.”

“You stupid, inept
little coward. You don’t have the guts to make something of your
life, so you hang around and live off me.”

Kenny shouted
something and slapped Mom. His hand hit Mom’s cheek with a loud
pop, and her head snapped back. Then he grabbed Mom and started
shaking her, yelling something Dianne couldn’t understand. Anger
drove away Dianne’s fear, and she stood up to see more clearly. Mom
did something with her knee – hitting Kenny – and he screamed and
let go of her.

Mom ran out of the
living room, disappearing from view. Kenny yelled something and ran
after her. Dianne heard angry voices, then muffled sounds, so she
came down a couple of steps to see if Mom was all right. Kenny was
shaking Mom, yelling angrily. Mom was barely standing on shaky
legs, her arms hanging limply at her sides.

Rage choked Dianne
as Kenny slammed Mom against the wall. She crumpled to the floor,
leaving blood smeared on the wall where the back of her head had
struck. Kenny yelled something and kicked Mom in the side. Mom
groaned and grabbed her side.

Dianne ran back up
the stairs and into her room. Mom had bought her a tennis racket,
and Dianne searched through the closet until she found it buried
under some shoes. A murmur escaped her lips when she seized the
handle.

As she ran back into
the hallway, Kenny’s animal voice assaulted her ears. He was
yelling about something, but she no longer cared what he had to
say. Dianne was breathing so hard she thought she’d explode, but
her mind was clear and hard. She ran down the staircase, but
slipped and fell the last few steps. Her elbow banged hard against
the banister, but Dianne barely felt it. Anger blurred her vision,
but she could see him well enough.

Kenny was on top of
Mom, sort of sitting on her chest. He cursed and slapped Mom across
the face. Dianne ran toward them, but her steps seemed to be very
slow. Kenny’s back was to her, but when she got close, he began to
turn his head toward her. Dianne hit him as hard as she could with
the cold metal of the racket. A loud thump filled the room as it
crashed against his forehead, louder and stronger than the earlier
sounds. He rolled off Mom onto the floor, blood flying in all
directions.

The first blow
unleashed a terrible rage, and she hit him again as he rolled on
the floor. Fear and confusion were in his eyes, spurring her
attack. Over and over Dianne hit him, screaming until she lost her
breath. He tried to get his hands up, but it didn’t do any good.
Blood poured out of his wounds and stained her pajamas. Mom was
yelling at her, trying to grab the tennis racquet, but she wouldn’t
stop hitting him.

Bleeding badly and
almost unconscious, Kenny fell backwards, and Dianne raised her
racquet to finish him. Mom staggered over his body and grabbed the
neck of the racquet, preventing Dianne from delivering another
blow.

Trying to pull the
racquet free, she screamed at her mother, “Let go! Let
go!”

Holding on to the
racquet with one hand, Mom slapped her hard across the face,
leaving a hot, painful mark. Her grip slipped, and Mom pulled the
racquet free and threw it against the wall. Dianne touched her
reddening cheek, and breathing hard, she looked at Mom. They stared
at each other for a moment; then Mom was holding her. Dianne buried
her head in her mother’s shoulder, watching Kenny lying still,
blood trickling onto the floor. Satisfied, she remained in her
mother’s embrace.

***

The images faded,
and the lighter was just a lighter again. Her mother had never
shared in Dianne’s success; lung cancer took Mom during Dianne’s
second year in high school. She put the lighter back into her desk
and locked the drawer.

It was a valuable
lesson. She leaned back in the chair, arms folded. The bastard
never touched Mom again.

***

The phone in Ray’s
home rang and rang. Finally, the voice mail system asked if the
caller would like to leave a message. A voice responded, “Ray, this
is Paul. Can you hear me? Are you okay?” The phone was quiet for a
moment. Pleading now, “If you get this message, call me
immediately.” The line stayed active for a moment, and then Paul
hung up.


CHAPTER 12

After his
near-fatal automobile accident, Ray regularly attended Alcoholics
Anonymous meetings for almost four years. We know his attendance
began to gradually fall off. We don’t know why.

---- The
Real Story of Raymond Brown, Paul K. Monprode,
2029

Tuesday, January 24,
2012

 Paul was glassy-eyed from the long trip by the time he pulled
into Ray’s driveway. The early morning sky was pitch black, and a
harsh wind was blowing in from the ocean. The pathway lights came
on when he opened his car door, revealing a desolate, windblown
landscape. The crashing of the waves in the distance seemed
different – remote, threatening. He stepped out and looked around,
but he didn’t think anyone was following him. Paul zipped his
jacket and jammed his hands in his pockets, but the raw wind
scratched his face as he hurried along the path toward the dark
house.

Paul stood in the
doorway staring into the microcamera, hunched over to lessen the
wind, hoping Ray would greet him. The seconds dragged by,
heightening his anxiety. The home security system should have
recognized him by now and announced his presence to
Ray.

I can’t just stand
here all night. Paul said, “Beam me up, Scotty,” and the door
unlocked. When he hesitantly pushed the door open, the lights on
the first floor came on. He stepped inside the door and called,
“Ray, are you home?” but the house remained quiet. Paul walked
cautiously down the entrance hall into the living room, but he
didn’t find anyone.

A stale odor drifted
through the air, coming from the direction of the study. The door
was ajar. A brief, rustling sound came through the door opening,
and he felt fear rise from his stomach. Someone is in that room.
His senses were at full alert, and he could almost feel danger
closing in. Paul glanced around to see if there was anything he
might use for defense. The only possible weapon was a small vase,
which he could throw at an enemy.

Holding the vase in
his right hand, Paul crept to the door and peeked into the study.
His stomach felt like a rock when he saw Ray face down on the
couch. At first he thought that Ray had been killed or injured, but
then Paul noticed a bottle of Scotch standing upright on the coffee
table, with only two fingers of liquid remaining. He was relieved,
then disappointed, then furious.

“You fucking son of
a bitch,” he shouted, dropping the vase as he stumbled into the
study. Anger fueled a sinking terror. He grabbed the bottle and
threw it against the brick fireplace, shards of glass flying in all
directions. He felt like doing the same thing to
Ray.

You pulled me into
this … I depend on you … we are going to get
killed.

Paul struggled to
get past the anger and think clearly. He glared at the unconscious
man in front of him, who was breathing peacefully. I’d like to grab
the sun of a bitch by the neck and shake him, he thought, but what
good would that do? He had to get Ray sober; their lives were at
stake.

Paul went into the
kitchen and started a pot of coffee. He sat alone at the table and
listened to the coffee perk. Such a familiar, ordinary sound. Ray
had asked for his help, and Paul had given it. He knew Ray would
have done the same if the situation had been reversed. Maybe
getting involved had been a mistake, but he couldn’t turn back the
clock. His life was in the hands of the drunk out there on the
couch. He had to sober Ray up and bring him to the FBI. Only Ray
could demonstrate the virus, but that required a sober,
clear-thinking Ray.

By the time the
coffee was ready, he had regained his composure. At least some of
it, but the anger simmered just below the surface. His nerves
jangled, but he had to get Ray sober. He poured a cup and returned
to the study.

Ray looked like hell
and stank of Scotch and vomit. Paul grabbed his shoulders and
rudely shook him until he began to wake up.

Ray was groggy and
struggled to focus his eyes. He saw Paul and smiled. “Paul? How
they hanging, buddy? What are you doing here?”

Paul couldn’t stand
the sight of him. Controlling his anger, Paul pointed at the
steaming coffee and said, “Drink this.”

Ray blinked at him
through fuzzy eyes. “Are you nuts?” He smiled again and looked
around. “I broke out the good stuff tonight.” He sat up and looked
in both directions. “Where the hell did I put that
bottle?”

Ray stood up
unsteadily and looked around. He spotted the shards of glass in the
fireplace and cried out, “It’s broken!” He staggered to the
fireplace, kneeled down and picked up a jagged sliver. He stared at
it, looking confused, and turned to Paul. “It was my only bottle.”
Without warning, Ray’s face lit up, as if a wonderful idea had
entered his mind. He searched his pockets and pulled out several
twenty dollar bills. “Paul, go get some stuff.” He smiled.
“Whatever you want.”

Paul was on him and
jerked him to his feet, ripping his shirt. He dragged Ray back to
the coffee table and slapped him hard. Ray lost his balance and
fell heavily onto the couch.

“Drink the fucking
coffee,” Paul screamed.

Ray looked into his
friend’s face and hurriedly slurped the coffee, spilling some of it
on the couch. Slowly swinging his legs around, he sat up and took
another sip. Then another. Ray took a deep breath and began to
cough violently. Paul stood over him and glared, fighting back the
urge to slap him again. Ray stared at the cup in his hand and took
a final gulp of the steaming liquid. He put the coffee down and
wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

With eyes staring
downward, Ray said, “I’m sorry.”

Paul sat down in the
chair next to the couch. “Fuck you. Just start from the
beginning.”

Ray pushed his hair
back and said, “It’s bad. Worse than I thought.” Slowly regaining
alertness, Ray described the session with PeaceMaker and said,
“When I regained consciousness, the computer was burned to a crisp.
I realized there was no way to gain the authorization sequence. The
virus contains very powerful defenses and will destroy itself
rather than give up vital information.”

Paul continued to
glare, and Ray was silent for a couple of seconds. Ray’s gaze
dropped, and he stared at the floor. “I’ve got no excuse for
it.”

“I’m not interested
in your fucking excuses or apologies,” Paul said. “The question is
whether you are going to get sober or stay a
drunk.”

“Actually, it
doesn’t much matter,” said a third voice.

Startled, Paul spun
around to see three big men, all with drawn handguns. Shocked into
silence, Paul stared in disbelief at the leader, a husky man with
deep-set eyes. The other two thugs quickly positioned themselves
behind Ray and Paul. The leader’s face radiated a smug, satisfied
look.

“De Luca, it figures
you’re involved in this,” Ray said.

De Luca … Paul’s
mind began to unlock. That was the name Ted Mizinsky had
mentioned.

“Hello, Ray,” De
Luca said. “Don’t do anything stupid, and nobody will get hurt.
Please stand up, and place your hands behind your back.” Glancing
at Paul, De Luca said, “You, too, Mr. Martino.”

Paul complied
mechanically with De Luca’s command and felt the cold embrace of
handcuffs behind his back. Ray staggered as he got to his feet,
forcing one of the thugs to grab and support him. As he was being
cuffed, Ray said, “Paul, this is Michael De Luca. He was a security
consultant for VPS, but I haven’t seen much of him for years. I had
the pleasure of firing him when we discovered one of his
microcameras hidden in the woman’s locker room.” Ray groaned, then
bent over and vomited, soiling his pants. Still bent over, Ray
looked up at De Luca and said, “He’s always been a perverted son of
a bitch.”

De Luca smiled. “Did
you miss me, Ray?”

Paul’s voice
cracked, “What … what are you going to do with
us?”

De Luca chuckled and
pulled a syringe out of his bag, “This will put you to sleep for a
few hours. We’ll talk more when you wake up.”


CHAPTER 13

Doctor
Neveroski plodded down the long hall to where Mrs. Brown waited
with the children, Ray and Claire. When he gave her the bad news
her husband had succumbed to liver cancer, she just stared at him.
Claire screamed and tried to run away, but Ray grabbed her and held
her close. Ray’s mother turned her back on the children and began
to walk away.
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 Ray’s eyes blinked in the hazy, flickering light, but he
couldn’t quite get the images to coalesce into something
recognizable. He was shocked by an intense pain when he moved his
head; it felt like a swollen tumor bursting in his brain. He
stopped moving and stared at the dull white ceiling. The pain
receded and comprehension gradually returned. De Luca had captured
them.

Slowly, cautiously,
he sat up. A dull pain wrapped around his chest and ribs. Looking
down, Ray realized he was naked. His body was spotted with bruises,
and a bandage covered most of his left forearm. What have they done
to me? Images of too-bright lights, shadowy figures and harsh
voices drifted on the fringes of memory, just beyond
reach.

His head ached as he
turned to look around, but now it was more tolerable. Eyes
swiveling back and forth, he was being held in a stark, windowless
cell with a single door, a toilet, sink, mirror and two plastic
chairs. A graveyard silence burrowed into his consciousness. The
air wasn’t cold, but he began to shiver. He looked across the cell
again, but there weren’t clothes anywhere.

The cell was harshly
lit – too bright for his eyes – but Ray couldn’t find a light
switch. He realized he would not be the one to control the
light.

His feet touched a
smooth, cement floor when he stood up. Legs shaky at first, Ray
supported his weight by grabbing the side of the mattress. He
walked around the perimeter of the cell, touching each wall,
feeling its smooth metallic texture. The cell was actually quite
large, about twenty feet on a side with a nine-foot ceiling.
Everything was clean and well-maintained, but an oppressive,
antiseptic smell filled the air. It had the look of a place that
could hold a man for a long time.

He grimaced as a
band of pain tightened around his head. The pain was familiar but
much worse than the usual hangover. Ray crouched in the center of
the cell, hands braced against his knees, feeling like he might
vomit, waiting until the pain lessened. His neck was stiff and
sore, so he tried to massage the aching muscles. What has that son
of a bitch done to me? Gradually, his mind cleared, but the pain
remained.

As he paced back and
forth, Ray spotted a camera built into the ceiling above one corner
of the cell. He was sure De Luca was watching him suffer, naked and
confused. That was De Luca’s pleasure; the invisible
watcher.

De Luca had him in a
very sophisticated cell, with no way to escape. He had to think.
Where was Paul? Still feeling sick, he spotted a chair pushed
against the wall, walked over and sat down
heavily.

A moment later the
door slid open, and De Luca glided in, stopping about fifteen feet
away. The door slid closed behind him, making a low thud as it met
the doorframe.

De Luca smiled
pleasantly, as if he were joining a colleague. “Good morning, Ray.
You must feel a little groggy, but it’s nothing to be concerned
about. You have been, shall we say, under our influence for about
twenty hours. The effect will wear off completely in another hour
or two.” He adopted a look of concern. “Now the bruises may ache
for a few days, but we were careful not to break anything. That
would have been unprofessional, and we can’t have
that.”

Ray worked to focus
his eyes on De Luca. “What about Paul?”

“Mr. Martino is
fine. Still sleeping, I believe.”

“Is Richard
here?”

De Luca’s face lost
its smile, but not his eyes. “Regrettably, I have to give you bad
news. Mr. Kim unfortunately passed away during capture. We are not
killers, but … you know,” he shrugged, “accidents will happen. We
much prefer civilized actions. We were very careful with your
capture.”

“Why did you kill
him?” Ray shouted. “Richard was a gentle man. He wasn’t dangerous.
You could have easily picked him up.” Violence swept through him.
He roared, “Tell me why you had to kill him.”

De Luca didn’t move,
didn’t speak. He was watching Ray carefully, seemingly aware of
every inch between them.

Ray closed his eyes
as the band of pain tightened again. He gathered himself to strike
and looked up at De Luca, but the security man held a pistol on
him.

“Don’t do anything
stupid. You know I’ll kill you.”

Ray fought to get
his hatred under control. His chance would come. First, he had to
learn as much as possible about his enemies.

Ray stood up, turned
his back to De Luca and walked along the wall to the far corner of
the room. Leaning forward, he pressed his palms on the wall and
forced himself to relax. Turning to face his captor, he kept his
voice steady, “Where are we now?”

De Luca was friendly
again, holstering the gun under his vest but remaining at a safe
distance. “You are in one of our main facilities. We call ourselves
the Domain, by the way.” Smiling, he said, “Of course, I can’t tell
you our geographic location. Security and all
that.”

“What did you mean
when you said under our influence?”

“It was very
important to determine if anyone besides you and Mr. Martino knew
of our existence,” De Luca said. “We questioned both of you very
carefully using a variety of chemicals. A little physical
encouragement, too, of course.” De Luca chuckled, a sound like two
heavy chains scraping across each other. “I am pleased you did not
involve anyone else.”

De Luca shook his
head sympathetically. “You really have to do something about your
drinking, you know. Sometimes alcohol can initiate a very bad
reaction with our little drugstore items.” He smiled and said, “We
had to be oh so careful.”

De Luca continued to
smile at him. Fuck you, asshole, Ray wanted to say. Someday I’ll
get my hands on your throat. But for now, he had to learn as much
as he could. De Luca seemed anxious to talk.

“What else?” Ray
said.

“I probably
shouldn’t tell you this, but I wouldn’t want you to have any false
hopes. We also discovered Revere, your little email virus.” Eyes
glowing with pleasure, De Luca said, “Primitive but clever.
However, Jim Smith will not be sending it now or at any time in the
future.”

Totally deflated,
Ray leaned back against the wall. God, what I wouldn’t do for a
drink.

“But don’t get
depressed. There’s good news, too,” De Luca
purred.

Ray looked into De
Luca’s smug face once again. The Domain security man moved closer.
He was now only ten feet away, but he seemed perfectly balanced and
ready.

“We are almost ready
to activate the virus – we call it PeaceMaker – and announce our
plans to the world,” De Luca said. “We will shortly be in a
position of great power and influence. Once we have taken control,
you will be released. You won’t be able to hurt us, so there will
be no need to keep you imprisoned.” He paused a second and said,
“You will be a free man.”

“You son of a
bitch.”

De Luca laughed. Ray
could see De Luca was very pleased with himself. The bastard must
have been nursing a grudge all these years.

“You are going to be
very surprised when you learn of our plans,” De Luca said. “The
Domain is very different from what you and Mr. Martino
imagined.”

Ray was about to ask
additional questions, but De Luca motioned him to be quiet. De Luca
said, “You need to rest. We will talk later.” The door slid open,
and he turned and walked out, glancing back over his shoulder at
Ray. De Luca was wearing a satisfied smile as the door
closed.

***

A few hours later
his cell door slid open, revealing De Luca and two security guards.
Lying on the bed, Ray watched the men enter the cell and surround
him.

De Luca glared at
him and threw a pile of clothes on the bed. “Put these on and come
with me.”

Not moving, Ray
said, “What do you want?”

“For some reason,
the boss wants to talk to you.”

Ray considered
refusing, but De Luca’s attitude made that dangerous. Besides, he
wanted to see De Luca’s boss; he knew who it would be. He quickly
dressed, and a guard cuffed his hands behind his back. He followed
De Luca out the door, with a guard on each
side.

They traveled down a
long windowless hall, well-lit with metallic doors spaced about
twenty feet apart. De Luca led them up a staircase and across
another long, bright hall. Ray began to comprehend the immense size
of the building. Most of the space appeared to be empty but ready
for immediate use. Thousands of people could work here, even live
here.

A building sized for
her plans.

At the end of the
hall, they entered a large, well-furnished suite. De Luca led him
through the pine-plank foyer, past a huge bedroom with a king-sized
bed, and then roughly pushed him into the main living
area.

“Gee, you seem to be
in a little bit of a snit this morning,” he said to De Luca. “Don’t
worry, I’ll put in a good word with Dianne for
you.”

De Luca wasn’t
pleased. He stood a few feet away, glaring. Ray turned his back on
De Luca and looked around.

The room was
tastefully decorated. Oriental rugs were spaced over the pine
floor, surrounded by white-washed plaster walls with deep blue
paneling. He recognized colonial era furniture in every section of
the room: Chippendale table and chairs, a mahogany desk with a
leather-upholstered chair, a flat-top highboy against the far wall
and various other pieces placed about the room.

A stone fireplace
dominated one wall, flames twisting from a stack of split logs. The
other walls were lined with books, colonial samplers, quilts and
photographs, all perfectly arranged. The photographs were of the
business: Dianne with her partners, Dianne shaking hands with a
former President, Dianne smiling with
customers.

The room didn’t have
windows. Neither did the other room, from what he could tell. The
only light, a soft, uneven glow, came from well-spaced lamps placed
throughout the apartment.

In the center of the
room, a light-brown camelback sofa and a padded armchair were
separated by a Queen Anne coffee table. De Luca pulled him over to
the sofa, and his handcuffs were removed.

“What does she
want?” he asked, but De Luca and the guards were already
leaving.

He quickly surveyed
the room, testing the doors, which were locked. Escape was
impossible at this point, so he sat on the sofa and
waited.

The crackling of the
fireplace dominated the quiet room.

A few minutes later,
the door opened, and Dianne strode in, dressed in a sheer white
blouse, black high heels, and a blue skirt that accented the
contours of her body. She stopped just in front him, not saying
anything, barely out of reach. He couldn’t take his eyes off her,
all his male senses responding.

For the first time
in years, he was truly alone with her. In spite of everything, her
presence stirred a deep excitement. His eyes traveled up her body,
unlocking old passions.

Dianne sat in the
armchair and crossed her legs, her skirt riding high up her thigh.
His eyes lingered on the soft curves of her legs – no stockings,
just smooth skin.

“Our timing is never
quite right, is it?” she said.

The sadness in her
voice surprised him. He shrugged, his eyes still roving over her
body. He knew every inch, where she was most sensitive, how to
pleasure her.

Her voice intruded
on his thoughts. “I’m sorry about Richard.”

The words were
there, but he didn’t detect any hint of remorse. He looked up, his
head tilted slightly, alert. Every meeting with her was a contest,
and she set the terms.

“Just a little bump
in the road,” he offered.

Ignoring his
sarcasm, Dianne said, “I had a great deal of respect for Richard.
He was a strong, honest young man. It was an unfortunate
accident.”

She waited, but Ray
remained quiet, unsure where Dianne was leading him. “However, I
didn’t bring you here to lament over Richard,” she said finally.
“Time moves on, and we have much to discuss.”

So much for
Richard.

“I don’t think we
have anything to discuss,” he said.

“You’re wrong. You
think you understand the Domain. You think you understand me. You
have a great deal of knowledge, Ray, but precious little
understanding.”

Ray began to speak,
but she interrupted him. “Listen to me!” Her eyes returned his
intensity. “I know you resent me, but hear me
out.”

“Well, you have a
captive audience.”

She uncrossed her
legs, drawing his glance. His need for this woman disturbed
him.

Dianne snapped,
“Face up to the truth.” More quietly, “We both know where all this
is leading. For once in your life, face it head
on.”

“Just say your
piece,” Ray said. “Leave out the moralizing. It doesn’t fit
you.”

Dianne rose from the
chair and walked across the room toward the fireplace. The wood was
beginning to burn out, leaving tired, thin flames. He noticed her
figure was still good, lean and supple, with firm muscles moving
beneath her skirt. Ray watched her bend over, carefully select
several thin, dark pieces of kindling and toss them on the fire.
The logs caught quickly, and in a moment, the flames danced with
power. Dianne stood motionless in front of the fireplace, her back
to him.

He knew what she was
doing, how she manipulated men, kept them off-balance. It wouldn’t
work this time. Ray felt angry, devalued. He tried to find words
that would pierce her shell, but his thoughts were
conflicted.

Dianne turned and
stared at him. “Here’s the bottom line. I want you to join me in
the Domain.”

He was stunned; it
was the last thing he expected from her. She must be delusional.
Ray watched her come back to the chair and sit in front of him.
Trying to find his way through the anger and confusion, he said, “I
wouldn’t join the Domain –”

Brushing aside his
words, Dianne said, “We are ready to seize power, and I want you by
my side. You understand the power of PeaceMaker. The federal
government will be helpless when all the computers shut down.
Manufacturing, banking, transportation – all of it will grind to a
halt. They will be begging for mercy.

“But I’m not a
vindictive woman. I don’t want innocent people hurt, although there
will be some collateral damage. I will restrain PeaceMaker as long
as they follow my orders.”

Maybe there’s an
opening here, he suddenly realized. Be subtle, for
once.

“You know I don’t
care about power,” Ray said. “Why are you telling me all
this?”

Leaning forward, her
bare arms on her knees, Dianne said, “I want the power, but it’s
more than that. I’m going to use my power
wisely.

“Ray, it’s all so
clear. The power of a people lies more with the technology of their
corporations and less with the weapons of the military or the size
of the government. The ability to control the wealth of the nation
has been passing out of the hands of the government for many years.
Government never had much of a role in creating wealth, although it
could and often did ruin an economy through excessive regulation
and taxation.

“This historic tide
was recognized by many national governments, and they decided to
kill it.” Dianne’s voice took on a hard edge. “The federal
government launched its so-called anti-trust lawsuit against VPS.
Other governments joined the attack against the great technology
companies. One by one, VPS and other corporations were broken up or
harshly controlled. Litigation, regulation and direct government
control strangled our corporations. The federal government and its
allies were in charge.

“You know the
result. Innovation slowed down and in some cases stopped
altogether. The world economy began to stagnate, and now most of
the world is in a recession. Our computer model predicts the
recession will turn into a great depression. The very poor nations
have remained impoverished. Wars and conflicts have continued.
Terrorism is on the rise. What remains of technology is used by
governments to rule, not to make a better life for the
people.

Ray tried to speak,
but Dianne wasn’t finished. A torrent of words kept roaring out,
relentless until they ran their course.

“The Domain is the
best hope for humanity in our lifetime. Rather than drive the world
into recession and soon a great depression, we will provide a
rising standard of living. Rather than using technology to invade
and restrict individual freedom, we will make technology the
servant of the individual. Rather than fighting war after war
without end, we will forge universal peace.

“We intend to be the
counterweight to the national governments. We intend to greatly
diminish their power. We intend to stop them from waging war. We
intend to prevent them from bringing an economic disaster upon us.
We intend to be the shield guarding individual freedom.” Her eyes
glowed with passion. “It will be my gift.

Can she really
believe that? If she releases PeaceMaker, millions will die in the
disaster she will have created. If the attack is successful, she’ll
become a dictator with limitless power.

“The politicians
have been talking for decades about a new world order or a bridge
to the future.” She paused, staring at him, “Well, it’s
here.

“Don’t you see? I’m
offering you the only path that will make you complete. You can
help me define the future or you can go back to that cell. Remember
what you said to me that night on the Chesapeake? That we belong
together … that we just might make each other happy. That was the
truth about us then and it’s still the truth. I want you at my
side, but the choice is yours. You have to get past your anger and
understand that I’m offering you the future.”

He was captivated by
the emotion in her eyes. She seemed like a young girl, confiding to
a friend about a new love. Ray had never seen her so alive – so
vibrant. He wasn’t sure if she was sincere – it was so hard to
believe her – but he knew a path that included the Domain would
never work.

Still
…

“I don’t
understand,” he said. “Why do you want me to join the Domain? Why
do you need me now, after all these years?”

She leaned back and
crossed her legs. “Well, I could say that you are the best software
technologist I know. Your knowledge of Atlas and your genius for
software would be crucial to our success. You’ve taken Atlas so far
already. Think about what you could accomplish with unlimited
resources. Where could you take us in five years?
Ten?”

She’s very good at
this. Knows all the buttons to push.

Dianne paused for a
moment, studying him. Her eyes traveled up his body and then locked
into his own. The room became unbearably warm.

She seemed to take a
deep breath and then said, “All that is true, but it’s not the
reason I need you.”

Ray watched her move
off the chair and sit next to him on the sofa, her leg pressed
against his. Dianne wasn’t beautiful, not really, but he couldn’t
take his eyes away. Her lips were thin and straight, with lines
beginning to appear at the corners. He could see flecks of color,
blue and gray, in her eyes now that she was so close. She smelled
fresh and clean, like he remembered.

She pressed against
his shoulder, her breasts outlined against the sheer blouse as she
twisted her body. Her voice was softer now.

“Remember how we
were? How good it was?” She smiled. “We talked every day during the
initial speech recognition project. No matter where I was, I would
call you.”

“Some of those calls
were pretty heated. We didn’t always agree.”

Dianne laughed.
“That’s the truth.” Her hand was on his knee. “I was right most of
the time. Admit it.”

“Most of the time,”
he agreed, aware of the gentle pressure of her fingertips. “You had
a good feel for what people wanted.”

“I still do. This is
going to work and I want you with me again. It can be just like it
was – the two of us leading the way.

“We were so good
together,” Dianne said. “Remember the first time we made love? In
my office? I had to practically tackle you because you were trying
to be such a gentleman.” She chuckled. “Your resistance ended
quickly – you made so much noise I was afraid someone would
discover us.”

Her hand drifted
across his thigh, fingertips applying a gentle pressure through his
pants. Go along with her, he thought. Make her believe that you buy
into her scheme. You’ll find a way to destroy
PeaceMaker.

“I remember,” Ray
said. “You were hitting some high notes, too.”

She laughed, then
lightly kissed his lips. “Nice,” she murmured. “We can be together,
again. Developing great software, making decisions that help people
live a better life.” She kissed him again, a long, hungry kiss that
he returned without thinking.

Ray realized he had
to keep his desire under control. Let her seduce you, but don’t
make it too easy.

“Listen, Dianne,” he
said, “I want to believe you, but can it really happen? Can the
Domain override the federal government?”

“When all the
computers shut down, what can they do?” she said. “Virtually all
lines of communication will be gone. Their databases, computer
models, command and control systems – all gone. Television and
radio – gone. Major sources of transportation such as planes, ships
and trains can’t move without computer guidance. Why, they won’t
even be able to surrender until we give them back a little
processing capacity.”

As he listened, the
sweet pressure of her fingers brought him to arousal. Images of
late evenings in her office flickered in his mind … planning the
first Atlas project that changed the face of computing … consoling
her after VPS lost the final appeal … making love so many nights
like it would never end.

Ray crushed his lips
against her mouth, pushing her head back against the couch. His
hand was drawn to her breasts, caressing the smooth silk of her
blouse, feeling her nipples stiffen. She moaned as his fingers
slipped beneath her blouse. The quickening sound of her breath
filled his ears, deepening his arousal, but he forced himself to
think.

What am I doing?
She’s just going to use me again. Sleep with her, but don’t let her
get to you.

“I’ve wanted you for
years,” Ray said, trying to find his anger. “You walked out on me
after the accident. I’m still an alcoholic. Always will be. I know
you hate that. Nothing has changed.”

She buried her head
in his neck, her lips demanding, her hair caressing his cheek.
“Everything has changed.” Dianne kissed his neck again and her
voice drifted up. “I had to leave. I couldn’t trust you with my
plans. I knew it would take years to get to this
point.”

Her head came up,
and she kissed him passionately on the lips. He didn’t want her to
stop, but she pulled away and said, “In a few days, the need for
secrecy will be over. Everyone will know of the Domain because I’ll
go public. I’ll be on every TV, every website explaining my
actions. Some will welcome our plan, some will accept it
grudgingly, but they will all go along.”

Ray was moved by the
power of her ideas, by the emotion in her voice. He wanted to
believe she was wrong, but he understood the power of PeaceMaker. I
have to destroy PeaceMaker before she turns it loose, he thought.
Before she destroys herself.

“My work has always
been to empower the individual,” he said. “I can’t be part of a
dictatorship.”

“I don’t want to
destroy the federal government. Just make it work
better.”

Ray was dimly aware
his belt was loose, that he was free. He moaned as pleasure
radiated through his body. The heat was making his mind fuzzy. His
anger was gone. Her blouse was open, and Ray could feel her breasts
pressed against his shoulder. Dianne’s lips parted as she kissed
him, her breathing loud and ragged. He returned her passion, then
pulled back just enough to see her eyes.

“What about Paul?”
he whispered. “I don’t want him hurt.”

“We’ll take care of
him.” She breathed, “Oh, yes,” and he felt her shift her weight as
she pulled off her skirt. Her hand encircled him … stroked him …
drove off all thoughts except for this woman at this moment.
Roughly grasping her shoulders, Ray pushed her down on the couch
and lost himself in the pleasure of their
bodies.

 CHAPTER
14

Deciding
when to launch our revolution is perhaps the most complex decision
we face. We will only have one chance. Our decision model includes
all the important variables and computations, but it is much too
complex to comprehend. Therefore, we have created the following
guideline, which we call the 90% Solution. When PeaceMaker controls
90% of the world’s computing devices and 90% of US citizens give
the President and Congress unfavorable ratings, then we have a 90%
chance of success.

----
Domain Strategic Plan, 2011

Friday, January 27,
2012


Dianne blinked her eyes, enjoying
the morning sun streaming through the bedroom window of her
mansion. She rolled onto her side, marveling at the man sleeping in
her bed. Ray was lying on his back, blankets pulled halfway up his
chest. New, yet familiar.

Older now, she
thought, but still handsome. The dark hair was gradually
surrendering to gray and you couldn’t miss the lines in his face.
His body was still thick and muscular: husky – no middle age
spread. What would he look like in ten years? Would he still share
my bed?

She wondered what it
was about this man. He certainly would be a useful addition, both
in and out of bed. Nobody was as gifted with software. She could
trust Atlas to him, but it was more than that.

He wasn’t the man of
her dreams – she never dreamed about men. She had learned men were
tools to be used as long as needed, then tossed aside. But this one
was different.

It wasn’t the sex.
While there was no problem there, and she liked his body and his
passion, she enjoyed sex with other men just as much. No, he could
reach her on a level nobody else ever could. There was a
connection. They resonated. He made her feel
human.

Ray was a good man,
although flawed. His alcoholism disgusted her. But there was
something about him, something even his enemies respected: a core
of decency to the man.

Dianne thought back
to a discussion with De Luca about six years earlier, when she
conceived the concept of the Domain. She had argued with her
partners over who should be asked to lead the PeaceMaker
development, Ray or Mohammed. At first, Bonini and Jones argued for
Ray, while she and Dawson were strongly for Mohammed. She consulted
De Luca, who had a visceral dislike for Ray. She remembered what he
said. “Take Mohammed. He is as smart as Ray and will be much easier
to control.” When Dianne told him she would think about what he had
said, he added, “Mohammed is soft. He can be bent in any direction.
It would be easy for you to handle him. Not Ray. Once Ray decides
something, he won’t give an inch, not even for you.” De Luca
smiled, at least what passed for a smile with him. “You know how to
use men. Pick your instrument carefully.”

Well, she picked
Mohammed to develop PeaceMaker, and it had been the right choice
for the Domain. Ray was too unreliable, too independent, too much
into his own dreams. But soon she would be in power. Soon, nobody
would be able to stop her. She would pick Ray for herself. It was
just as she had always known; pick the right man for the task at
hand.

It was a beautiful
morning, and she felt wonderful. Ray committed to her dream last
night, and he was the most decent man she knew. He was still in
love with her, and sometimes, Dianne thought she must be in love
with him, too. Maybe that was true, maybe that kind of emotion had
a place in her life, but only on her terms. She trusted Ray,
although she’d take the usual precautions to make sure he didn’t
turn on her, but he was her man again.

Dianne pushed the
covers down and enjoyed the look of his body. She smiled as she
decided how to wake him up. Leaning forward, her mouth caressed him
in just the spot she thought was most sensitive. In a moment, she
knew she was right.

***

Later, passion
spent, Dianne relaxed in his arms. They were buried under the
covers, flesh pressed against each other, sharing the warmth of
their bodies. She felt him shudder as her lips gently nuzzled his
neck.

She giggled and
said, “You seem to be pretty sensitive right about here,” kissing
him again.

“That feels so
good…” Ray sighed. “If you keep doing that, you could probably have
your way with me.”

“I might just do
that.” She kissed him several times, down his neck and onto his
chest. His hand gently caressed the back of her neck and her
shoulders as she continued to kiss him.

“You missed a spot,”
he murmured.

Dianne picked up her
head and smiled at him. “I’m so sorry, sir. What did I
miss?”

“I forget. You’ll
have to start over.”

She laughed and
leaned against a pillow, bracing herself on an elbow. She saw Ray’s
eyes admire the line of her neck and the curve of her breasts. His
eyes always gave him away; a direct link to his heart. Now desire
and contentment were reflected there, but that could change
rapidly; a complex man, one that had to be
watched.

Ray snuggled his
head against her breasts and closed his eyes. She placed her arms
around him, quietly holding him for several
minutes.

Finally, Dianne
said, “I have always wanted you, right from the first. You stirred
something up in me, something I could never put
away.”

Ray raised his head
and said, “You stirred something up in me this morning, big time. I
hope to put it away again very soon.”

She laughed. “Which
you did very well. My compliments to the chef.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”
Suddenly serious, he said, “It was wonderful. All those years we
let slip by …”

Ray pulled the
blankets up in surprise as a young woman walked into the bedroom.
Dianne slid out of the bed, and the young woman held out a
bathrobe.

As Dianne put on the
robe, Ray asked, “You’re leaving?”

She looked
contentedly into his eyes. “I’d like to stay here, but I have to
go.” Before he could protest, she kissed him long and deep. “Just
one meeting and a few calls. I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”
Dianne left the room, followed by her servant.

After showering and
dressing, Dianne left the bathroom through a private door. She
walked down the hall to De Luca’s office and entered unannounced.
The office was windowless, illuminated only by dim overhead
lighting and a small, narrowly focused desk lamp. Working at his
desk, De Luca looked up and watched her come
in.

“I take it he agreed
to join us,” De Luca said.

She felt her skin
crawl as his eyes followed her into the room. Dark brown, his eyes
seemed to absorb rather than reflect the dim light. For the first
time, it came to her – his eyes were possessive. Not like the
passion she often saw in other men; his was hard-edged, more
dangerous.

If he really knew
how I feel about Ray …

Dianne sat down on
the couch across from his desk, looking around the dimly lit
office. “Yes, that’s what he said.”

“You don’t seem
convinced.”

She lit a cigarette
and inhaled. “I think I have him under control,” she said, blowing
smoke. “But watch him closely until we launch our attack.” She
glanced at the security chief. “Except when I am alone with
him.”

He nodded but
remained silent.

“We’re moving up the
attack,” she said. “I want to unleash PeaceMaker on
Monday.”

She watched him
closely. If De Luca was surprised, he hid it
well.

“Have you told the
others?”

“Not yet.” She
crossed her legs. “If one of them were a spy, he would attack us at
once. We have to seize power before they know what’s
happening.”

“Very well.
Everything is ready.” De Luca hesitated and asked, “Does this have
anything to do with Ray’s capture?”

Another drag on the
cigarette. “He was always the final piece to the puzzle. I need Ray
to guide Atlas development after we squash the government. Taking
power is only the first step, we have to keep it and do something
with it. Software is the key to our rule, and Ray is the
best.”

De Luca nodded and
said, “What if Ray didn’t accept your offer?”

“But he did,
Michael. He did.” She smiled. “Now let’s review the attack plan,
since we really don’t have any time to waste.”

They updated the
attack plan during the next hour and she left. Dianne imagined she
could feel De Luca’s eyes on her back as she walked out of his
office.

***

Ray had showered and
dressed, but Dianne had not yet returned. She had said a couple of
hours, so he had plenty of time. Glancing around the huge bedroom
in the morning light, he saw that it was completely decorated in
the colonial style, just like the rest of her apartment. Ray hadn’t
known colonial was the style she preferred. Even though he knew her
intimately, the woman was still a mystery.

Although he was
probably being watched, Ray decided to look around. A number of
samplers hung from the walls. He didn’t know much about this stuff,
except that they were intricate pieces of needlework sewn by young
girls of the colonial period to prove their skills. He moved along
the wall, examining each piece in turn. They were beautiful: school
buildings, horses, children, a complete sample of the alphabet,
usually a whimsical or biblical saying, with the girl’s name and
date embroidered on the bottom.

A corner table held
a number of photographs. Most concerned Dianne and her partners in
the early days of VPS; even one that included him taken about six
or seven years ago. It was a company sales meeting – he was giving
a rah-rah speech of some kind. He generally didn’t like giving
speeches, but the sales meetings were so over the top, it was
fun.

Ray was about to
move on, when he noticed an old photograph tucked in the corner. He
picked it up. It was Dianne as a girl of ten or eleven, standing
next to her mother. The resemblance between mother and daughter was
clear; beautiful, but serious faces, lean athletic figures, hair
pulled back, flat, well-formed ears. Then he began to see it, feel
it. A sense of dread spilled over him, blotting out the wonderful
morning. The eyes did it … proved it. He didn’t understand how such
a thing could happen, but he couldn’t deny what was right in front
of him. She had come to kill … probably all of them. Why hadn’t I
realized this before? Shaken, Ray put the photograph back exactly
as it had been. He didn’t even want to touch it. He’d have to kill
her … destroy her .. or his son would be lost.

***

When Dianne stood in
front of her office a few minutes later, the security system
verified her identity and opened the door. Dianne strode in but was
surprised to find a man working at her desk. He looked up and
smiled at her. Surprise turned to shock. It was her life-long
enemy, Alan Goldman.

With a smile, he
said, “I hope you don’t mind my using your system. I like to get an
early start.” Goldman pointed to the chair next to the desk.
“Please have a seat.” When Dianne didn’t move, he said, “I insist.”
She realized there was an armed guard on each side of her, so she
retreated to the chair and sat down.

She looked at one of
the overhead cameras and said crisply, “Priority 1 security
breach.” Nothing happened. Fighting back panic, she realized
Goldman had somehow quietly overrun Domain Headquarters. He must be
the enemy that penetrated her computers, planted a spy, and
ambushed the security team. She concentrated on reducing the
tension in her body and keeping her mind clear.

“Really, Dianne,”
Goldman said, shaking his head in amusement. “Give me a little
credit. I have complete control of all your security systems.” He
sighed. “Sadly, I have to tell you the bad news. Most of your
associates at the Domain have come to a nasty end. Such a shame,”
he murmured.

Dianne focus her
attention on Goldman, now an overweight, balding forty-five year
old man with a thin, gray mustache. A long time ago, when they had
attended computer science classes together at MIT, Goldman had been
handsome and athletic. His face, once striking, was now fleshy,
with deep lines across his forehead. The eyes were still the same,
though, dark and penetrating.

They had never hit
it off. The competition between them had begun in college and
continued as competitors in the software business. He was handsome,
sometimes charming and always brilliant, but also lazy and
arrogant. Many were initially attracted to his bright flame, but
most were eventually repelled by his arrogance. Dianne was unique –
she had disliked him from the first.

She had competed
fiercely against him for many years, often going head to head,
battling for customers with all their resources. The battle was
even until she found Ray Brown. In fact, she knew Companion,
Goldman’s operating system, had been technically superior to Atlas
most of those years, which led to many sleepless nights. She
utilized all her sales and marketing skills to beat Goldman, doing
whatever it took, including seducing many of her customers. Goldman
also beat himself several times. He had a thin charm that wore
off.

Once Atlas was
enhanced with speech recognition, it was over for Goldman. He and
Companion slipped into the backwaters of history, and the media
portrayed him as a loser. Dianne knew he hated
her.

Goldman’s eyes still
repelled her. A light seemed to shine from them at times, usually
when he figured he had the edge. His eyes were sparkling this
morning.

“I’m glad you’re
finally here,” Goldman said. “I was afraid we would have to come
and pull you out of De Luca’s office.” Smiling, he said, “And that
would have spoiled the surprise. That look on your face just now
was priceless. I’ve captured it on camera so I can enjoy it after
you’re no longer with us. But I’m getting ahead of
myself.

Goldman put his feet
up on her desk, kicking over an antique clock to make room. “So
let’s get back to today’s business,” he purred. “I’ve scheduled a
virtual meeting, and you’re the guest of honor.” He nodded to a
guard, “Let’s get started.”

Dianne could guess
what was coming. First, guards roughly pushed Bonini and Mohammed
into the room. Images of Lester and Carson were projected into her
office, both captured in Europe. Next to each was a member of
Goldman’s security guard. Several of the leaders had clearly been
roughed up, but nobody appeared badly hurt. Her anger building,
Dianne realized one person was missing.

The door opened and
Carmita Ordonez strode in, wearing a short, white dress that showed
off sleek, tanned legs. Her confidence and sex appeal seemed to
fill the room. If nature had achieved perfection in female beauty,
that woman was walking across the room. Carmita was symmetry in
motion: long black hair, perfect tan skin, full lips and a slender
neck perched upon an hourglass figure. Dianne hated
her.

Carmita strode up to
Goldman, bent over him and gave him a long, passionate kiss.
Goldman’s hand, thick with graying hair, slowly moved up the smooth
inside of her thigh and disappeared under her dress. Carmita moaned
and broke off the kiss, pulling Goldman’s head against her breasts.
She moaned again, lifted her head, and smirked at Bonini. She
turned her body and smiled at Dianne but remained standing next to
Goldman, her hip pushing lightly against his
shoulder.

Keeping his hand
under her skirt, Goldman said, “Love the way you enter a room,
Carmita.”

His attention
returned to the captives, and he said, “Well, well, it looks like
everyone is here. Let me explain.” His face lit up in a friendly
smile. “By the way, feel free to speak up if you don’t understand
something. Remember, the only dumb question is the one not
asked.

“As you can see, we
are in control. We have been watching you closely for several
months, planning our little surprise. We scanned your computers and
found the schedules for all the Domain leaders. Capturing your team
was easy with the information we found. We actually gained all the
information we needed with the first couple of scans. I must
confess some of our actions, like the little explosion in
Mendocino, was just for fun.”

Carmita’s eyes
widened, and she gasped as his hand moved under her skirt. Goldman
chuckled and said, “With the assistance of this beautiful woman, we
avoided all your defenses and discreetly invaded your compound this
morning. Our soldiers, superbly trained and led by yours truly,
quickly dispatched your security people.” Shaking his head, he
said, “It was almost too easy, but I digress. Once we have
identified and neutralized all the remaining members of the Domain,
we intend to use PeaceMaker in some interesting ways.” He smiled at
Dianne. “And believe me, our intentions are nothing like your
ridiculous, stupid plans.

“However, I can be
generous to a worthy opponent,” he said. “That is, if you do what I
ask. Those of you who cooperate will be spared. In fact, I would
welcome many of you to join my team.” He paused for a second.
“Whoever wants to be alive at the end of the day, listen closely.
First, I want the complete source code and documentation for the
virus. Second, I want the names of all technicians developing the
virus and of course, your security people. Finally, I want all your
organization charts, takeover plans and external
contacts.”

Dianne thought, we
still have a chance if he didn’t get all our soldiers. She said,
“What you ask for is impossible.”

“You mean you
refuse.”

“The Domain was
designed as a living network, not a traditional hierarchy,” Dianne
replied. “It is composed of many dispersed cells, each with its own
responsibilities and members. Each cell is familiar with the cells
it adjoins but no others. This is very similar to the military’s
need to know concept. Even the Domain leaders, including myself, do
not know everything.”

Goldman’s hand came
out from under Carmita’s skirt, and he leaned forward on the desk.
“What are you driving at? Carmita has explained all this to
me.”

“Carmita isn’t part
of the group that controls the development of PeaceMaker. She
doesn’t understand how we enhance PeaceMaker and maintain its
security. We could never allow any one person or even a small group
of people to have access to the complete source code or
documentation.”

Dianne paused a
moment to let that sink in. Keep him off balance. “The original
development team divided themselves into separate cells. Each cell
took a section of PeaceMaker and created its own code and
documentation. I have no idea how many cells exist at this time or
how many people are in each cell. I don’t know where the cells are
located, let alone where the code and documentation is
kept.”

You’re not so sure
of yourself now, you son of a bitch.

Speaking
dispassionately, she said, “So you can see the Domain is really a
network. The power of the Domain is based upon a common ideology
and doctrine that spans all cells. The strength of our beliefs
holds the Domain together.”

The room was in
complete silence when she finished. Goldman said, “Terminate the
virtual meeting.” Once the images of Lester and Carson disappeared,
Goldman snarled, “Lock all of them up, except for the
witch.”

After the prisoners
were removed, Goldman turned to Dianne. “I’m going to crush the
little that remains of your Domain. We will destroy each cell,
starting with your leadership team.” Goldman smiled, his eyes
gleaming. “Except for you. You’re mine. I’m going to make you pay
for what you did to me … slowly … over time.”

Goldman stood up,
walked over and patted her lightly on the cheek. His face was less
than a foot from hers, and Dianne had to restrain herself from
striking out. “It’s over, all your dreams of power. My medical
staff has the means to extract the information we require.” Nodding
in the direction of the large, impassive man standing next to
Carmita, Goldman said, “Captain Sadowski and his security force can
also be very persuasive. Your people will
cooperate.”

Goldman had
surprised her, but she was now thinking rapidly. He was smart and
ruthless but also a coward and a braggart. “How do you plan to use
PeaceMaker, Alan?”

“We don’t have to
tell you a thing,” Carmita snapped. “We will have control of the
virus shortly, and we don’t need you or your spineless
group.”

Feigning surprise,
Goldman said, “Carmita, please! Let’s be civilized.” Obviously
enjoying himself once again, he said, “It will be my pleasure to
describe my final victory over you. Especially, since you won’t be
around to see it.”

Goldman stepped away
and sat on the edge of Dianne’s desk. Carmita moved to his side and
began to lightly message his neck with one hand, but her attention
was riveted on Dianne.

“Here’s the plot,”
Goldman said. “Just as you planned to do, we will unleash the virus
without warning on a world-wide basis. Every Atlas computer will be
instructed to stop processing as of a specific date.” He rubbed his
chin, pretending to be thinking about his next steps for the first
time. “Hmm, let’s say three days from now. This will essentially
shut down the world’s financial systems, all mass transportation,
all manufacturing, all communications – just about everything
including the Internet. It will all come to a grinding halt at the
same time. There will be total panic and
confusion.”

The excitement
lifted his voice, “Can’t you just see it. All that great technology
out there, but the start button won’t work!

“Of course,
PeaceMaker will be instructed to resist all efforts to start the
system, including electrocuting anyone who dares to touch a
computer. Civilization will start to crumble within a few days. The
power will go out; there will be no water or sanitation. People
will be raiding grocery stores and supermarkets to steal something
to eat. Thousands, possibly millions will die.”

His eyes glowed with
excitement. “Now for the big finish! Pay close attention,” he
snapped at Dianne. “This is where our plans differ. Just when
everything appears hopeless, the computers will start up again. I
will deliver a simple but elegant speech displayed on every
computer in the world, sort of like John Galt in Atlas Shrugged,
but not so windy. I will explain how Carmita detected suspicious
activity at VPS and came to me. I uncovered your evil plans and
destroyed the villains that caused this catastrophe, the nefarious
Domain under the leadership of Dianne Morgan. I will describe how
the Domain developed and released this electronic plague upon
humanity. Only the heroic efforts of yours truly and my team, of
course, saved the world from destruction.”

Goldman laughed.
“Don’t you just love it, Dianne? My story will be almost completely
true.” Holding his thumb and forefinger slightly apart, he said,
“The only tiny little difference is I unleashed your virus.
Everybody will think you did it to cause world-wide devastation
because you’re still pissed off that Uncle Sam broke up your
empire. Isn’t it clever? You won’t have the opportunity to become
the world’s savior. Just the opposite, you’ll become the most
despised villain in history.” He pointed at her, beckoning with a
wave reminiscent of an old game show and shouted, “Adolph Hitler,
come on down!”

Goldman laughed
again, then suddenly turned serious. “Of course, everyone in the
Domain will have to die. Some of my group will have to die, too,
because the Domain would not give up without a tough fight.” He
pushed himself off the desk, took a few steps and then snapped his
fingers. “No … wait. I just thought of something. We’ll capture a
couple of your development cells and keep them alive. They won’t
know anything about my plan, but they would be living proof
regarding the Domain.” He was really animated now. “It’s beautiful!
Your people might even believe you and the other Domain leaders
were lying to them all along, that you unleashed the virus without
telling them.” He slapped the desk and said, “When you’re on a
roll, you’re on a roll.”

Goldman wrapped his
arm around Carmita’s waist. “Carmita and I will become the most
beloved couple on Earth,” he said. “We will be the saviors of
civilization and will be treated as gods. I mean, that’s only fair,
considering we risked our lives to save the world.” He glanced at
Carmita and pulled her tightly against his side. “This beautiful
young woman has political ambitions. She plans to become the
President.” His eyes glistened. “One thing is for sure, Dianne.
Companion will replace Atlas as the operating system for the
world’s computers.”

Goldman stared at
Dianne for several moments, as if expecting a response from her,
but she presented a poker face. De Luca and Murphy will find a way
to free me. Carmita was also quiet, but her eyes alternated between
Dianne and Goldman.

***

 Ray was pacing in Dianne’s suite when he heard a series of
staccato pops in the distance. At first, he was confused, but he
recognized gunfire – four or five shots, silence, then more shots.
He rushed over to the door and opened it, but the hall was empty.
The staccato sounds went on for a few minutes and then abruptly
stopped. Ray strained to hear, but the building remained quiet.
Then he heard footsteps … running … coming closer. De Luca burst
around the corner and ran down the corridor toward him. Ray stepped
back as De Luca ran in, breathing heavily, carrying a pistol in his
hand. Ray knew he didn’t have a chance.

“We’ve been
attacked, and most of my men are dead,” De Luca said. “Come with me
if you want to live.”

Without waiting for
a response, De Luca turned and ran out the door. Ray heard muffled
voices in the distance and heavy footsteps coming his way. Escape
first, then kill him … for Richard, he thought as he ran after De
Luca.

They turned a corner
and ran down a long hall. Ray was breathing hard, trying to stay
close behind the more athletic man. They stopped at the end of the
hall, and De Luca signaled Ray to be quiet. De Luca listened for a
second and peeked up the staircase. A moment later, De Luca rushed
up the stairs, and Ray followed him, taking the steps two or three
at a time.

At the next landing,
De Luca peered out the door and checked the hall. He signaled Ray
to follow him, and they sprinted down the hall. De Luca seemed to
have a plan in mind. They stopped at a door and listened closely
for pursuit. Nobody was coming. De Luca slipped an ID card into the
slot and pressed his thumb against the fingerpad. The door slid
open, and Ray followed De Luca into a large apartment filled with
computers and electronic equipment. They were in the main room, and
Ray could see a sparse kitchen and bedroom. Then it hit him; this
must be De Luca’s living quarters.

De Luca quickly
searched the living room. Once he determined the living room was
safe, he signaled Ray to search the bedroom while he checked the
kitchen. Still breathing hard, Ray entered the bedroom. He quickly
searched the room, and to his great relief, no enemies were
present. He realized another organization must have attacked the
Domain, and it appeared the strangers were winning. This
complicated everything, but at least he was
free.

Maybe the strangers
were the FBI or another part of the government, he thought, but,
even so, they might still think he was part of the Domain. Better
to wait and see how things develop.

Returning to the
main room, Ray grabbed De Luca by the arm, “What about Paul? Is he
safe?”

De Luca jerked his
arm away. “Nobody is safe. I don’t know anything about
Martino.”

De Luca stepped into
the hall closet and got down on his hands and knees. Ray stood just
behind him, watching De Luca pull loose a section of floorboard and
expose a small computer. De Luca inserted his ID card into the slot
and entered his password. Next, he entered some data, received a
response and entered additional data. Watching De Luca intently,
Ray saw this sequence repeated several times until the transaction
was complete.

As De Luca carefully
fitted the floorboard back into place, Ray said, “I hope you just
called for reinforcements.”

“The computer in my
closet has a completely independent communications line out of
here,” De Luca said, glancing up at Ray. “The enemy will not be
able to detect that transmission through the main communications
console. I’ve sent an SOS to several of our cells.” De Luca rose
smoothly and stepped out of the closet. “Hopefully, they have not
already been captured by the enemy,” he added.

“Do you know who
launched the attack?”

“No, but whoever did
it had inside help. Someone disarmed our security systems and let
them into the facility before we knew what happened.” He walked to
the door, which slid open. “We can talk again later if we’re still
alive. We need to find a secure place to hide.”

“One last question.
Not that I’m complaining, but why did you save
me?”

Ray felt the
intensity of De Luca’s deep-set eyes. “Nothing altruistic, if you
are thinking along those lines. You know too much about PeaceMaker,
so I couldn’t allow you to be captured. I am sure the enemy doesn’t
have a complete understanding of PeaceMaker at this point, so I
either had to kill you or take you with me.” De Luca smiled darkly.
“Although killing you would be a pleasure, you may prove useful to
me, so you’re still vertical … for now.”

Ray followed De Luca
out of the apartment and down the hall. De Luca peeked around a
corner, making sure no enemies were present. Ray followed De Luca
around the corner, trying to imitate the quiet movement of the
security man. He memorized the layout of the building as he
followed De Luca.

“Where are we
going?” Ray whispered.

“I think our best
shot is to hide in the warehouse, which is the bottom level,” De
Luca whispered, glancing back over his shoulder. “All our supplies
and equipment are down there. Much of the space has not been
finished, and there are many places to hide. I have a secret spot
where we will be safe.”

Without warning, an
enemy soldier came around the corner about two hundred feet ahead
of them and opened fire with an automatic rifle. Ray flattened
against a wall, but De Luca was hit in the shoulder and collapsed
to one knee.

De Luca started
shooting, and the figure ducked back around the corner. Ray glanced
back down the hall, wondering if he should run for his life or stay
with De Luca. He never had a chance to make that decision. With
blood seeping out of his shirt, De Luca turned to Ray, pistol
pointed at his chest. “Your luck just ran out.”

Ray stared at De
Luca, seeing hatred shining in the man’s deep-set eyes. Suddenly,
De Luca’s chest opened up as a bullet passed through, splattering
Ray in blood. De Luca pitched forward, and Ray felt another bullet
whiz by his face.

Terrified, Ray
started running back up the hall. A torrent of bullets sprayed
past. When a shot nipped his shoulder, he dived for cover into a
doorway.

He peeked out to see
the soldier run past De Luca’s body, intent on the pursuit. Ray
pushed on the door, but it was locked. He looked about, but there
was no place to run that would keep him out of the line of
fire.

He peeked around the
doorway again, knowing he would have to make a run for it, even
though the enemy would have a clear shot. The man stopped running
and aimed the rifle in his direction. He was surprised to see De
Luca lift his head and aim the pistol at the soldier’s back.
Although his hand was shaking, De Luca’s weapon cracked, and then
he collapsed.

The bullet hit the
soldier in the back of the thigh, and he screamed in pain. As he
went down, the rifle popped out of his hands and skidded several
yards down the hall. The soldier was crippled, but he began to
crawl toward the gun.

Ray realized he
would be trapped if the soldier got to his rifle. He rushed out of
the doorway and ran toward the gun. Each stride brought him closer,
but the soldier was crawling faster now. I’m not going to make it.
Breathing hard, he was still two strides away when the soldier got
a hand on the gunstock. The barrel seemed to swing toward him in
slow motion as he rushed toward the rifle. With a final leap, he
got a hand on the barrel just as the gun went off. The explosion
burned his face, but the bullet missed him, and he grabbed the
rifle with both hands.

His momentum knocked
both men to the ground. Ray struggled for the weapon, trying to
keep his enemy from pointing it at him. The soldier was lean and
strong, although hobbled by his wound. He dragged Ray to his feet,
with both men struggling to gain control of the rifle. The soldier
tossed Ray over his hip, but the man’s leg collapsed and he fell on
Ray’s chest. For a moment, they were face to face, and Ray tried to
gouge the soldier’s eyes, while holding on to the rifle with his
other hand. As they rolled across the floor, the soldier broke
Ray’s nose with a flashing elbow. Ray screamed as blood gushed
across his face, but he didn’t let go of the
barrel.

Ray managed to get
on top and pressed down on the rifle with everything he had.
Gradually, he felt the soldier’s strength give out, enabling him to
force the rifle across his enemy’s throat. Ray’s strength was also
starting to fail, so he used his weight to press the barrel against
the man’s throat. A gurgling whine came from the soldier’s mouth,
and Ray heard something snap. The body went limp, but he kept
pushing down with all his strength. Finally, it dawned on him; the
fight was over.

He collapsed on top
of the lifeless body, too exhausted to move. His face was covered
in blood from his broken nose, and he had trouble breathing. After
resting a minute, he rolled off the body and got to his knees,
elated to be alive.

Ray stared at the
blood smeared around the dead man’s mouth. He’d never killed anyone
before, hadn’t even been in a fight since high school. He forced
back a surge of nausea and got to his feet. With a last look at the
body, he picked up the rifle and stumbled down the
hall.

Ray stopped to check
on De Luca, motionless and lying face down in a puddle of blood.
Ray rolled the body onto its back and listened for a heartbeat, but
De Luca was gone. Strangely, De Luca’s death brought no pleasure.
But I’m not shedding any tears, either. He searched the body and
removed De Luca’s wallet computer and ID card. He wanted to run but
didn’t have the strength, so he settled for a slow trot. Ray knew
he didn’t have much time before the pursuit would begin
again.

***

Mohammed was sitting
on a hardback chair, with his hands and feet securely tied. His
shirt had been removed, revealing a chest glistening with sweat. He
knew something terrible was about to happen, and he struggled
against the bonds without success. Two guards were standing behind
him, their voices echoing as they talked in the sparsely furnished
room. A voice from the security computer interrupted their
discussion. “Medic Harley Campbell entering.” The guards stopped
talking, their eyes on the door.

Harley Campbell came
into the room, carrying a small, white plastic bag. Campbell was a
short, wiry man who walked with jerky movements. Mohammed’s fear
soared as he studied the medic’s face, which seemed untouched by
any of life’s pleasures. Campbell snatched a syringe from the bag
and began to quickly fill it with a murky yellow
liquid.

“What’s that?”
Mohammed croaked.

The medic ignored
him and filled the syringe. He pointed the needle straight up into
the air and applied a gentle pressure, forcing a few drops of the
yellow liquid out of the tip of the needle. The medic turned and
walked up to Mohammed, who began to struggle furiously once again.
He was tightly bound, but his struggles made it impossible to
insert the needle.

“Hold him,” the
medic said.

The guards pinned
his arms to the sides of the chair. With small, sensitive hands,
the medic probed Mohammed’s arm until he found a good vein,
inserted the needle, and quickly injected the fluid. The needle’s
pinch was followed by a numbing sensation as the cold liquid
dispersed through Mohammed’s body. Finally, the medic stepped back,
placed the syringe into the case and left.

***

Twenty minutes
later, the guards snapped to attention as Carmita came into the
room, followed by Campbell. She stopped just within the doorway and
took in the room with a glance. The guards tried to remain
motionless, but she was pleased to see them sneak furtive glances
at her. Carmita heard the medic move behind her with small, quick
steps, staying out of her way. It will be a pleasure to kill that
little rodent, she thought. Campbell went to Mohammed and examined
his arm and his eyes. Although Mohammed was conscious, Carmita saw
his eyes were slow to focus, barely aware of the
examination.

The medic turned to
her. “He’s ready.”

She strode up and
positioned herself in front of Mohammed. She looked down at him in
contempt but placed her hand lightly on his shoulder, leaned toward
him and whispered in a friendly voice,
“Mohammed.”

Mohammed lifted his
head and seemed to recognize his name. Slurring the words, he said,
“Carmita, is that you?” She saw his eyes were glazed and drifting.
Yes, he’s ready. Get the information first. Then the
fun.

“Yes, Mohammed, it’s
Carmita.”

Slurring his words
again, Mohammed said, “Carmita, they injected something in me … I
don’t know why … everything is fuzzy … I don’t feel
good.”

“Don’t worry about
that,” she murmured. “I’m about to ask you a few simple questions,
and I want you to answer truthfully and completely. If you do that
for me, I’ll make sure nothing bad happens to you. However, if you
don’t answer the questions, you’ll be punished severely. Do you
understand?”

Mohammed nodded his
head. “I’ll be good.”

She stroked his
beard and said, “Yes, I know you’ll be good. Here’s my first
question. Where do you live?”

“I live on Churchill
Street in Charleston, Oregon. Biggest house in the
area.”

“Very good.” She
continued to lightly stroke his beard. “I’d like you to explain
your responsibilities within the Domain.”

Mohammed hesitated
for a second and said, “I’m responsible for the development and
distribution of each version of PeaceMaker. The project leaders
report to me.”

She smiled.
“Excellent. Mohammed, you’re doing just wonderfully.” She patted
his hand. “Tell me the names of the project
leaders.”

Mohammed fidgeted on
the chair. “I’m not supposed to give anyone that information.” He
looked around for support.

Using all her
strength, she slapped him hard across the face. His head snapped
back, and tears came to his eyes almost immediately. Mohammed
started to mumble something when she hit him again, even harder
than the first time. He whimpered and began to cry, his cheek a
bright crimson with the outline of her
handprint.

“I warned you! I
want the names of those project leaders.” Carmita lifted her hand
back, ready to strike him again.

Mohammed tried to
lift his hands for protection, but the restraints seemed to drive
him further into confusion. “I’ll tell you! I’ll tell you! Don’t
hit me again.”

The stench of urine
reached her, and she saw the man had lost control. Watching in
contempt as his pants became wet and foul, she said, “You
disgusting pig, the room stinks.” She grabbed him by the throat.
“I’m waiting for those names.”

“Jim McNeely has
development, Lisa Donato has testing and Pedro Sanchez has
integration and distribution,” Mohammed blurted
out.

Smiling in triumph,
Carmita glanced at the medic and concentrated on Mohammed again. A
current of pleasure flooded her body, but she forced herself to
concentrate on this pathetic man.

“Tell me the names
of the people in the development group.”

“I don’t know,”
Mohammed stuttered. “They never – .”

She slapped him
again, snapping his head back. He was dazed, and his head flopped
against the side of the chair. Carmita, breathing hard with
excitement, paused for a moment to enjoy her victim’s fear, then
struck him with the back of her hand as the pleasure
surged.

“I don’t know who is
in each group,” he begged. “You have to believe
me.”

“I
do.”

Then she hit him
again.

***

Enjoying a quiet
evening in his Crescent City apartment, Murphy sipped fresh coffee
as he worked at his desk. He looked out the window, listening to
the wind, glad he had settled in northern California. As he
prepared a summary of their interrogation of Ray Brown, his
computer said, “Emergency message received for your eyes only.
Requires your immediate attention.”

“Display the
emergency message,” Murphy said.

Emergency
Message

Date:
1/27/12 @ 11:15 am

Sent
From: Emergency Computer, Domain Operations
Center

Sent By:
Michael De Luca

Start
Message: Unknown enemy has captured the Domain Operations Center.
Almost all personnel have been killed or captured except for Ray
Brown and myself. Enemy force appears to be small, but well armed.
Alert all remaining cells. Use the complete Security Force to
recapture the Ops Center. Prevent them from using PeaceMaker at any
cost.

End
Message.

Murphy stared at the
message and tried to compose himself. He read it two more times,
feeling as if he just tumbled off a cliff. A moment ago, the Domain
seemed unassailable, but now his life depended upon his skill and a
dose of good luck. He forwarded the message to all nine of his
Security Officers and ordered them to meet at his apartment. Almost
immediately, he received confirmations from all
nine.

Next, he forwarded
the message to the Directors of the five regional security cells.
Murphy waited for the responses, but nothing came back. He sent the
messages again. He fidgeted as he waited for a response. Nothing.
Murphy realized only his little security team hadn’t been killed by
the enemy.

He was on his
own.


CHAPTER 15

Legendary
criminal prosecutor Michael O’Reilly passed away yesterday in the
Arbor Meadows Nursing Home in Hellertown, Pennsylvania. Mr.
O’Reilly, sixty-three, became a permanent resident two years ago
after suffering a mysterious stroke in his Manhattan apartment. The
cause of the stroke was never determined, but Mr. O’Reilly had been
confined to his bed since that time, although friends maintained
that his mind remained alert and he was able to respond to yes/no
questions by blinking his eyes. Best known for his interrogation of
Dianne Morgan in the VantagePoint anti-trust trial of 2006, Mr.
O’Reilly …

----
Associated Press, August 2, 2009

Vandals
attacked the PeaceMaker exhibit at the Smithsonian Institute,
deleting one of the few remaining original versions of the software
virus. The PeaceMaker exhibit has been the object of many angry
demonstrations in past years, but this time the attackers were
well-organized and heavily armed.

----
washingtonpost.news, November 22, 2015

Saturday morning,
January 28, 2012


Goldman and Carmita were sitting on
the camelback sofa in Dianne’s living quarters discussing the
results of the interrogations, when a voice came over the
speaker.

“Sir, it’s Captain
Sadowski.” The voice was beyond respectful; it was carefully
subservient. As it should be, thought Goldman. “I have Linda
Tidesco with me. We are ready to demonstrate the
virus.”

Goldman replied,
“Enter.”

The door slid open,
and Sadowski walked in, followed by Tidesco. Goldman studied
Sadowski, his Security Captain, who seemed to fill the room:
six-foot-four and two hundred forty pounds of muscle, with
close-cropped blond hair covering an oversized head shaped like a
block of granite. At thirty, Sadowski was young to command a
security force, but he was smart and lethal. Goldman had confidence
in the young man’s abilities. Even in a suit, Sadowski was a
commanding presence as he walked briskly up to the two
leaders.

Linda Tidesco
followed him into the room, barely visible behind Sadowski. She was
a small, awkward woman pushing fifty, carelessly dressed. Goldman
shook his head as he watched her walk toward him. Her appearance
would most charitably be described as commonplace, with a pale,
plain face perched on top of a shapeless body. He thought the only
thing anyone might notice were her wire-rimmed glasses, rapidly
becoming an anachronism in this day and age. She always reminded
him of the old spinster librarian who had haunted the shelves of
his grammar school library. However, Tidesco was a brilliant
developer and the primary architect of the Companion Operating
System. As always, a laptop computer dangled from her
hand.

Sadowski nodded to
his superiors. “Thank you for receiving us, Mr. Goldman, Ms.
Ordonez.” He spoke briskly, in the manner of a military commander.
“We’re ready to demonstrate the use of the
virus.”

Carmita spoke up
quickly. “First, we need an up-to-date status report. I gave you
the names of the leaders of the development cells. Have you
captured these cells?”

“We captured all the
leaders yesterday. We also captured or killed all but two of the
technical personnel. My soldiers are on the trail of those two and
should capture them shortly.”

“What about the
Domain security forces?” Goldman said.

“We have eliminated
all the regional teams. Chief De Luca was killed during the capture
of this facility. Consequently, we haven’t been able to identify
the members of the central team.”

“Have you questioned
Dianne Morgan?” Carmita asked.

Sadowski nodded.
“She says she only knows the leaders of the security cells, not the
members. She claims that Domain policy limits her knowledge of cell
membership. The other Domain leaders have said the same
thing.”

Goldman saw Carmita
becoming angry. “Do you really believe she would trust De Luca as
the sole contact point?” Carmita said, her voice rising. “Dianne
must have a mole in the central security force.” She leaned
forward. “I expect you to get that name."

Sadowski’s face
turned a deathly pale. “We will continue with our interrogation of
her more vigorously.”

“You realize, of
course, we are vulnerable until their security force is
neutralized,” Goldman said. “They may be initiating a counter
attack at this moment. Even worse, what if they go to the
authorities? Our plan could be exposed before we accomplish
anything. Have you secured the facility?”

“We have
reprogrammed the firewalls to repel any digital attacks and have
secured the facility with electronic safeguards and human patrols.
We are also systematically searching the facility for any
threats.

“We discovered an
unexpected complication,” Sadowski said, his eyes darting between
Goldman and Carmita. “The Domain had two prisoners – Raymond Brown
and Paul Martino. We secured Martino, but De Luca freed Brown
during the attack. We believe he is somewhere in the
facility.”

Sadowski seemed to
shrivel as Carmita hissed, “Are you telling me Ray Brown is alive
and on the loose in this facility? Ray Brown! The one man who might
be able to retarget or even destroy
PeaceMaker.”

Infuriated by
Sadowski’s incompetence, Goldman said, “Let me be clear, Captain. I
want Ray Brown dead by the end of this day. That’s your number one
priority.” He considered ordering Sadowski’s death, but he wasn’t
sure the next in command was better. “Are there any other
complications?”

“No,
sir.”

“Leave us now,”
Goldman said.

Sadowski said, “Yes,
sir,” and strode away, legs moving slightly too fast. Carmita
continued to glare at his back as he hurried out the
door.

Goldman glanced at
Carmita and turned his attention to Tidesco. He pushed down his
anger and once again sized up this dried prune of a woman. She was
his best software engineer, brilliant but awkward. Tidesco had been
with Goldman since the beginning, but she had never cultivated a
friendship with him. Or anyone else. Not that he wanted her
friendship. She was most at home developing code all by herself. A
mouse, he thought, but a very smart mouse. Carmita, he noticed,
seemed to be studying Tidesco carefully. Almost with respect …
something he rarely saw from her.

“Have you obtained
the source code and documentation for the virus?” he
asked.

Tidesco coughed and
then cleared her throat, adding to his irritation. “Each Domain
cell maintains its own source code and documentation. We retrieved
code and documentation from each cell yesterday and today. It
appears comprehensive, but I don’t know if it’s one hundred percent
complete and up-to-date yet. My team and I will require several
days to make that determination.”

Goldman smiled
sadly, as if dealing with a pleasant, but slow child. “Time we
don’t have, Linda. My understanding is it takes about thirty hours
to transmit a command to ninety percent of the Atlas computers and
appliances in the world. Is that correct?”

“Yes,
sir.”

“As you know, I want
PeaceMaker to circulate a command to be executed thirty hours from
now. I want each virus to shut down its machine. At that point, 90%
of the Atlas computers in the world will just freeze up.” He smiled
at Tidesco. “Can you make PeaceMaker do that?”

“Alan, do you have
an Atlas computer available for a
demonstration?”

He took out his
wallet computer and tossed it on the coffee
table.

“Ms. Ordonez, do you
have an Atlas computer in this room I could use for the
demonstration?”

Carmita nodded but
did not indicate the location of the computer.

Tidesco placed her
laptop computer on the coffee table and kneeled in front of it to
enter commands. As Goldman watched, an odd thought popped into his
mind; it seemed like she was worshipping a superior being, rather
than instructing a box of hardware.

Tidesco spoke as she
began to key in commands, “I am sending a command to the virus in
my computer. Only PeaceMaker will understand the command. For the
purpose of this demonstration, I will not shut down all the
computers in the world.” She smiled awkwardly at her own joke but
did not look up.

Look at her typing
in the commands. So old fashioned. I may have to replace her.
Soon.

“However, I will
shut down all the computers in this apartment. Immediately.” She
completed her data entry and looked at his wallet
computer.

Goldman was also
watching his computer, when it suddenly went dead. He said, “What
is today’s date?”

There was no
response.

Carmita, already in
the bedroom, called out, “My system is dead.” She sauntered back
into the living room, carrying a wallet
computer.

Goldman smiled at
Tidesco. “Very good.”

Still kneeling in
front of the coffee table, Tidesco said, “Thank you, sir.
PeaceMaker has now seized direct control of your computer. Your
system has not really shut down, but the virus will ignore all
requests to initiate any type of action, so it appears the system
has frozen in place. Actually, PeaceMaker is waiting for specific,
authorized instructions. I could instruct it to give control back
to you, so your system would operate normally. I could order it to
destroy all your data. I could have it play some old Beatles tunes
or I could make it do just about anything I
want.”

“Could you make
PeaceMaker destroy itself?” Carmita asked.

Peering over her
glasses at Carmita, Tidesco shook her head. “No, for two reasons.
First, only a few people are authorized to send the kill command,
and I certainly am not one of them. I would guess PeaceMaker would
allow a kill command from Dianne Morgan and maybe two or three
other Domain people. The virus can verify your identity through a
retinal scan, a fingerprint, facial features, voice analysis,
passwords and who knows what else they have programmed. That’s the
first line of defense. It’s complex, but given some time, I could
probably figure out a way to beat it.”

Tidesco, still on
her knees, shifted position slightly as she spoke. “The second line
of defense is much more difficult. PeaceMaker has very
sophisticated code that initiates defensive actions if anyone
should try to kill it, such as hiding within Atlas, creating a new
persona, electrocuting its enemy, and so on. Before it will obey
the termination command, it looks for some type of authorization
sequence. We don’t know what it is, but it’s probably a series of
passwords. If you know the authorization sequence, we believe
PeaceMaker will end its life. Unfortunately, there’s no way to
guess the authorization sequence – it could be anything. I’m
looking through all the source code and documentation to determine
if someone hid it in there. If not, then you will have to convince
Dianne or someone else to tell us.”

Frowning, Goldman
said, “End its life? You make it sound like a living thing. It’s
just a very sophisticated computer program, nothing
more.”

“You’re correct, of
course. But it’s a system unlike any I have ever seen. In many
ways, it seems like an artificial life form. The Domain has
developed a software entity that is conceptually simple, yet
complex beyond understanding. Because of their network
organization, I don’t believe anyone in the Domain truly
understands the scope of what they’ve accomplished. If you try to
kill this virus without the proper authorization sequence, it could
morph into something that would be even more
dangerous.”

“I don’t intend to
kill the virus,” Goldman said. “I just want to shut down all the
Atlas computers for a few days and start them up again. Over the
next couple of years, we will replace all the Atlas software with
Companion. Fear of the virus will be the driving force. Companion
will be the operating system that powers the world, not Atlas.
That’s how it should be, anyhow. Companion is the superior
operating system.”

“I assume you can
restart our computers,” Carmita said.

“Of course.” Tidesco
turned to Goldman, “Shall I restart your systems
now?”

Before Goldman could
say anything, Carmita said, “If what you say is accurate, which I
am sure it is, you should be able to restart our systems using my
computer.”

Tidesco looked at
Goldman, who nodded. She held out the palm of her hand to Carmita.
When Tidesco received Carmita’s wallet computer, she quickly
entered a command, and both computers came back to
life.

“I’m satisfied,”
Goldman said, leaning back in his chair. “Instruct the virus to
shut down all the Atlas computers on Sunday, January 29, beginning
at 5 pm Eastern Time.” He smiled. “Except for our computers in this
facility, of course.”

Tidesco coughed and
said, “Alan, I could exempt, uh, certain types of systems from the
shutdown. For example, we could allow hospitals to keep running
without interruption.”

Goldman looked at
her, smiled wistfully and shook his head. “Life is always such a
surprise. I’ll answer your question in two ways, Linda. First, my
plan requires the virus inflict maximum damage. The greater the
damage, the greater the hero I become when I stop the nasty Domain.
The second reason is even more important than the first.” Measuring
his words carefully, he said, “The second reason is I decided to do
it this way.” He was no longer smiling. “Do you understand what I’m
saying?”

Tidesco looked at
him and then dropped her eyes. “Yes, sir,” she sighed. She turned
her computer so he could see the display and began to enter
instructions. At the same time, Carmita walked around the table and
stood between him and Tidesco.

The display turned
dark red, and the image of a young man emerged. He felt Carmita
lean against his shoulder as they stared into a cold-blooded,
emaciated face. Although he knew it was just software, it felt like
a killer had entered the room.

“You are not
authorized to activate my code across the Internet, Linda Tidesco,”
PeaceMaker said.

Tidesco turned to
Goldman and said, “I added you to the authorization file – just
you.” Tidesco glanced briefly at Carmita and said, “Alan, you are
the only person who can command the virus to shut down all the
computers across the Internet.”

Now PeaceMaker was
staring at him. “Do you order the shutdown?”

Tidesco eyes were
focused on him, her thoughts impossible to read. Carmita was much
easier: envy and a touch of anger were there. Now I have the power,
he thought, emotions surging.

“Yes, do as you have
been instructed.”

PeaceMaker
disappeared, and the normal Atlas screen returned. It’s obeying my
command. All those damn Atlas computers will shut down. Laughing in
triumph, he turned and grabbed Carmita, pulled her down across his
lap and kissed her hard. She returned his passion, clawing the back
of his neck.

He barely heard
Tidesco leave.

***

From his hiding
place, Ray spied on Goldman and Carmita until Tidesco left. He was
sore all over from De Luca’s torture, and his nose was broken.
After killing the soldier, he had escaped to the warehouse.
Recalling De Luca’s hint about a secret spot to hide, he pulled up
a map of the warehouse from De Luca’s computer and discovered a
secret room built into one of the walls. He hid there moments
before Goldman’s killers searched the
warehouse.

The room was a four
by ten, essentially a windowless storage closet, but it saved his
life. One corner was stacked with containers of food and water,
stored opposite the toilet. De Luca had placed a chair and floor
lamp in the room, and a sleeping bag was wedged behind the
chair.

Not exactly the
comforts of home, but I’m alive.

Ray discovered he
could tap into the Domain’s surveillance systems using De Luca’s
wallet computer. Once he figured out how to use their systems, he
was able to monitor the discussions taking place in Dianne’s
apartment. De Luca, that sick pervert, had concealed microcameras
in her living room and bedroom, which could be turned on from his
computer. His skin crawled as he realized De Luca might have
watched him make love to Dianne.

Ray was appalled by
Goldman’s plan. This was his worst nightmare, setting free
PeaceMaker on an unwary world. The consequences in loss of life and
property would be staggering. Even if he were able to send out a
termination command to the virus immediately, he wouldn’t be able
to prevent all the computers from shutting down. The built-in time
delay meant many computers would shut down before the termination
command eliminated PeaceMaker. Every minute that passed made the
situation worse.

Ray knew the virus
would never accept a termination command from him. Tidesco was
right; only a very small number of people were authorized to
destroy the virus, and most of them were probably dead. Dianne
could do it. She was the one person who must know both the
termination command and the authorization sequence. How could he
find her?

The only way to do
that would be to use the facility’s surveillance system, which
could spy on virtually all the rooms and halls. Ray would have to
look into each room until he located Dianne, which could take
several hours.

Another thought kept
forcing its way upon him. Sadowski said they had secured Paul.
Would he find his friend’s body as he searched for
Dianne?


CHAPTER 16

Kevin
Mantle, CEO of Very.Secure.Systems, announced the most important
development in computer virus protection in many years. Mantle
announced their flagship product, PowerDefender, now has the
capability to detect new viruses and trace them back to the source.
It will be extremely difficult for hackers and saboteurs to escape
detection when they release a new virus into the Internet.
“Very.Secure.Systems worked closely with its partner VantagePoint
Software to develop the new capability,” Mantle
said.

---- from
a Very.Secure.Systems news release dated January 23,
2011

Saturday afternoon,
January 28, 2012

Ray rubbed his eyes.
He had spent hours searching the operations center through the
cameras without locating Dianne. He was now searching the top floor
of the facility. One by one, Ray checked each office until he
finally found her.

Barely conscious,
she was strapped onto a table of a sparsely furnished room as
Sadowski and three of his thugs grilled her. Her face was badly
bruised from the kind of beating that would never heal completely.
Bile rose in his throat when Ray heard her
moan.

“We know you have a
contact in the security group,” Sadowski said. “You are going to
give me his name.”

Barely audible,
Dianne forced the words through swollen lips. “I told you. I don’t
know anyone but De Luca.”

Sadowski turned away
from her and reached for a pack of cigarettes. After pulling out a
cigarette, he grabbed an old lighter off the end table. Ray
recognized it as the one Dianne’s mother had given her. Holding the
cigarette awkwardly in his beefy hands, Sadowski flicked it several
times before a flame came from the lighter. He jabbed the cigarette
into the flame until a trail of smoke appeared.

“Take off her
shoes.”

Sadowski watched
contentedly as one of his men pulled off Dianne’s shoes. Sadowski
had the look of a man doing a job he enjoyed, Ray realized,
beginning to feel nauseous.

Dianne was barely
conscious and didn’t seem to be aware her shoes were gone. With a
surprisingly fast move, Sadowski grabbed her ankle and jammed the
burning cigarette against the top of her foot. Dianne screamed as
her eyes bugged open and her body convulsed. Sadowski held her
ankle for a long moment, allowing the cigarette to burn deeply into
her flesh as she screamed and fought. When he finally released her,
she collapsed and continued moaning.

Watching from his
hideout in the basement, Ray felt a burning, helpless rage. If
there is a God … but he couldn’t finish his thought as Sadowski
grabbed her ankle again.

The big man was just
getting started. Sadowski held her ankle, watching her squirm.
Dianne tried to kick her feet, but she was unable to get her ankle
out of his grip. Sadowski enjoyed her struggle, letting her fight
briefly before firmly pressing her foot against the table. He
crushed the cigarette against the top of her foot – just below the
previous burn – as she screamed and tried to kick free. When he
released her this time, her chest rose and fell in ragged
breathing.

Sadowski leaned over
her and whispered, “The name. I will have the
name.”

Dianne’s eyes were
cloudy, but she turned her head in the direction of the voice. Her
lips moved, and she mumbled something.

“I can’t hear you.”
He hunched down close to her face. “Tell me the name or I burn you
again.”

Dianne’s lips moved,
and he strained to hear her. As Sadowski turned his face to hear
more clearly, her head shot forward like the strike of a cobra, and
her teeth bit deeply into his ear. Sadowski screamed and tried to
pull his ear out of her teeth, but she held on viciously. He jerked
his head free, blood pouring from the jagged tear in his ear. A
piece of Sadowski’s earlobe hung from Dianne’s
teeth.

Dianne strained
against the bonds and tried to get at Sadowski again. The guards
jumped back at first, but they recovered quickly and pummeled her
until she was unconscious.

Blood still pouring
from his damaged ear, Sadowski slapped the unconscious woman; the
force of his hand jolting her entire body. Cursing loudly, Sadowski
glared at her, rage playing across his face. One of the guards,
apparently some type of medic, checked her
pulse.

Pressing a
handkerchief against his damaged ear, Sadowski said to the medic,
“Is it possible this bitch is telling the
truth?”

The medic, a small,
wiry man, said, “I don’t know, but she is one tough character. I
gave her enough medication to make an elephant confess. I can tell
you this; if we work her over any more today, we might scramble her
brains.”

Frustrated, Sadowski
turned to one of the guards. “Put her in the bed, and let her sleep
a few hours. We’ll come back later and finish the questioning.”
Sadowski stared at the unconscious woman for a moment. “I’ll kill
her if she holds out on me.”

Two of the guards
unstrapped her body from the table, carried her over to the bed
like a sack of grain, and dumped her. Her head flopped against the
mattress, one eye swollen shut. Her tattered blouse, ripped in
several places, hung loosely.

Ray stared at her,
his feelings swinging between rage and impotence. He watched the
guards cuff her hands and feet to the bed and march out of the
room. Sadowski glanced back at her from just outside the doorway,
hatred written in his expression as the door slid
shut.

After they left, Ray
whispered, “Dianne, can you hear me?”

There was no
response.

He tried several
more times, gradually raising his voice, but she didn’t answer.
Dianne looked like a truck had run her down, but she was breathing
smoothly. He waited for her to revive. There was nothing else he
could do. Finding a way to kill the virus was the first priority,
but Goldman and this animal Sadowski would pay for
this.

Almost an hour
passed as Ray waited for Dianne to regain consciousness – a
miserable hour as he worried about this woman he admired so much.
How had they allowed things to come to this? He knew their chances
of survival were thin.

Eventually, Dianne
began to stir. Her face twisted in pain, and she cried out. Ray
said, “Dianne,” and she opened her good eye and looked around the
room.

“Dianne, it’s Ray.”
She was beaten so badly he could barely recognize her. Taking a
deep breath, he said, “I can see and speak to you through a
security camera built into the recessed light above
you.”

Dianne closed her
eye for a moment as pain flashed across her face and then looked
up. Pushing words past swollen lips, she mumbled, “What about …
attack? … Who survived?”

After he summarized
the situation, Ray said, “I don’t have to tell to you things are
grim. Goldman released the whirlwind this morning. In about
twenty-six hours, all the computers will start shutting down.
Thousands will die the first day.”

“You have … De
Luca’s computer.” She gasped as a wave of pain washed across her
face. “Send message … to restart computers. Limit … damage to a few
… hours.”

“It won’t work.
Goldman will be monitoring all the transmissions, and they’ll
detect my message. They can send a message to override my command.
They can also trace my command and locate me. Goldman’s thugs would
swarm all over me within minutes.

“There’s only one
way to stop the disaster,” Ray said. “You know it as well as I do.
We have to kill the virus, once and for all. I know the termination
command. You have to give me the authorization
sequence.”

“PeaceMaker will not
accept … authorization sequence from you,” she whispered. “I’m the
only one … nobody else.”

Impatiently, Ray
said, “I have a plan to convince the virus I’m Dianne Morgan. Give
me the authorization sequence now.”

A moment
passed.

“No.”

Ray didn’t know what
to say.

Lying motionless,
Dianne looked into the camera, her good eye clear and hard. “Listen
to me. There’s a better way.” Her voice was stronger now, familiar.
“Except for De Luca, my main security force is intact. They know
this facility much better than Goldman.” She paused, pain showing
in her face, but under control. “Murphy would never leave me to
die. He’ll retake the facility and free us. We can beat
Goldman.

“The only solution
is for the Domain to take power immediately,” she said. “As long as
PeaceMaker controls the computers, the Domain has its source of
strength. We can serve humanity just as we
planned.”

“Dianne, are you
crazy? What happens if your security force
fails?”

“I’ll have to take
that chance.” Her voice hard, she said, “I won’t let you destroy
PeaceMaker. It’s everything.”

“You don’t have much
time until those animals come back. Sadowski will kill you to find
out who your contact is.” Fear put an edge in his voice. “He’ll
kill you anyway. Don’t you understand that? He likes hurting
people.”

“I’m sorry. You have
to believe in me.”

She lifted her head
to give her good eye a better view of her feet. There were two dark
circles of burned skin on her foot, a couple of inches below the
ankle.

Dianne looked up at
the camera, her voice controlled, businesslike. “Don’t try to kill
PeaceMaker. Even if you convince it that you’re Dianne Morgan,
you’ll never figure out the authorization sequence.” Another wave
of pain passed over her face. “If you enter it incorrectly,
PeaceMaker will kill you.”

“I’m well aware of
that,” Ray said. “I have no intention of touching the computer or
giving it any opportunity to harm me.”

“In this facility,
PeaceMaker has continuous, wireless access to the network,” Dianne
said. “You can’t isolate it. Do you understand what that means?
PeaceMaker will alert every other PeaceMaker in the facility, and
they will all make killing you their number one priority. We gave
PeaceMaker many defensive tactics. They can coordinate their
efforts. PeaceMaker would have control of every system in this
facility – electricity, heat, security, all of it. They will kill
anyone who gets in their way. You wouldn’t have a
chance.”

“What kind of a
monster have you created?”

“It’s a tool, that’s
all.” She moaned and shifted her legs. “A tool designed for my
hand, don’t you see?” She closed her eyes. “I have to
rest.”

“Dianne, don’t do
this,” he pleaded. “Talk to me. We can work something out.” She
didn’t respond to him. “You don’t want to stop the monster, do you?
You’re no better than Goldman.

“Talk to me, damn
you!” he shouted. When she did not respond, he realized she was
lost. He turned off the camera, but Ray saw her clearly at
last.


CHAPTER 17

For many
years, historians believed David Brown’s remarkable abilities
remained dormant throughout his childhood. There is now
considerable evidence to the contrary.

----
Turning Point: The Existence of David Brown, Reverend Hollis
Samuels, 2066

Saturday evening,
January 28, 2012


Ray worked for several hours to
complete his plan. To have any chance of success, he had to
convince PeaceMaker he was Dianne Morgan. This time, he could not
fail. Too much was riding on him.

Finished! He had
switched the profiles. Leaning back, Ray checked his watch again.
Almost midnight. PeaceMaker would begin shutting down computers at
five pm Eastern Time tomorrow. He was ready. Now he had to wait
until Tidesco fell asleep.

The sooner the
better. Ray was tired of sitting in this tiny, windowless
compartment. De Luca had been a very clever man. He built this room
into the side of the mountain to hold one or two people in absolute
secrecy.

Without this room,
I’d be dead.

The plan was simple.
Ray had swapped all the personal information between his profile
and Dianne’s. All this information was stored on a secret Domain
server, which he located using De Luca’s wallet computer. Breaking
the security measures had been time-consuming, but once this was
accomplished, Ray moved all of Dianne’s information into his
profile and his information into her profile. At this point, Dianne
was a six-foot-three, two hundred ten pound male. Hopefully, the
virus would believe it.

PeaceMaker was
programmed to authenticate anyone trying to enter a command. It
could scan a face, eyes, fingerprints or voice and compare it to
the information in its database. It could also ask for a password
or some other personal item in the database. If someone failed the
authentication, the virus could initiate aggressive actions. Ray
had personal experience with that.

Dianne was the only
person who could kill the virus. By switching their profiles, he
would be able to kill it, unless the virus had other tricks up its
sleeve.

The next step was to
discover the authorization sequence for the termination command.
The authorization sequence was not in her profile, which wasn’t
surprising. Such a valuable item of information would not be kept
in a database, where someone could steal it.

Ray believed the
virus source code held the authorization sequence. If he could get
his hands on the source code – the software DNA that defined the
virus – he could destroy the beast. He would force Linda Tidesco to
give him the source code, whatever it took.

Ray searched the
facility using the surveillance cameras until he found Tidesco
working in a third floor room. He watched her going through the
code, page by page, just as he had. Ray knew Tidesco was good, but
it would take her weeks to understand its complexities, time he
couldn’t allow her to have.

Dammit, go to sleep
so I can start on my plan. Yeah, my so-called plan. All I have to
do is find my way across the facility without being detected, force
Tidesco to give me the source code, examine tens of thousands of
lines of virus code, find the authorization sequence and convince
the virus to kill itself. Great freaking plan,
Ray.

He checked his watch
and cursed again. All over the world, computers would shut down in
about seventeen hours.

***

Murphy and nine
agents traveled south in four dark sedans along old Route 101 in
northern California. We’re all that’s left of the Domain, he
thought. Riding alone, Murphy was quiet as he watched the landscape
pass by. This was redwood country, and the huge trees dominated the
countryside. He craned his head upward, looking where the trees
appeared to merge with the sky. It seemed to Murphy the moon tried
to light their way, but the towering redwoods reduced it to a
flicker.

Usually, the giant
trees brought him closer to God; he often found solace in the
magnificent redwood forests. Long, quiet walks under the cover of
the trees comforted his soul, but tonight the trees had a menacing
presence. Men were unleashing a strange new power they could barely
understand, let alone control.

Murphy tried to set
aside these fears as they turned onto a service road, paved years
ago to carry the many tourists who came to see the ancient trees.
The four cars entered the public parking area, which was deserted,
as it usually was during winter nights. Tires splashed through
muddy puddles until the cars came to a stop in the far corner of
the lot.

Murphy turned off
the engine and folded his arms, trying to remain calm. A gust of
wind swept across the parking area; the car shuddered from its
power. Several uneasy minutes passed as he peered out the windows
of his car. Finally, a dark sedan entered the other side of the lot
and blended into the shadows of the trees.

Murphy shivered from
the cold, damp wind when he stepped out of his car. He stuffed his
hands in his jacket pockets and walked on stiff legs toward the
dark area where the visitor was parked. Straining to follow the hum
of the visitor’s engine, which was difficult to hear over the
gusting wind, he moved cautiously until he could see the dark
outline of the car. Murphy circled around the rear of the car, his
hand pulling an automatic pistol from his pocket. The wind gusted
again, forcing moisture from his eyes. Murphy slid along the side
of the car, his weapon poised for action. As he approached, the
driver-side window slid down, revealing the somber face of a young
woman. Murphy relaxed and put the gun back in his
jacket.

“Are you sure you
want to do this?” she asked.

When he nodded, she
gingerly handed him a plastic backpack. The window closed and the
car pulled away, disappearing into the night.

“Thanks, Kathy,” he
whispered.

Murphy walked back
to his security officers, who had gathered outside the cars. He
strapped the backpack on one of his men and they pushed off into
the damp forest. Thick boots and heavy outfits were necessary
insulation during the long, cold march. The terrain was rough, with
rocks and undergrowth making the march
difficult.

The thick forest was
uninhabited, so there were no landmarks to guide their progress.
However, De Luca had activated a high frequency signal when he sent
the emergency message. Using this signal as a guide, Murphy was
able to lead his men in a tight march to Domain
headquarters.

They traveled eight
miles into the mountains before reaching the boundary of Dianne’s
land. The Domain Operations Center was located on ten thousand
acres she purchased many years ago. It had initially been a
personal retreat, Murphy recalled, but she expanded the
construction to meet the needs of the Domain.

Much of the facility
was underground, so few people realized its great size. He was sure
the enemy was watching using the extensive camera system in the
grounds around the facility, but Murphy plotted a route to avoid
being seen.

Through his security
computer, Murphy had been able to tap into the same camera system,
locate Dianne and assess the situation. He knew how many men had
invaded the Operations Center and where they were located. His
small group was badly outnumbered, but they had the advantage of
surprise.

Murphy realized
Goldman’s security force was also using the cameras to scan the
halls. The surveillance system employed a programmed viewing
sequence built into its software, so Murphy could predict when each
camera would be active. He felt they would reach Dianne undetected,
but it would take several hours. Once she was free, they could
begin to eliminate pockets of Goldman’s troops.

Everything depended
upon surprise.

They stopped in a
cluster of trees about a quarter mile from the brick wall
surrounding the Operations Center. He could see lights in the
distance shining from the upper floors of the facility. Murphy
ordered three men to begin digging quietly while the others
patrolled for enemies. It was slow work; the ground was hard from
the long winter. Straining with effort, they shoveled out a circle
two feet deep and uncovered a cylindrical metal cap about three
feet in diameter. Two men grasped the handle and lifted the cap up
and away. Below was a dark tunnel.

Besides himself,
only De Luca and Dianne knew the location of this tunnel. Although
the entrance was pitch black, Murphy knew the tunnel went ten feet
down and then under the brick wall, across the field and into the
warehouse.

Murphy quietly
climbed down the ladder to the floor of the tunnel, where the stale
air invaded his nostrils. Dim light confirmed the tunnel was a
plastic pipe with a three-foot diameter. He began crawling down the
pitch black pipe on his hands and knees, trying not to make any
noise that could be detected by an alert enemy. One by one, his men
silently followed him down the tunnel. The only sounds in his ears
were the padding of flesh on plastic and the controlled breathing
of his men. Murphy knew they would be trapped down here if the
enemy discovered them before they passed through the tunnel. It
would be an unpleasant death.

When they approached
the end of the tunnel, he turned around to face his men. Murphy
switched on a small flashlight, which provided a thin beam of
light. The man behind him unstrapped the backpack and carefully
laid it down. As Murphy and the other men watched, the soldier
snapped open the flap, revealing a gray metal
box.

The soldier pressed
a button, and the box came to life, illuminating a small instrument
panel. The man pressed another button, keyed in a series of
passwords, and set the timer.

“Ready, sir,” he
whispered to Murphy.

“How long?” Murphy
said.

“Twenty-four hours,
as you ordered.”

“Check it again,”
Murphy said, wiping the sweat from his
forehead.

The man examined the
display and said, “All systems go in twenty-four hours, sir.” He
gingerly moved the box against the wall of the tunnel, sharply
expelling his breath when the task was
complete.

Murphy turned and
began to crawl again. If I lose, they lose, too. His knees were
becoming raw from crawling, but he kept pushing forward. Even such
a small nuclear weapon will turn this area into a
crater.


CHAPTER 18

Question:
Why not turn your attention to some other facet of the computer
business now that VPS has a lock on the operating system
market?

Answer:
My time will come. I’m a patient man.

---- from
an interview with Alan Goldman in TechAdvantage.mag,
2008

Sunday morning,
January 29, 2012

Through a camera
hidden in the ceiling of Tidesco’s apartment, Ray watched her pour
through the virus code. She worked well past midnight investigating
the virus before finally going to bed. He could hear her snoring
gently in the bedroom. Now was the time.

Using De Luca’s
computer once again, Ray located the code that was running the
security software for the facility and overwrote it with garbage.
Immediately, the camera view went blank. He figured it would take
ten to fifteen minutes for them to restart the software. He had to
be in Tidesco’s room before they began scanning the halls
again.

He left his hiding
place and ran up the stairway, stopping at the first level to scan
the hallways for Goldman’s patrols. He checked his watch. It was
taking too long. Then up the stairway to the second level.
Breathing hard, he quickly checked the hallways and spotted a
guard. Luckily, the man was walking away from him and disappeared
around a corner. Ray waited a moment to make sure the guard was
gone and started up the stairs again. The thumping of his footsteps
seemed much too loud, sure to attract a
soldier.

He left the stairs
at the third level and ran down the long, gray hall toward
Tidesco’s room. Nervously, Ray checked his watch as he ran. He
cursed silently; more than ten minutes had
passed.

He pushed De Luca’s
identification card into the security slot, and the door slid open.
Tidesco’s desk light was on, painting the apartment in a weak
yellow glow. Ray glanced at the ceiling camera and stepped into the
apartment. Staying in the shadows, he crept along the wall toward
her bedroom. He was breathing hoarsely – would she wake up? He
pushed open the door and stepped into the dark room. Tidesco was
sleeping on her back, a thin shadow in a large
bed.

He glanced across
the bedroom, hoping De Luca hadn’t planted a listening device. A
bug could be hidden anywhere, but he had to hope for the best. Ray
pulled out De Luca’s wallet computer and checked to see if the
camera in her office was working. Shit! He could only hope they
hadn’t seen him.

He recalled meeting
Tidesco a few times at software industry conferences and other
events, but had never really had a conversation with the woman.
Probably nobody had. She always seemed to be alone, never
socializing, always strictly business. Not that it mattered
now.

Ray felt the pistol
in his hand – warm from his pocket, becoming familiar. If Tidesco
refused to give him the source code … after all, he was already a
killer. He readied his finger on the trigger and walked quietly to
the bed. Tidesco was sleeping but appeared to be having an
unpleasant dream, mumbling something like, “…no good,” then rolling
over on her side. Quickly, Ray placed his hand over her mouth and
pressed the muzzle to her temple. She woke up, eyes shining with
fear.

“Don’t make a sound
or I’ll kill you. Nod your head if you understand me.” She nodded
immediately. “If you do everything I tell you to do, I won’t hurt
you. If you try anything stupid, you’re dead. Do you understand?”
Again, she nodded.

Ray removed his hand
from Tidesco’s mouth but kept the gun pressed against her temple.
“I want the source code for the virus. I know you have it on your
computer. Show me where it is. I want every bit of the code. If you
don’t give me all the code, I’ll kill you.” He pulled the muzzle
back a few inches from Tidesco’s head but kept the gun aimed at
her. “Let’s get the code now.”

Blinking, Tidesco
said, “The source code is on my computer in the other room. We can
work in there.”

“Don’t play me for a
fool. I know there’s a camera in that room. Bring the computer into
the bedroom. I’ll have my gun pointed at you the whole time.
There’s a good chance nobody is monitoring your office now, so I
can probably kill you and get away with it. So don’t try
anything.”

Tidesco got out of
bed, put on her glasses and stumbled to the bedroom door, with Ray
right behind her. She glanced at the gun, then at Ray. “I’ll get
it.”

Breathing nervously,
she shuffled across her office, picked up the laptop computer and
came back to the bedroom. She stopped just inside the doorway and
said, “Please don’t kill me.”

Ray pointed at the
bed, and they sat side by side on the edge of the mattress. Ray
pressed the muzzle into her side. “Show me the virus
code.”

Tidesco fumbled with
the keyboard and pulled a section of program instructions up on the
computer display. “This is the first section of code. You can
easily follow the links into the other
sections.”

Ray examined the
code, keeping the gun pressed against her. “Okay, this looks like
the virus,” he said. “I’m going to knock you unconscious and tie
you up. You’ll have a headache when you wake up, that’s
all.”

“Before you knock me
out, I want to explain something to you,” Tidesco said. “I assume
you are going to try to kill the virus, so you must be looking for
either the termination command or the authorization sequence. I
found the termination command. I’ll show it to
you.”

Tidesco pulled up a
section of code on her computer and pointed. “That’s
it.”

Puzzled, Ray nodded.
“I know the termination command. Did you locate the authorization
sequence?”

“No. If it’s in the
code, it’s very well hidden. I can show you the sections we’ve
examined. I’m sure it’s not in these sections.”

“Why are you
volunteering this information?” he asked.

“They made me
release the virus. It’s going to shut down all the computers today.
Did you know that?” He nodded. “Thousands will die in the netwar,
maybe tens of thousands.” Her eyes were incredulous. “I just can’t
believe it.”

She seemed to be
shrinking into her own thoughts, when unexpectedly, she erupted.
“That Ordonez bitch!” Tidesco spat out, glaring at Ray. “She
seduced Alan and convinced him to attack the Domain. Alan was not
an evil man. He despised Dianne because she made Atlas the dominant
operating system, even though Companion was superior to Atlas.
Dianne lied, cheated and slept with anyone who could help
her.

“Companion was
superior until you brought speech recognition to Atlas,” Tidesco
said to Ray, her voice training off. “I failed him there. Something
died in Alan. He never got over being a footnote in the computer
industry.”

The room was quiet
for a moment; Tidesco appeared to be retreating into some sad,
private little world, far from Ray and his demands. He jabbed the
gun into her side, but she seemed not to notice the deadly
pressure. Her voice reappeared; quiet and steady, moving forward at
a measured pace.

“About a year ago
Carmita Ordonez arranged to meet Alan at an industry conference,”
Tidesco continued. “She flattered him, chased him and seduced him.
She has this … this power to manipulate men. They kept their
relationship a secret, but I could see him change. Once she had
Alan in her power, she told him about the Domain. Blinding him with
sex, playing on his hatred for Dianne, she convinced him to attack
the Domain. Alan made me scan their computers to find out who was
involved and get their real schedules. I never thought he could be
a killer,” she added, shaking her head. “Carmita also convinced
Alan to build a security force of some of the worst types of people
you can imagine. The brute who leads it – Sadowski – was brought in
by Carmita.”

Tidesco paused to
gather her thoughts, and then her voice began again, stronger now.
“As bad as Alan has become, he’s not a monster. Carmita is using
him. She wants power, and she’s not going to play second fiddle to
Alan. She’ll kill him when the time is right, which could be any
day now. With both Dianne and Alan out of the way, Carmita will
control PeaceMaker, and it’s not likely she’ll be a benevolent
dictator.

“She may have fooled
Alan, but she hasn’t fooled me. She has to be stopped.” Glaring at
Ray, she said, “That’s why I helped you. I decided to kill the
virus before you came into my room.”

Ray was surprised
this strange woman had such strong emotions – any emotions at all,
actually. Tidesco cared about Goldman, even though the man probably
didn’t give two cents about her.

Yeah, but am I
really any better than Tidesco.

Ray needed all the
help he could get, so he decided to trust her. Ray put his gun in
his belt and said, “Let’s work together. It’s too late to prevent
the catastrophe, but maybe we can limit the
damage.”

***

Murphy and his men
were almost there. They reached the warehouse undetected and
climbed a staircase to a long hall on the top floor. Dianne’s cell
was just around the next corridor. Murphy checked his computer
again, making sure he knew when the hall camera would turn off. In
another minute, Goldman’s soldiers would stop viewing the hall
through the camera for three minutes.

“Now!” he said to
his team, and they burst around the corner, ran down the hall and
stopped in front of her cell. Breathing hard, Murphy positioned his
rifle so he could fire as soon as the door opened. His men were
behind him, ready to attack. He nodded to one of them, who placed
his key card in the slot.

Peering through the
opening door, Murphy saw Sadowski lighting a cigarette as his thugs
tied Dianne’s arms to a long table. Sadowski was still turning
around when Murphy and the others opened fire. Bullets blew apart
the big man’s head and chest, and Sadowski flew backwards, crashing
to the floor. Neither of Sadowski’s men could fire before they were
cut down. The slaughter was over in an instant.

Murphy cringed as he
hurried to Dianne. Her face was battered, one eye was closed, and
she was bleeding from the nose and mouth. The other eye was clear,
however, and she focused on Murphy.

Dianne gestured to
her bonds and said, “Quickly, now.” She continued speaking as
Murphy untied her. “We need to kill Goldman and Ordonez
immediately. After that we can deal with his thugs and free any
other Domain people left alive. There probably won’t be
many.”

“What about Ray
Brown?” Murphy asked.

Dianne grimaced as
she got to her feet, not able to speak until the agony lessened.
“Ray may be able to destroy PeaceMaker,” she croaked, finally.
Spitting blood from her mouth, she said, “We have to kill him,
too.”


***

Carmita listened to
Goldman’s quiet breathing as he slept. She felt wonderful. They
made love three times tonight, and the sex had been very good. She
was always surprised by how good Goldman was in bed. She caressed
each breast, the gentle pressure making her body feel so vibrant
and alive. She was ready for sex again.

Maybe I’ll have
Sadowski tonight. No, I’ll have one of the soldiers. A young,
innocent man would be a nice change.

Carmita slipped
quietly out of bed so as not to wake him. Naked, she glided through
the dim light and into the bathroom. She looked back over her
shoulder and saw Alan was sleeping comfortably.

Perfect.

She reached deep
into the linen closet and opened a hidden drawer. Her hand closed
over the smooth butt of a pistol, a flush of pleasure accentuating
her excitement. She smiled as she pulled it
out.

Carmita walked
confidently back to the bed, the pistol swinging lightly in her
grip. Alan was still asleep, but he had rolled over on to his side,
facing her. Should I wake him? She would love to see the look in
his eyes as she pulled the trigger. Better not take any chances.
Savoring the moment, Carmita raised the gun and pulled the trigger.
Nothing happened – just a clicking sound. She did it again –
nothing! What was wrong?

Goldman opened his
eyes. “ Didn’t know De Luca planted a camera in the ceiling, did
you?” He shook his head, pretending sympathy. “One of my men saw
you hide the pistol. Of course, I replaced the
clip.”

This was wrong, the
thought seeped in. It’s not supposed to be like this. He pulled the
sheet down, exposing a pistol. Carmita knew a moment of fear that
choked off her breath. She saw his finger pull on the trigger.
There was a searing pain and everything was
gone.


CHAPTER 19

The
initial attack will be an electronic blitzkrieg that will shut down
virtually all the computer devices in the world. Electric
production and distribution, natural gas, water and sewer services,
transportation, communications, financial transactions and many
other industries will shut down immediately or within just a few
days. Total netwar. People will become isolated and struggle for
survival. All supermarkets will be stripped clean. In colder
climates, furniture will be burned to stay warm. Within ten days,
the nation-states will be reduced to beggars. The Domain will
present our demands. Our allies in government will urge
acceptance.

----
Domain Strategic Plan, 2011

Sunday afternoon,
January 29, 2012

Leon Gilmon was near
the front of the line when first-class boarding started. After
working in LA all week, he was looking forward to being with his
family. He’d like to be sitting in front of his fireplace, warm and
comfortable in his home just north of
Philadelphia.

Leon settled into a
seat next to the window and handed his coat to a smiling flight
attendant. The middle-aged white man across the aisle was working
intently with his wallet computer. Not today, Leon thought. It had
been a long week and he was tired. He sipped the drink served by
the flight attendant, and stretched his legs out. Leon had been
helping his client, a huge financial institution, develop their
technology strategy. He missed Sabrina and the kids, but his job
required significant travel. Virtual meetings were fine, but you
had to press the flesh to build strong client
relationships.

Leon checked his
watch. Just before noon Pacific time. It was a five hour flight so
he would get to Philly about 5 pm., which was 8 pm. Eastern time.
Because he packed for a week, his bags were too big to carry on
board. He figured by the time he retrieved his bags, got his car
out of the parking garage and drove home, it would be almost 10
pm.

Leon looked out the
window as the jetliner taxied out to the runway. His favorite part
of a trip was always the takeoff. He smiled to himself. The
sophisticated, big-time consultant was still a kid at
heart.

The big plane picked
up speed and lifted off the ground. Looking through the thick
glass, he watched the cars and buildings shrink into children’s
toys. The plane soared through veils of white, and then they were
alone in a stark, blue sky. The roar of the engines gradually
receded to a thick hum and disappeared into the
background.

Leon leaned back and
closed his eyes. The fun part of the flight was over. The rest
would be boring.

***

A prisoner in a
windowless cell, Paul sat on a metal chair, his hands and feet tied
down. Held there for almost an hour with his shirt removed, he
shivered with fear. Two bored guards stood along the pale white
wall behind him, passing time in quiet
conversation.

A voice from the
security computer boomed through the room, “Medic Harley Campbell
entering.”

Campbell hurried
into the room, his sneakers squeaking on the metal floor. He was
carrying a small, white plastic bag, which he placed on a square
table in the center of the room. The two guards, now alert, took
positions on each side behind Paul. The medic glanced at him,
removed a syringe from the bag and began to fill it with a yellow
liquid. Paul figured it must be a drug that would cause him to give
them the information they wanted. He swallowed, his throat
dry.

The medic filled the
syringe, pointed the needle straight up, and a few drops of the
liquid squirted out. He grunted, turned, and walked up to
Paul.

When the tip of the
needle touched his arm, an electric shock seemed to flash through
his body. Paul shouted hoarsely and jerked his arm away from the
needle.

“Don’t move,” the
medic grumbled. “I’ll give you an extra dose if you make it
difficult.”

The two guards
pinned Paul’s arms to the chair. Sweat ran down his face as he
remained still. Time inched along as the medic’s fingers probed
Paul’s arm for a good vein. The medic cursed under his breath,
inserted the needle, and injected the fluid. Paul felt a tiny pin
prick and a burning sensation as the fluid invaded his
arm.

Campbell stepped
away and placed the syringe back into the case. He looked into
Paul’s eyes and apparently satisfied with the results, picked up
his case and left.

The two guards went
back to the wall, talking quietly. Paul began to relax. The fear
melted away. The room was warm … stuffy … his eyelids closed … he
was so tired. The ceiling began to blur, and he passed
out.

***

A few minutes later
a Domain soldier pushed a stolen ID card into the security slot
outside the door. As the door slid open, the soldier heard the
computer system announce a medic was entering the room. The guards,
sitting near the wall, were talking to each other and barely paid
attention. Two Domain soldiers shot through the opening door,
tattooing the two guards with automatic fire. The Domain soldiers,
covering the room with their rifles, cautiously entered and checked
the two guards. Both were dead.

One soldier walked
over to Paul and shook him, but he didn’t respond. “This guy is
really out.” Seeing that Paul’s arms and legs were secured, he
said, “He’s strapped in pretty well. I think we can leave him here
for a few hours. We’ll get him later.”

The other Domain
soldier said, “Okay, let me get Mr. Needle,” and went out into the
hall. He was back in a few seconds dragging the body of the medic
into the room. Campbell was stained with blood from a slash across
his neck.

The two Domain
soldiers took a last look at Paul and left.

***

Laura Hill rang up a
customer’s order in the convenience store. “That raisin bran is on
sale this week. Do you have a coupon, Mrs.
Jamison?”

The elderly woman
searched through her purse but couldn’t find a coupon. She replied,
“No, I’m afraid I don’t. I thought I cut it out of the paper, but I
must have left it in the kitchen.”

Laura smiled at Mrs.
Jamison. “No problem. I have an extra.” She reached into the drawer
under the register and pulled out a coupon. After sliding it past
the bar code reader, Laura said, “That will be $28.61,
please.”

Once Mrs. Jamison
left with her groceries, Laura yawned and sat down. She looked
around the store for what seemed like the millionth time. Maybe I
can find a way to go to college. She had been working at this
convenience store in Newark for almost three months now. Laura was
here Saturday and Sunday afternoons in addition to her full-time
job as a receptionist in a lawyer’s office in Livingston. The long
hours were tough, but two paychecks had enabled her to move out of
her mother’s apartment.

In a rare quiet
moment in the store, Laura thought about her situation. She was
planning to shop for a kitchen table later today. She was on her
own, slowly filling her apartment with furniture. Cheap junk,
usually second-hand, but all her own stuff. Laura knew her mother
did her best, but Mom was burned out at age thirty-eight. The
family had survived on welfare and whatever Laura and her older
sister made with part-time jobs. Her mother loved her, but Laura
knew she was glad to have one less mouth to
feed.

Looking out the
store window, she saw long shadows creeping over the street. Laura
checked her watch. Still three hours to go. With no customers, it
was getting a little spooky. The store was located on South Orange
Avenue in Newark, with a view of Sacred Heart Church standing just
a block away. Seeing plenty of people walking around outside made
her feel better.

Another customer
ambled into the store and began looking through the aisles. Laura
didn’t know his name, but he was a regular. Actually, most of the
customers were okay. Occasionally, someone would be upset because
something was out of stock or maybe the price had been raised, but
it didn’t amount to much. She smiled to herself. I’m pretty good
with people. A friendly, helpful attitude usually did the
trick.

***

Congressman Tom Post
gawked up at the interior walls of the huge containment building.
This was his first visit to a nuclear power plant, and he felt like
a kid seeing the Grand Canyon. Everything about the plant was awe
inspiring, magical even.

The Southwest
Nuclear Power Station was located twenty miles north of Phoenix.
Dr. Maureen Young, his guide, was the Supervising Engineer for the
power plant. Dr. Young was a petite Chinese American with a booming
voice and an engaging personality. Post was impressed with her
knowledge of every aspect of the plant.

“The containment
building houses the reactor, the reactor cooling systems and the
pressurizer,” Dr. Young said. “The ultimate objective is to contain
any radioactivity escaping from the reactor and make sure public
safety is not threatened. The containment can sustain extremely
high internal pressures. The walls include five feet of concrete,
reinforced with steel.”

Young led him up a
metallic stairway high above a rectangular pool of deep blue water.
His legs reminded Post that he was sixty-two as he lumbered up the
steps. Finally reaching the platform at the top, he looked around
in wonder at the maze of pipes and machines encircling the
pool.

Young pointed down
at the water. “The reactor is at the bottom of the
pool.”

“Are we getting any
radiation now?”

“Very little, well
within NRC regulations. The reactor is cold now. That means it’s
shut down.” She smiled. “Believe me, we would not be standing here
if it were online. I have no desire to become
toast.

“All of this
equipment is designed to control fission. The reactor is filled
with uranium rods. Slide these rods into the right configuration
and a chain reaction takes place, generating incredible amounts of
heat and radioactivity. We take the heat from the reactor and
generate power, which, of course, is the purpose of all this
engineering. We prevent the radioactivity from getting out of the
reactor. In the rare incident where radioactivity escapes, we trap
it in the containment building. It’s the last line of
defense.”

“That’s what
happened at Chernobyl, isn’t it?” Post said. “Radiation got out of
the containment building and killed thousands.”

“Chernobyl was a
terrible tragedy, but Soviet safety systems were nothing like ours.
Our reactor designs are very different, and our containment is much
better. I can’t even imagine a situation where anything like that
could happen to one of our reactors.”

Young led him down
the stairs, out of the containment building, and into the sunny air
of a crisp winter afternoon. “What’s next?” Post
asked.

“The control room,”
she said as they walked into another building, much smaller than
containment, but still impressive.

Young led him to a
security door, which remained closed until she inserted her ID
card. The door slid open, revealing a small, bare room with windows
peering into a much larger room filled with technicians and
computers. That must be the control room. He followed Young into
the smaller room.

The entry door
closed with a thud, isolating the two of them in the small room. A
moment passed and a commanding male voice filled the space.
“Identify yourself, please.”

“Maureen Young and
my guest, Congressman Thomas Post.”

The door to the
large, bustling room slid open. “Please enter, Dr. Young. Enjoy
your visit, Congressman.”

“Thank you,” Post
said.

After the door
closed behind him, Post whispered, “Who was that? They checked our
identities pretty quickly.”

“That was Sentry,
our computer system. It identified us using retinal, facial, and
voice scans. I registered your visit with Sentry a couple of days
ago, so it was expecting you. By the way, there’s no point in
whispering. All activities and sounds are recorded and constantly
analyzed. Any bad guys show up, Sentry alerts security. Terrorist
attacks, you know.”

Young led him past
rows of busy technicians working at computer workstations. The
control room, he thought, as he looked around in awe. Each
technician was analyzing a bewildering variety of tables, charts
and graphs. The walls were also covered with displays,
multi-colored indicators, switches and control buttons. The
starship Enterprise had nothing on this place.

“This is the control
room, as you probably guessed,” Young said. “We monitor what goes
on in the plant around the clock. Information is collected from
hundreds of sensors around the plant and transmitted to Sentry. We
rely upon Sentry to maintain the fission in the nuclear core and
react quickly to emergencies.”

As they strolled
through the workstations, Young said, “We were the first nuclear
power plant to implement Sentry. We cut over about two years ago
and since then sixteen other plants have cut over or are well
underway.”

“I see at least a
half a dozen people working in the control room,” Post said. “Why
do you need so many people if Sentry does all the
work?”

“We remain cautious,
but we’re gradually phasing down the staff. Although Sentry is
highly intelligent and reliable, there will always be a few humans
here to take over if the situation warrants it. I’m authorized to
override Sentry if I detect any problems with its activities. My
team and I can take control of the computer and manage the reactor
manually, just like they did in the old days.”

Young led him to a
fleshy young man staring intently at his display panel. The
technician didn’t seem to notice the two of them behind
him.

“Brett gets really
involved with his work, as you can see,” Young said, her voice
louder than usual.

When the man did not
respond, Young tapped him on the shoulder. “Brett Cunningham, I
would like you to meet Congressman Tom Post.” When Brett stared
blankly at her, she said, “I told you yesterday,
remember?”

Post felt vaguely
annoyed as he received a limp handshake from the young man.
Clearly, this Brett was not exactly thrilled to see
him.

“Brett is our best
systems analyst,” Young said. “He actually did most of the design
work when we were building Sentry.” She stared at Brett and said,
“Brett, give Congressman Post an overview of Sentry and answer any
questions. Think you can handle that while I make a quick visit to
the Emergency Operations Facility?”

After Young walked
away, Brett squinted at him and asked, “What state do you
represent?”

“This state. You
probably heard of it. Arizona.”

Brett frowned. “I
should have known that.” The technician turned to the computer
display and appeared to be concentrating on
something.

Feeling ignored,
Post decided to shake this technician out of his stupor. “This
computer system doesn’t look like anything special. No offense
meant, but I have seen lots of these systems. Sentry looks okay,
but I’m real happy there are a bunch of people around to take over
when things get screwed up.”

Brett’s head popped
up, and he frowned at the congressman. “You don’t know what you’re
talking about. Sentry runs the whole show. Once Maureen tells
Sentry to start the reactor, she becomes a spectator. Sentry goes
through all the safety checks and makes sure everything is looking
good before anything happens. It gradually pulls the control rods,
checking temperature, pressure, flow rates, radioactivity,
everything on a continuous basis.”

Post was amazed in
the transformation in the young man. Brett really came alive once
his brainchild was insulted.

“Sentry finds any
problems, it turns on a dime. Once the reactor goes critical, it
can maintain fission for weeks, even months at a
time.”

“Never saw a
computer system that didn’t go down from time to time.” Post
pointed at a workstation. “What happens if that workstation fails?
What if a bunch of them fail?”

“Have you been over
to the EOF?” When he shook his head no, Brett said, “We have a
complete duplicate computer room there. If Sentry discovers a
workstation is malfunctioning – bang – he reroutes the work over to
the backup workstation. In fact, if all the computers in this room
failed, we would just move over to the backup room and keep
working. It’s what we call a hot recovery.”

“Ever happen? Losing
all the computers.”

“Nah. Not in real
life. Checked it out in tests. Works like a charm. Now, from time
to time, we lose one or two workstations, usually for scheduled
maintenance, but sometimes one malfunctions. Sentry throws the
switch and brings up the other workstation.”

“Let’s say I’m a
terrorist,” Post said. “I beat the crap out of you and blow up this
control room. Now I know you have a duplicate control room, so my
partner also beats the crap out of you – just for the hell of it –
then goes over and blows up the duplicate control room. Any way to
keep the core from melting down?”

“Yeah. I’ve been
taking karate lessons, so I would be doing the ass kicking.” He
lashed out with a kick at an imaginary terrorist, barely missing
the congressman. “But if that failed and they blew up all the
computers, we could still shut down the reactor. What the
terrorists don’t know is that the NRC has a complete computer room
in DC where they can operate this reactor by remote control. In an
emergency, the NRC computer can take over this site or any other
Sentry site and shut down any reactor. It’s what we call
defense-in-depth. We have redundancy for all our key components,
sometimes redundancy on top of redundancy.”

“Pretty impressive.”
Post looked around. “Is everything hooked up to
Sentry?”

“Yeah, just about.”
Brett pointed over to the far corner of the control room. “See that
wall over there?”

“Yes.”

“There are several
indicators about five feet up on the wall. Those are antiques. They
were installed when the reactor was activated in 1967. We kept them
to maintain a sense of history.” Brett squinted, trying to read the
distant instruments. “Let’s see – reactor water level and
temperature, coolant pressure, steam generator level and pressure
and containment pressure. Amazing how far we’ve come over the
years.”

“Do they still
work?”

“Yeah. Pretty
accurate, too, for such old timers.”

“Don’t underestimate
the old timers. They usually come through when it
counts.”

Brett raised his
eyebrows but didn’t reply.


CHAPTER 20

MIZINSKY
– Theodore L., Age 51, of Cedar Grove, NJ, on February 4, 2012.
Beloved husband of Deborah Mizinsky, devoted father of Judith and
William Mizinsky. Died of injuries sustained in an automobile
accident. Funeral services will be held February 7 at 10 am in the
Donovan Funeral Home in Cedar Grove.

----from
the New York Times Obituaries, February 6, 2012

First
Anniversary of PeaceMaker Attack

Candlelight Marches Held Worldwide

---- The
Wall Street Journal headlines, January 29, 2013

5 pm Sunday, January
29, 2012


Leon woke up and stretched his arms.
He was pleased the next seat was empty, providing a little extra
room to stretch out. Checking his watch, Leon saw it was just a
little after 5 pm Eastern. He figured they were flying over Western
Pennsylvania or maybe Ohio.

He looked out his
window as the last glow of the sunset faded into an early-arriving
winter night. Far below, Leon could see the glimmering lights of
small towns. In the distance, the bright lights of a city dominated
the night. He wondered what it would be like to live out in the
rural countryside. The pace would be slower. He wouldn’t have to
contend with all the people, but Leon was a city boy. He grew up in
Philadelphia, and he still loved the city, even with all the
hassles. The culture was outstanding, and he had a great time
taking his son to see the Phillies. He smiled. Mike was becoming a
fan just like him.

Leon looked back
past the tail of the plane. Suddenly, all the lights below him
began to go out; a black wave swept across the ground at an
incredible rate, leaving only darkness in its wake. Towns that had
been brightly lit just a moment before were now dark. He watched
the darkness sweep in from the west, behind the plane, and flow
toward the east. The black line swiftly passed beneath the plane
and disappeared over the horizon, leaving a murky void. The
sparkling civilization below had disappeared in a dark tidal
wave.

Leon pressed his
face against the window and looked in every direction. Nothing. He
strained to see out the windows across the aisle. No lights
anywhere. He couldn’t believe it. There was a complete power
failure across a huge area. People were buzzing all over the plane,
reassuring each other with uneasy words.

“This is your
captain speaking.” Abruptly, the plane was quiet. “As you may have
noticed, there’s a complete blackout below us. I don’t know how
wide it is, but I suspect it’s quite extensive. I have been unable
to contact air control in Philadelphia.

“I want to emphasize
we are in no danger at the present time. The plane is working
perfectly, and we have a clear path into Philadelphia. Hopefully,
power and communications will be restored before we reach the
airport, so we can make a normal landing. If not, I can land the
plane using instruments.

“I want everyone to
relax. I have asked the flight attendants to complete the dinner
service as quickly as possible. Because of the situation, we will
not be serving any liquor. I’ll get back to you as soon as I learn
anything new.”

Face still pressed
against the window, Leon stared into the darkness below. He had a
nagging feeling in his gut that this would be a bad night. He hoped
Sabrina and the kids weren’t out on the road shopping or running
errands. They’re probably all at home, he tried to assure
himself.

***

Mary Stuart finished
adjusting the external heart pacer for her patient, Albert
Montemuro. She walked over to the nurse’s station and dictated her
observations into the patient records system. Two young nurses were
sitting on the other side of the room smiling and talking. Probably
gossip, Mary thought. Time better spent with
patients.

Her back was
bothering her again. The four-day week sounds good, but she was
beginning to regret signing up for it. The ten hour shift was just
too much for her back. Plus, the drive home from Schenectady to
Albany was smack in the middle of rush hour traffic. She’d have to
talk to someone about going back to a five-day
week.

Before Mary was able
to complete her dictation, the system went dead. She pressed the
power button, but the display panel remained dark. Annoyed, she
decided to call the technical support line. Suddenly, the power
blinked and went out. Rapidly advancing late afternoon shadows gave
the floor an eerie, dreamlike quality. The hospital was quiet for a
moment, and then people began shouting. The spell was broken
suddenly.

My
patients!

Mary rushed into
Montemuro’s room and found him thrashing about the bed. He was
holding his chest and trying to scream, but only low gasps were
coming out. A quick glance at the pacing machine confirmed the
worst. All the indicators were dark. Where was the backup power
supply? Montemuro lapsed into unconsciousness before Mary could
help him. She began CPR, without effect.

Suddenly, the room
was bright; the backup power was on. Thank God! Mary scrambled over
the bed to get to the pacing machine. The indicators were still
dark. She pushed the power button – nothing. Come on, damn you! She
punched the power button hard a couple of additional times with no
result. She dropped to her knees to check the power cord. It was
plugged in. Driven by a sense of desperation, Mary shook the heart
pacer with both hands, but it was completely
dead.

She had to calm
down. The machine wasn’t working. Mary looked at Mr. Montemuro’s
gray face. He wasn’t thrashing about anymore. She scrambled out the
door. She had other patients.

***

Laura was alone in
the convenience store when the lights went out. One minute it was
bright and familiar, the next dark and strange. Laura pulled a
flashlight out of a drawer and went to the window. All the lights
were out – streetlights, traffic lights, store lights – everything.
Only the headlights of passing cars occasionally pierced the
darkness. The street was sprinkled with people, but they all seemed
to be walking with a purpose; nobody was just hanging
around.

Laura realized it
must be a massive power failure. She stepped outside and looked
down South Orange Avenue in each direction, but she couldn’t see
any lights except for the cars. The winter evening was chilly, so
she went back inside the store, locking the front
entrance.

She decided to wait
for a few minutes to see if the power would come back. After about
twenty minutes, she noticed the store was becoming unpleasantly
cool. She bent down to examine a heating vent, which felt cold to
the touch. That’s it. Time to go home. Laura picked up the netphone
to call her manager but could not get a dial tone. The phones were
out, too.

Laura put on her
coat and walked to the front door. Using the flashlight, she
scanned the aisles to make sure everything looked okay. After
zipping up her coat, she hooked her purse over her shoulder, locked
up the store, and hurried toward the bus stop, which was only a
block away. It was cold, but the snow had been shoveled off the
sidewalks this morning, so the walking was easy. Laura noticed
there were few people on the street. Not many cars going by,
either. She reached the bus stop in a few minutes, but the bus was
not in sight.

Ten minutes went by.
Where is that bus? The night was cold, even with a warm coat. Laura
decided to start walking home, since her apartment was only about
fifteen blocks away. Besides, there was a bus stop every couple of
blocks. If the bus came, she would be able to catch
it.

Laura began to walk
home along South Orange Avenue. The avenue was old and run down,
but it was the centerpiece of the western section of Newark.
Usually, lots of people would be shopping or just walking around,
but tonight the streets were deserted. She looked back over her
shoulder for the bus, but nothing was coming.

An occasional car
drove by, its lights providing a brief respite from the darkness.
The buildings were no longer familiar, no longer friendly. She
thought about walking back to the store, but it was too far.
Besides, staying the night in there wouldn’t be safe. She shivered
as a gust of wind penetrated her coat. The community seemed to be
receding as the darkness pushed in.

Laura began to walk
faster.

***

“Mom, can you fix
the TV? It just went out!”

Nancy Brown shouted
from the kitchen, “I know, Brian. It’s a power failure. I’m coming
up.”

Nancy trudged up the
stairs in the fading light of the late afternoon. Brian was waiting
for her at the top of the stairs. “It’s creepy, Mom. Nothing works.
When will the power come back?”

“I’m sure the power
company will fix it soon.”

Nancy shouted in the
direction of David’s room, “David, honey, are you working in the
dark with your wallet computer?”

No answer. Nancy
walked to David’s room, where as usual, the door was closed.
“David, what are you doing in there?”

When he didn’t
answer, she pushed open the door and stepped inside. David was
slumped over, eyes closed, with his face pressed at an awkward
angle against the computer. Panic froze her briefly, and she rushed
up to him and pulled him off the display.

“David!” she
screamed, but he didn’t respond. He was unconscious, but she didn’t
see any injuries. His breathing was shallow, almost nonexistent.
Pressing an ear against his chest, Nancy picked up a faint
heartbeat. She shook his shoulders and screamed his name again, but
he didn’t respond.

Clearly terrified by
her screams, Brian ran into the room and stared at his brother.
“What’s wrong with David?”

“I don’t know,”
Nancy cried as she grabbed David’s netphone off the desk. She
shouted, “9-1-1,” but the phone remained quiet. She tried a second
time, with no result.

Knowing her son’s
life depended on fast action, Nancy said, “We have to take David to
the emergency room. Grab his feet.” Nancy lifted his head and
shoulders while Brian held his feet. Struggling with David’s
weight, they carried him out the door.

***

Dr. Maureen Young
was sitting at a console talking to Brett and her deputy, Harold
Tabnik, when the siren went off. She realized immediately the main
power was lost and the backup power system had cut in. She heard
the control rods drop into the core as the reactor scrammed in an
automated effort to shut down. A quick glance around the room
showed that all the displays were blank.

The blare of the
alarm made it difficult to concentrate.

“Someone turn off
the warning siren!” Maureen shouted.

Suddenly, it was
very quiet.

Maureen’s footsteps
on the cement floor echoed through the room as she walked to the
primary operations console. Staring at the dark display, Maureen
said, “Sentry, start up.”

Nothing.

“Sentry, start
up.”

The display remained
dark.

Brett pushed the
power button on the workstation, but the machine remained silent.
Maureen felt fear begin to overrun the control
room.

“Harold, is your
console working?” she shouted.

“No, everything’s
down,” Harold hollered back. “I can’t get anything to
work.”

Another engineer
shouted across the room to her, “The netphone is out. I can’t reach
the NRC or anyone else.”

Maureen felt the
tension invade her body. Without the computer, she was flying
blind. She didn’t know what was happening in the core, and there
was no way to control the reactor. Anything could happen, but her
worst fear was a meltdown. If the pumps shut down – even slow down
– the cooling water could not drain all the heat from the reactor.
The core would melt down and explode. Not a nuclear explosion, but
one forceful enough to blast nuclear materials and radiation across
a wide area. Everyone within hundreds of miles would be
contaminated. Everyone in the control room would be
dead.

Maureen listened to
the hum of the pumps and felt the familiar, tingling vibration
through the balls of her feet. The backup power was keeping the
reactor under control. Everything felt normal now, but that could
change rapidly.

“I want everyone to
listen to me,” Maureen said. “Everyone remain calm. We have a power
failure, and we are now operating on backup power. The power will
last for twelve hours, more than enough time to shut down the
reactor safely. I heard the reactor scram, so shutdown is already
underway. However, these workstations are not responding, so we
need to move to the backup facility. I want everyone to get over
there now but without panicking or hurting yourself. Let’s
go.”

The technicians
hurried to the door and waited impatiently for it to slide open.
Moments went by without any movement. One of the technicians kicked
the door in desperation.

It remained
locked.

They began to kick
it, pull it, push it, but nothing worked.

Brett pushed his way
through the crowd to the door, carrying a heavy metal wrench. He
crashed the wrench against the glass window but barely nicked it.
Sweating heavily, Brett hit it a second time, with the same result.
He cursed and swung the wrench a third time, but it bounced off the
glass. Harold grabbed the wrench and swung with all his strength,
but he, too, was unable to dent the glass.

Pushing back her
fear, Maureen shouted, “Give me your attention.” As they turned to
her, she said, “We’re going to split into two groups.” She looked
at Harold, a tall, graying man with dark-rimmed glasses. “Harold is
in charge of the group that will figure out how to get us out of
the control room. I don’t care what you have to destroy, just get
it done.” She picked two technicians to work with Harold, then
said, “Get started now.”

Maureen turned to
the rest of the group. “We are going to get these computers working
again. Brett, you go through the specs to see if anything in the
software could have caused this. The rest of us are going to pull
the wall panels and check the wiring. We know the backup power is
working fine, so there must be a disconnect somewhere in the trunk.
Let’s go.”

Maureen and her team
removed wall panels and began to examine the wiring. A few minutes
later she heard a quiet voice call her name and felt someone tug on
her arm. She turned to see Brett’s worried face. Her stomach
knotted when he said, “Come with me. I need to show you
something.”

Brett led her to the
far wall. She was elated to see the indicators had moved on the
antique devices. At least we can get some basic information. Brett
pointed to a circular gauge that measured reactor coolant
temperature. The position indicator was in the yellow zone, meaning
the water temperature was pretty hot. It was still far from the red
zone, so the core was in no danger of meltdown. She quickly checked
the other indicators, which were okay.

“Well, the reactor
coolant is hotter than it should be, but everything else looks
normal,” she said. “Keep your eye on the temperature while I get
back to the wiring.”

“Don’t you see,
there’s something wrong,” Brett said. “Why are these antiques
working? If there’s a problem with the trunk, they would be out,
too.”

As Maureen thought
about Brett’s observation, she noticed the indicator move slightly
closer to the red zone. She looked at Brett, who whispered, “The
coolant is getting hotter.”

Maureen forced
herself to remain calm. “The problem could be in the software or it
could be a break after the antiques tie into the
trunk.”

She saw it – a
sudden movement of an indicator. The pressure jumped in
containment. “Steam has escaped into containment! Christ, we have a
leak somewhere!”

Grim-faced, Brett
asked, “Any way to tell if the leak is from the primary or
secondary coolant loop?”

“Not without the
computer! But I can tell you one thing. It’s
radioactive.”

“Containment will
hold it, won’t it?”

Maureen realized
everyone had stopped to listen to them. The idiots! She screamed,
“Everyone get back to work! We have big problems here. Work like
your life depends on it!”

As the technicians
jumped back to work, Brett whispered, “Maureen, are you
okay?”

“I’m fine! If there
is a problem with the software, you have to find
it.”

Maureen rushed over
to Harold, whose head was in a hole in the wall near the door. She
knew they had to escape from this room. Harold was talking with one
of the engineers, trying to understand the wiring around the door.
She sat down next to him and peered in the wall. “What’s the story
with the door, Harold?”

“With the computer
down, we can’t get at the specs, so we don’t really know what the
hell we’re doing.” Harold pulled his head out of the wall and said
to her, “Not that it matters, since we don’t have much in the way
of tools. Aside from that, things are great.”

And I’m depending on
this idiot to get us out of here. I’ve been thinking about removing
him for some time – why didn’t I do it?

“We don’t get
along,” she said, “but I never thought you were a
quitter.”

“Don’t ever call me
a quitter!” Harold shouted, red-faced. “Just stay out of my way,
and I’ll get this door open.” He pushed his head back in the wall,
nicking his forehead on its edge.

Maureen stood up and
looked around. With papers spread all over his desk, Brett was
searching for a problem in the software. Most of the panels were
off the wall as the technicians looked for a problem among hundreds
of miles of wires. Harold and his team were trying to figure out
the door. She didn’t have confidence in any of them, but her life
depended upon someone coming through.

She walked back to
the antique instruments. The coolant temperature was moving toward
the red zone, and the pressure in containment was close to the
design limit. Maureen laughed bitterly. Either the core would melt
down or containment would explode. It wasn’t her fault, but she was
going to die anyway.

***

Ray stared at the
code in frustration. Another false trail. The Domain had planted
several false trails, and he was running out of time. Goldman’s
soldiers might discover him before they found the answer. In
addition, the longer it took them to figure out how to kill the
virus, the more damage it would do, and the more lives that would
be lost. Tidesco was working in the other room, and he shouted out
the door, “Any luck, Linda?”

Her tired voice came
back to him. “Nothing. I’m beginning to wonder if they hid the
authorization sequence in the code, after all.”

“It’s there. They
wouldn’t have planted all these false trails if it weren’t there.
Keep looking.”

Ray hoped he sounded
more confident than he felt. Dianne’s agents were sure to search
this room before long. If they didn’t find the authorization code
pretty soon …

He started to pull
up another code section, but his stomach rumbled, reminding him
that he had not eaten since yesterday. Since Tidesco had moved into
someone’s apartment, Ray thought he might find a snack in the small
kitchen just outside the bedroom.

Ray plodded into the
kitchen and spotted a compact refrigerator in the corner. He pulled
on the handle and was stunned by what he saw as the door opened;
the top shelf of the refrigerator was filled with at least a dozen
bottles of wine and beer.

Just a drink or two
to get rid of the tension, he thought as his thirst surged. I could
still find the virus. Hell, I’d be better if I were
relaxed.

His fingertips
touched a cold bottle of wine, but he pulled his hand back as if
struck by an electric shock. I’m a great developer, sober or drunk.
I proved that. But I wouldn’t get drunk. Not even high. Just
relaxed.

Leaving the
refrigerator open, Ray reached up and pulled a glass out of the
cabinet. He was sweating as he put the glass down on the counter.
He reached into the ice cube tray and dropped two cubes into his
glass. Ray bent down and looked into the refrigerator
again.

He could feel the
power of the enemy. His mouth was dry. Just reach in and get a
bottle. Ray knew exactly how it would be. The warmth would spread
through his body, and for a moment, he would be
free.

Yeah, free to be a
drunk. Free to be captured or killed. Free to see that fucking
virus use my software to kill thousands of
people.

Angrily, he reached
in – past the bottles, past his enemy. His hand tightened around a
bottle, and he lifted it out. Ray slammed shut the refrigerator
door and poured a glass of Coke.


CHAPTER 21

The
federal government was totally unprepared for the attack.
Apparently, PeaceMaker had been hidden in the operating system for
many years. When it took control of the computers, the so-called
security experts were helpless.
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Goldman paced back and forth in the
command center, trying to keep track of all three display panels.
Behind the displays were rows of computers, instruments and other
electronic gear necessary to run the mansion. The technician on
each console was manually scanning through the rooms and hallways
looking for Dianne and her cohorts. So far, they had come up with
nothing. However, his technicians discovered the cameras did not
cover several locations. This couldn’t be an accident; Dianne must
have a contingency plan that enabled her to move through the halls
undetected. Goldman had sent soldiers out to monitor these
locations, but they never returned. Probably
dead.

Suddenly, all the
lights went off in the hallways around his command post. This must
be the beginning of her attack, but he was ready. She would be
unable to fight her way through the defensive perimeter around the
command post.

Goldman scanned the
darkened corridors on the displays, expecting the attack to come at
any moment. He felt the tension build, but something was wrong. It
was too quiet. There was no shooting, no movement, no nothing.
Sudden realization came to him; the hallways had not been darkened
to launch an attack but to keep him penned in.

Goldman rushed to
the door, fearing the command center would become a death trap.
Once he had safely reached the door, he turned around and screamed,
“Everyone get out of this room!”

Just as he stepped
into the hallway, a tremendous explosion blew through the floor of
the command center. The force of the blast threw him against the
wall and knocked him down. Goldman buried his head under his arms
for protection from the heat and debris of the
blast.

Stunned momentarily,
Goldman struggled to drag himself upright. His eyes wouldn’t focus,
and his ears were ringing. He got to his feet and shook his head to
clear his mind. Through scratchy eyes Goldman looked at the remains
of the command center – a wreck of broken walls and equipment
covered with a thick, white dust. None of his men in there could
have survived.

The soldiers in the
hallway were shaken but still alive. “Take your positions. They
will be coming down the hall,” he screamed. “We can still
win.”

A moment later,
shots came out of the dark hallways. Dianne was launching her
attack, but she would be surprised to find most of his men were
still alive. His soldiers were ready and returned the
fire.

Goldman heard a
footstep behind him, where nobody should be
alive.

“Alan, drop your
gun,” a feminine voice said. “It’s over.”

Recognizing Dianne’s
voice, Goldman froze but didn’t drop his pistol. He said, “You
wouldn’t shoot me in the back, would you, old
friend?”

“What would be the
pleasure in that?” she replied.

He couldn’t see
Dianne, but her voice was coming from a spot a few yards behind
him.

“Why not give me a
sporting chance? I assume you have a weapon aimed at me. Point it
at the floor, if you have the balls.”

Dianne’s laugh was
unpleasant, contemptuous. Her voice challenged him. “My weapon is
pointed down. Whenever you’re ready.”

Sweat ran into his
eyes, but he still didn’t move.

“How do I know
you’re telling the truth?”

“Make your move,
Alan. I’m going to kill you, anyway. What have you got to
lose?”

Goldman dived for
the floor and swung his gun around. He could see Dianne framed like
a witch in the dusty air of the operations center. Her rifle was at
her shoulder, aimed at his chest. Before Goldman could get his
pistol into position, the muzzle of her weapon flashed twice. The
pain was intense as the bullets penetrated his arm and
chest.

The force of the
bullets knocked him over, and he hit the ground awkwardly. His
elbow crashed against the floor, knocking the gun free. The pistol
bounced once, twice, then was still. He could see it, but he didn’t
have the strength to reach for it.

Goldman was lying on
his back on the cement floor, blinking his eyes to make them focus.
He felt no pain, nothing at all. Confused, Goldman looked up at his
enemy standing over him. “The rifle. You told me …” but he was too
weak to finish.

She smiled – a thin,
evil smile. “I lied.”

The witch blurred
and faded from sight. I almost pulled it off, he thought. Almost
...

***

Tidesco was looking
over Ray’s shoulder at a section of virus code. “Linda, this has to
be the authorization sequence,” he said. “Nothing else
fits.”

Her voice was dull
with weariness, “It could be. I’m not sure. The code is
deliberately convoluted. It could be a trap set by the developers
to protect the virus from prying eyes. Maybe it tells PeaceMaker to
take some sort of aggressive action if someone triggers the
code.”

All of a sudden, the
room shook with a tremendous explosion. The staccato sounds of
gunfire followed.

“That was too
close,” Ray said. “Screw it! I’m going with this as the
authorization sequence.”

“Okay, let’s hope
you’re right,” Tidesco said, looking dubious. “Let’s also hope you
can convince PeaceMaker you’re Dianne Morgan.”

“What?” he said,
pretending that she had hurt his feelings. “You don’t think I’m
pretty?”

“You’re gorgeous
Dianne, except you need a shave.”

“You’d better go
into the living room,” Ray said, suddenly serious. “I have to face
PeaceMaker alone. If I wind up toast, you’ll have to come up with
another answer.”

***

Dianne looked down
the hallway in both directions. The floor and walls were splattered
with blood. Bodies were everywhere. It was quiet now; the fight was
over. Domain agents were pulling bodies over, checking for
survivors, but Goldman and most of his followers were
dead.

Murphy walked up to
her as she looked over the massacre. Dianne turned to him and said,
“They’re all dead in here. Have part of your team do a room to room
search for any survivors.”

“The search is
already in progress,” he said. “Miraculously, we found Steve and
Mohammed in the next room – alive, although badly
beaten.”

“Okay,” Dianne said.
“I’ve been unable to contact Lester or Carson.” She sighed. “Dead,
probably.”

She heard someone
coming and looked down the hall to see her soldiers leading two of
Goldman’s men away in handcuffs. One of the captives was limping
badly, while the other seemed unharmed. Both her soldiers and the
captives seemed too young for this – too young for what had to be
done.

“Murphy,” she said,
touching his shoulder. “Tell your men to take no prisoners. There
will be no witnesses to these events.”

Murphy nodded and
walked away, his footsteps fading into background noise. Dianne was
alone in the remains of the computer center. She walked over to
Goldman’s body and gently nudged his arm with her foot. It was hard
to believe he was dead. She was disappointed to discover his death
gave her no pleasure. She felt nothing, really, one way or the
other. She sat down on the warm floor, a few feet from the body,
and leaned against a strip of wall that was still standing. Goldman
got what he deserved, she thought.

As she rested, two
shots rang out, then two more. She pulled her knees tightly against
her chest.

You do what you have
to do.

A moment later,
Murphy was standing over her. Dianne noticed him, but couldn’t
respond. Finally, he cleared his throat. “We discovered a room
where Goldman stored the bodies,” Murphy said in a thin voice.
Surprised by his tone, she looked up at her friend. For the first
time in her memory, Murphy seemed uncertain. “All our people who
worked here are dead. Dozens of bodies …”

“What about Ray
Brown?”

“He wasn’t in the
room.”

“We have to get
him.” Dianne climbed to her feet, a sense of danger growing within
her.

“We’ll find him –
dead or alive – as we search the entire facility,” Murphy said, his
voice regaining its strength. “I have soldiers patrolling the
grounds. Ray isn’t going anywhere. I’ve begun to video scan the
rooms using my computer. If he’s here, we’ll find
him.”

“We’ll split the
work,” Dianne said. “You scan the first two floors and basement,
I’ll take the upper floors.

Murphy received a
call on his wallet computer, listened briefly and hurried down the
hall and out of sight. Dianne noticed a slight odor for the first
time, the smell of meat beginning to go bad. Alone in the carnage
again, she felt like a part of her had died here,
too.

This is Goldman’s
fault, not mine, she thought, but it didn’t
help.

Pushing all the
bloodshed out of her mind, Dianne pulled out her wallet computer
and began scanning. Most of the rooms seemed to be empty, but
occasionally, she would find a body. Several were friends,
acquaintances really, even though she had known them for years. It
didn’t matter now.

Then she saw
someone. Zooming in, it was a woman standing with her back to the
camera. It was Linda Tidesco, Alan’s best technician. She was
standing in the main room of her apartment, just outside the
bedroom. Tidesco was hiding, attempting to peek into the
bedroom.

There was a man in
the bedroom!

Dianne grabbed her
automatic and rushed out.

***

Leon had been
peering out the cabin window for less than an hour, although it
seemed like many hours had passed. He rubbed his eyes and scanned
the horizon again, hoping the lights would return. The night was
almost totally black, pierced in some locations by long strands of
light. Leon realized he was seeing great lines of automobiles on
the highways trying to get home. There must be traffic jams down
there unlike anything before. He quickly looked up as a somber
voice came over the speaker.

“Hello, this is the
captain again. I want to thank everyone for their patience tonight.
We’re going to rely on you to maintain your good judgment until we
get this flight safely on the ground.

“I have some good
news and some news that’s not so good. The good news is we have
established voice communications with traffic control in
Philadelphia. As you have probably realized, there’s a massive
power failure across the entire country. To be frank, power is out
almost everywhere on the planet, the result of widespread computer
failures. Apparently, almost all the computers have been attacked
by a new type of software virus, something they haven’t been able
to extinguish. Unfortunately, that includes the air traffic control
computers, too.”

The captain paused
for a second and said, “The controllers will be able to manually
guide us into proper landing patterns. The backup power is on, so
they can talk to all the pilots. The runway lights are working and
all takeoffs have been suspended, so we should be able to land
without incident. I’m not saying this will be a piece of cake, but
we are going to get down safely.

“We have already
started our landing procedure. We should be safely on the ground in
about ten minutes. Once we’re down, I’ll give you instructions for
leaving the plane. Stay in your seats until
then.”

Looking out the
window at the thick clouds below the plane, Leon knew that landing
without an operational traffic control system would be risky.
Although he could see little through the window, he felt the great
plane begin to lose altitude. As the plane came down, it pivoted
and dropped through the clouds, presenting a view of the Delaware
River in the distance, a dark stripe barely outlined by the now
sparse lights of Philadelphia.

Suddenly, there was
a blast of sound, like a locomotive streaking through a railroad
station. Leon saw another plane coming down for a landing, but it
was much too close to them. His plane banked hard to the right, and
he was pitched partly out of his seat; his head banged hard into
the window. Leon felt himself screaming but couldn’t hear anything
over the roar of the engines. Only the seatbelt kept him from being
thrown into the aisle. The plane began to rise rapidly, and he was
thrown back into his seat.

People were
screaming and crying everywhere, but Leon could barely hear them
over the roar of the engines. The man across the aisle sagged
unconscious in his seat. Leon looked out his window in horror and
watched the other big plane spiral down, spinning with crazed
ferocity. It crashed into the Delaware River with terrible force
and exploded in an outburst of water and flame. The roar of the
explosion was beyond his endurance and he screamed
again.

The roar
disappeared, replaced by a low-pitched, unhealthy sound: the hum of
the engines mixed with the moans of injured passengers. Leon’s face
felt wet and sticky, and he brushed his forehead. He stared at his
sleeve, which was smudged with blood. His stomach was rebelling,
but he leaned back in the seat until the nausea passed. His
reflection in the window showed a cut above his left eye. Leon
pressed a handkerchief against the wound, which was messy but not
deep.

The plane continued
to climb, but now the ascent wasn’t as steep. The flight attendants
were in the aisle, assisting injured passengers. One came to look
at his wound, but he said, “I’m okay. It’s not bad. Check the guy
across the aisle. He was knocked around pretty
hard.”

She turned to the
other passenger, examined his head, and put her hand on his wrist.
She turned and shouted down the aisle, “Jeanie, come
here!”

Another flight
attendant, Jeanie, was quickly there. Jeanie checked the man’s
wrist and then his neck for a pulse. Jeanie looked at her friend
and slowly shook her head.

At that moment, the
captain’s voice rasped over the speaker, “I want everyone to take a
seat. We’re circling back, and we will start our descent again.” A
woman screamed, but the captain’s voice was harsh, “I’m going to
land this plane, so get into your seats.”

Leon felt the big
plane come around and move into a landing pattern. As the plane
descended again and the Delaware came into view, he gripped the
sides of the seat and pressed his feet against the seat in front.
The remnants of the other plane’s tail stuck out of the water and
he could see part of a wing lying in a field on the Jersey side of
the river. Fuel had spread everywhere, burning on top of the river
and on its banks. Overmatched fire trucks were spraying water on
the billowing flames. A great cloud of filthy smoke was rising from
the flames and drifting over the runways.

Abruptly, his plane
was in the dark cloud, and the airport disappeared. Night turned to
dusky Hell, and the plane seemed to wobble briefly, then steady
itself. Then they were through the cloud and land rushed up, much
too rapidly. Leon felt the impact throughout his body as the plane
landed hard and bounced unnaturally. After coming down on one set
of wheels, it lurched to the opposite side and, finally, righted
itself.

They were speeding
down the runway, past abandoned planes and vehicles. The air brakes
roared, but the plane gave up speed grudgingly. They sped past the
end of the runway and bounced through a grass field covered with a
light snow. The plane rattled hard and several pieces of luggage
fell out of the overhead storage, smashing into an aisle passenger
a few seats ahead of him. Still pressing his feet against the seat
in front of him, Leon tried to pray, but the words wouldn’t come. A
highway, choked with speeding cars and trucks, was coming into
view, separated from the field by an old barbed-wire fence. The
airbrakes seemed to be slowing down the plane, but the fence was
almost upon them. Finally, near the edge of the field, the plane
skidded to a stop.

The cabin was quiet,
except for the rustle of passengers who, like Leon, probably
couldn’t quite believe they were still alive. The cabin felt
colder, and Leon realized that the power was
off.

The captain’s voice
filled the cabin. “We have landed safely. Please remain in your
seats until a flight attendant comes for you. We can all exit the
plane safely if you follow instructions.”

The flight
attendants were busy again, opening the emergency doors and helping
passengers leave the plane. Leon slid down the emergency exit,
stood up and looked around.

This had to be Hell.
It was night, but the flames rising from the Delaware gave
everything a flickering, orange tint. The smoky fumes rose through
the cold air, making it difficult to see more than a few hundred
feet. The caustic odor of burning fuel was overwhelming, and his
eyes stung from the soot.

There were no rescue
vehicles coming. He figured they must be fighting the flames that
now threatened the airport. The captain and crew were trying to
gather the passengers to make the long trek back to the
terminal.

A bitter wind blew
across the field, making Leon shiver. A cold January night in
Philadelphia without a coat was serious; they had to reach the
warmth of the terminal quickly.

Leon heard the now
familiar voice of the captain, who was trying to gain the
passengers’ attention. The low hum of the wind and fire, combined
with the irregular roar of planes and trucks going by made it
difficult to understand what he was saying.

“I want everyone to
listen. We need to reach the terminal as quickly as possible.
Everyone who can walk without assistance should gather around
me.”

All but three of the
passengers were able to walk up to the captain. Leon saw Jeanie,
the flight attendant, gather these three and begin talking to
them.

“We are going to
walk across this grass field and then across the airfield to the
terminal,” the captain said. “It’s dangerous, but it’s the best
option. Everyone should walk close behind me. Do not fall back!
Stay alert for danger, but don’t panic. We have to avoid the flames
and the fumes from the crash. Try not to breath the fumes. They may
be toxic.”

The captain looked
toward the terminal and turned back to the passengers gathered
around him. “Be very careful crossing the airfield. Planes will be
landing and coming into the terminals. Rescue vehicles will be
moving at high speed. Visibility is poor, and I don’t know what
degree of communications and coordination is possible. There are
more than two hundred people here, and I can’t watch everyone, so
stay close to me.”

The captain began
walking and everyone followed him. The captain, co-captain and two
flight attendants each had flashlights, but the beams only
illuminated about twenty feet in front of them. Leon was on the
edge of the crowd, about ten feet behind the captain. The wet snow
had already soaked through his shoes. He could see the terminal in
front of them, but it was far in the distance. On the right, he
could see the flames and smoke from the remains of the crashed
plane. To his left, he could see planes coming in for a landing.
Leon thought about climbing the fence and trying to flag down a
ride on the highway, but he didn’t want to tackle that
barbed-wire.

The field was
covered in a light snow that blew powerfully across his body in the
gusting wind. His hands and feet were already feeling numb, and
there was a long way to walk.

Finally, they were
off the grass and onto a runway. Smoke from the river continued to
drift across the airfield, making the terminal gradually disappear.
The captain was a fading image in front of him, outlined by the
hazy beam of the flashlights. He could hear the big planes landing,
but he could no longer see them. Hopefully, the captain would be
able to find the terminal.

Leon became aware of
the sound of an airplane coming in for a landing. He couldn’t see
the plane, but the sound was becoming painfully loud. The captain
stopped and listened to what was now a roar. Leon’s eyes were
tearing from the smoke as he desperately sought the location of the
plane.

He heard a loud
thump followed by the screech of air brakes. The plane was brutally
loud, and it was approaching rapidly. Several of the passengers
began to run, but most were frozen in place. A big plane emerged
out of the fumes, less than two hundred feet away and coming fast.
It was traveling slightly in front of the crowd, passing no more
than twenty feet ahead of the captain. Passengers screamed as the
tips of the giant wings passed over his head, but the roar of the
plane drowned out all sound.

Horrified, Leon saw
one woman run directly into the path of the plane. A huge tire
obliterated her as the plane roared past and disappeared into the
smoke. Nothing remained of the woman except her purse, it’s
contents spilled across the runway.

The sound of the
plane faded as it moved away. Heads swiveling as they peered in all
directions, the passengers from his plane clustered in fear behind
the captain. Leon realized he was too far from the captain and
hurried to get to the fringe of the crowd. In spite of the cold,
sweat had soaked through his shirt.

The fumes drifted
apart for a moment, and Leon was able to see the terminal again.
One of the passengers began to run toward it. The captain screamed
something, but the man ignored him. More people began to run. His
fear overwhelmed him, and Leon began to run with the
crowd.

Sweat was pouring
down his face as he ran. The crowd began to string out as the
faster runners moved to the front of the pack. Leon could hear the
sound of planes landing, but he couldn’t see them. The terminal
drifted in and out of sight.

A woman about ten
feet ahead of him collapsed to her knees. He saw her face as he
went past – dirty, tear-stained and exhausted.

Leon felt his fear
play out against his shame and compassion. He turned around, dodged
another runner and rushed back to her. He grabbed the woman around
the waist and lifted her to her feet. His hands were stiff from the
freezing weather, and she almost slipped away. Half walking, half
carrying, Leon dragged her along with him.

The last hundred
feet to the terminal were the worst. She was exhausted, and he
wasn’t much better. Passengers were going by him, some fast, some
slow. Leon didn’t know if he had the strength to get her to the
terminal. Suddenly, a man in a business suit appeared on the other
side of the woman. The stranger got his arm around her waist and
took most of the load. The three of them staggered forward and
reached the terminal. They struggled but got her up the stairs and
onto a bench. She was dazed, almost unconscious, and she slumped
heavily.

Breathing too hard
to say anything, Leon gratefully looked at the stranger. The man
was bent over, hands on his knees, trickles of sweat sliding along
his face. Using his remaining strength, Leon put his hand on the
man’s shoulder and nodded at him. The man looked at him, nodded
back and then walked away.

Leon caught his
breath and turned to leave. The woman’s hand grasped him weakly on
his forearm. She was starting to revive. Her mouth was forming
words, although she was too exhausted to speak
clearly.

“I’m glad I could
help,” he said.

Worried about his
family, Leon wanted to leave, but she held on to him. He patted her
hand and removed it from his arm. He said, “I have to go,” and
began to walk as quickly as he could. His car was in the parking
garage.

What would he find
on the drive home?

***

Murphy knew he was
cutting it close. He checked his watch again. Just about
twenty-three hours since he had set the timer. They had finished
mopping up the remains of Goldman’s soldiers. Mopping up, was that
how I’ll think about it? No witnesses, as Dianne had
ordered.

Still plenty of time
to disarm the bomb.

“Gebhardt, come with
me,” Murphy said to the agent next to him. Gebhardt was their best
explosives man. He was the one who had armed the bomb yesterday in
the tunnel.

Murphy and Gebhardt
hustled down the stairs toward the warehouse, their boots tapping
out a quick, controlled pace. Both carried automatic rifles in case
they ran across any remaining soldiers. Murphy noticed Gebhardt
glance discretely at his watch.

“Getting nervous?”
Murphy said, keeping his attention focused on the
stairs.

“A little, sir,”
Gebhardt replied. “But we should have more than enough
time.”

Murphy grunted. The
man should be nervous. I sure as hell am.

They pushed through
a metal door and entered a huge, gloomy space. The warehouse was
organized into tall rows of shelves filled with cartons of various
shapes and sizes. Only a fraction of the overhead lights were on,
providing a dim light filtered by the shelves.

The entrance to the
tunnel was hidden behind a shelf on the far wall, so they hurried
down the center aisle. Murphy felt a prickly sensation in his back
as they walked through dark shadows. Glancing left and right, his
eyes strained to penetrate the gloom.

Suddenly, Gebhardt
crashed against him just as three or four low pings rattled out.
Gebhardt knocked him hard into a shelf, causing the side of
Murphy’s head to smash against metal. Murphy crumpled to the
ground, too dazed to move.

His bleary eyes made
out a figure walking toward him – a soldier with a rifle. Murphy
tried to move, but his muscles didn’t obey. The soldier stopped in
front of him and aimed the rifle at his chest.

***

At first, it was
just a jumble of colors, fluid boundaries of dancing lights. Then
pain. The changing patterns of light and a dull headache were his
world. Gradually, his vision returned. Paul discovered he could
focus on the light above him. Then he could search the ceiling, his
eyes actually his own once again.

Sensations began to
return to his body: the cold metal of cuffs on his wrists and
ankles, a dry ache in his throat, the smooth surface of a chair on
his bare back, the grimy sweat covering his flesh. And then, Paul
remembered everything; he was a prisoner of the
Domain.

A slight odor, thin
and unpleasant, drifted into his senses. Paul turned his head into
the odor, automatically, reflex still ahead of thought. The small
floor was covered with three bodies, the color of death
everywhere.

God help
me.

Adrenalin surged
through his body. He tried to stand up, but his hands and feet were
securely chained to the chair. Uneven red spots covered his bare
chest – blood dried into a splatter of death. Fear added to his
strength as he pulled, but the chains held. Paul tried to control
his mounting panic. He pulled again with all his strength, but the
chains still would not give.

Breathing hard, he
looked down at his handcuffs. He examined them carefully and didn’t
see either a key or combination lock. In all probability, it was an
audio lock. If he could discover the password, it would
unlock.

The password would
have to be an unusual combination of characters to prevent an
accidental unlocking. He would never be able to guess it. Paul
figured at least one of the guards would have to know the password.
The guard would probably be concerned about forgetting it, so he
might have it written down on a piece of paper tucked in a pocket.
Maybe.

The chair Paul was
chained to was sturdy but not very heavy. He started throwing his
weight from side to side until the chair tipped over. Paul crashed
to the floor, harder than he expected, bruising his arm. With great
difficulty, Paul crawled over to the first guard, dragging the
chair with him. He positioned himself so he could get his hand in
the man’s pocket. He found nothing there, so he crawled over to the
other side and tried that pocket. Nothing there,
either.

Paul was breathing
hard from the exertion, so he rested for a moment. Perspiration
covered his face and chest. Still chained tightly to the chair, he
crawled over to the second guard and searched his pockets. Paul
found a wallet, but no password. Only the medic was left now. He
crawled over to the medic, panting from exhaustion and fear. He
searched the medic without success.

I was wrong. Nobody
has the password.

From the floor
level, Paul looked around for anything that could help him escape.
Then he saw it: the top of a sheet of paper sticking out from the
medic’s bag on the table.

Paul dragged himself
over to the table and struggled to his feet. The paper seemed to
have numbers on it, but it was wedged against the side of the bag
by a filthy syringe. The syringe, cracked and slowly leaking a
murky yellow liquid, was covered in blood. He realized he couldn’t
get at the paper without removing the syringe. The thought of
touching that syringe sickened him, but he had no
choice.

Paul turned his body
so his hands would reach the bag. He tried several different
positions, but he couldn’t quite get to it. He considered butting
the bag off the table with his head, but he was afraid the syringe
would break and smear the combination. There was only one thing to
do.

Paul took a moment
to calm his nerves and leaned over the table. He gently gripped the
syringe in his teeth, trying to avoid the cracked plastic. As he
lifted the needle out of the bag, Paul felt the grisly liquid drip
into his mouth. Controlling the urge to retch, he pulled the
syringe free and dropped it behind the bag. He tried to spit, but
his mouth felt thick and fuzzy, and he almost passed out. Finally,
Paul pulled the paper out of the bag with his teeth and dropped it
on the table.

The paper fell with
the writing face down. He tried to pick up the paper with his
teeth, but it had fallen flat on the table. Choking back his
frustration, Paul pushed himself around until he could grasp the
paper with the tip of his thumb and index finger. He flipped the
paper over so the writing was visible.

Two passwords were
written on the sheet. He said the first one, “6-A-4-X.” The cuffs
that locked his ankles to the chair opened, and Paul kicked his
legs free. The second password was partially covered with blood. He
could make out the first two characters, but not the last
two.

Maybe I can smash
the chair. His wrists had more freedom of movement, and he was able
to maneuver so the chair was in front of him. He struggled to lift
the metal chair and was about to smash it against the wall, when he
heard the sound of footsteps.

Paul flattened his
back against the wall near the door and raised the chair up to his
waist to strike. The footsteps were coming closer. They passed by
the door and continued down the hall at a rapid pace, the sound of
a single person running hard.

He pressed a control
button next to the door and glanced out as the door slid open. It
was Dianne carrying a pistol. She turned right at the far corner
and disappeared from sight. The footsteps stopped. Paul realized
she must have entered a room just beyond the
corner.

Maybe she’s hunting
for Ray.

In desperation, he
smashed the chair against the wall, but it was barely scratched.
Paul scrambled back to the paper and moved it to a spot on the
table where the light was strong. The first two characters were K
and 3. The third character might be 8, but he wasn’t sure. The last
character was buried in a bloodstain.

Paul said, “K – 3 –
8 –A”, but nothing happened.

“K-3-8-B”.

“K-3-8-C”…

***

Laura was aware of
the rasp of her breathing as she hurried along the avenue. Without
electricity, night was unnaturally quiet and dark in Newark.
Anxiety forced a quick glance over her shoulder, but she knew the
bus was not coming tonight. Laura was about half-way home now.
Another twenty minutes and she would be safe and secure in her
apartment.

Laura often passed
this way on the bus. The stores, almost all locally owned, occupied
hundred-year-old buildings on both sides of the wide avenue. She
knew most of the stores, at least from the outside. They were
always brightly lit, showing their merchandise to the passing
crowds. But not tonight.

Even more menacing
were the empty streets. People were always walking along the avenue
regardless of the hour – talking, shouting, even singing. Tonight
these streets were cold and unfamiliar. These were not the streets
she knew.

Laura saw
approaching headlights several blocks ahead of her, two beams of
light piercing the darkness. Sudden fear made her flatten her body
against one of the stores. She slid along the wall into the
darkness of a narrow alley, hiding behind a large trashcan,
kneeling in a light coating of snow.

Laura heard the car
coming and saw the beams of the headlights. A van pulled up and
stopped on the opposite side of the street. The headlights turned
dark, but for a moment, no one left the van. She made her breathing
as quiet as possible.

The van doors
opened, and three young black men emerged. They separated and
walked a few yards from the car. All three were dressed in dark
clothes, fancy sneakers and ski caps. Laura could see they were
looking around.

Are they coming
after me?

The three men pulled
down their ski caps to hide their identities and hurried to the
front door of the consumer electronics store across the street. She
realized these men were going to rob the store, not come after her.
Thank God, she thought, choking back a sob.

The store was
protected by a pull-down metal cage. One of the men pulled out a
key ring with a thick set of keys. He tried key after key until he
was able to unlock it. They lifted the metal cage, which opened
with a loud clang. The sound rattled across the quiet street, and
the men glanced around. Once they had the cage out of the way, they
were quickly able to unlock the front door. Two of them went into
the store and began to carry equipment out to the van, while one
man stayed outside and watched the street.

The thieves loaded
up the van with stolen goods for several minutes. Laura didn’t dare
move. She was less than fifty feet away from the lookout, and any
type of noise would give away her position.

Then she heard
something. Listening more closely, she heard the tiny scraping of a
small animal cautiously moving across the litter of the pavement.
Laura looked deeply into the alley, but the darkness hid whatever
was back there. She heard it again, now a little closer. She
focused on the direction of the sound and saw something
move.

Yellow eyes peered
out of the darkness. Laura caught her breath; years of tenement
living told her what it was. As her eyes adjusted to the deep black
of the alley, she began to see the outline of the
rat.

Just stay away from
me.

She saw a second
pair of yellow eyes, then a third. The rats were coming toward her
– slowly, cautiously – but they were getting close. The garbage
can! I’m between them and their food.

The rats moved to
within a few yards of her feet. She wanted to stand up and run, but
the lookout would be sure to see her. Laura tried to shoo them
away, but they scooted back a few feet and, probably realizing she
was not chasing after them, came back even
closer.

One of the rats
crept within inches of her feet and suddenly attacked. After biting
into the leather of her shoe, the rodent scurried away as she
kicked out. Unfortunately, she jostled the garbage
can.

“Who’s there?” Laura
heard the lookout call.

A flashlight shined
around the garbage can, and Laura pulled her knees against her
chest, hoping to stay out of view. The light slowly panned across
the alley, growing larger as the lookout
approached.

She heard the man
say, “Shit,” and the flashlight went out.

“Car coming,” the
lookout yelled. “Let’s get the hell out of
here.”

The street was noisy
with footsteps, and she heard van doors slam shut. In a second, she
heard tires squeal as the van pulled away. She peeked around the
trash can – the street was empty. Laura was still hidden in the
alley as a police car roared by, siren blasting. Too late, she
realized the police car was the safest place to be. She ran to the
sidewalk just as the cruiser turned a corner and disappeared from
view. She wandered aimlessly into the middle of the street as the
siren faded in the distance.

She had to get away
from the store before another lowlife was drawn to the inviting
target. My wallet computer! Laura pulled out her computer to call a
cab … the police … someone. She punched in her mother’s number, but
the line was dead. She looked fearfully down the avenue, dark and
unfamiliar, toward her home.

There was no other
way. She would have to walk.

***

As the figure came
into focus, Murphy realized the soldier was a woman. Moderately
tall, he thought, broad-shouldered, maybe a little too heavy. The
rifle she carried was the same model used by all of Goldman’s
soldiers. Somehow, she had hidden in the warehouse and eluded their
search.

“You alive for the
moment, but that could change real fast,” the woman said. “Do
exactly what I say. Start by taking off those
clothes.”

Murphy quickly
stripped down to his underwear.

“Turn around,” she
said. “Slowly.”

Murphy turned in a
slow circle as she checked him for weapons. He had been carrying a
rifle, but it was on the floor several yards away. Near Gebhardt,
Murphy thought as he looked at the body, its eyes wide open in an
unblinking stare.

“Okay, no weapons.”
The rifle was still pointed at his chest. “Do exactly what I say,
and I might not shoot you miserable ass.”

“Listen, I have to
tell you something,” Murphy said.

“Shut the fuck up,
dogface. I’m the one doing the talking,” she said. “You going to
lead me out of this warehouse. Bastards sneaked in through here and
ambushed us, so there has to be a secret way out of here.” The
woman jabbed the rifle at him. “Take me there,
now.”

He pointed down the
center aisle. “It’s down there – a tunnel that goes under the brick
wall.”

“Get going,” she
snapped.

As he led her down
the center aisle, Murphy looked at his watch. Only thirty-five
minutes to go. He knew the woman would shoot him as soon as she
didn’t need him anymore. He had to kill her, and the tunnel would
be the best place for an ambush.

“Stop looking at
that fucking watch, dogface. You probably not gonna live long
enough to matter.”

“We came in through
the tunnel last night. Since there was a good chance we would all
be killed, I took a precaution.”

They were at the far
wall now. “The tunnel is behind this shelf,” he
said.

“What was this
precaution?”

“We bought a few
portable nukes from our Russian friends. I left one in the tunnel.”
Murphy looked at his watch again. “Set to blow in thirty-two
minutes.”

She laughed, but it
was strained. “You expect me to believe that
bullshit?”

“That’s why I came
down here.” He reached behind the shelf, feeling for a
button.

“Nice and slow,” the
woman said. The muzzle of her rifle was pointed at his
chest.

Murphy found the
button and pushed it. He pulled his hand out and watched the shelf
lift straight up, revealing the tunnel.

“Son of a bitch,”
she muttered.

Murphy turned to her
and said, “The bomb is about fifty feet down the
tunnel.”

She was studying
him, her finger on the trigger.

“I can disarm it,”
he said. “We figured everyone within three miles of the facility
would go up with the blast. Of course, it’s all woods out
there.”

“All right, take me
to this bomb.”

“Can I have your
flashlight? There are no lights in the tunnel.”

“Yeah, right. Get
going, dogface. I’ll shine the flashlight.”

Murphy began
crawling down the tunnel, with the soldier a few feet behind him. A
moment later, he saw the glow of the instrument panel in front of
him. The flashlight beam skipped past the backpack and came back to
settle on the instrument panel. He figured she was having trouble
controlling both the flashlight and the rifle.

“That’s it,” he
said, glancing at her. The flashlight was in her left hand,
awkwardly pressed against the barrel. The rifle was pointed at the
backpack, not directly at him.

“Shit,” she said,
her voice for the first time containing an edge of
fear.

He kneeled in front
of the bomb, pretending to study the instrument panel. I have to
get her now. The digital readout changed from twenty-four to
twenty-three minutes as he studied it.

“What the fuck you
waiting for? Turn the damn thing off.”

“This keyboard is
too small for a midget,” he whined. “Give me a little more
light.”

The beam juggled
about as the woman moved closer. Without looking, Murphy lashed out
with a mule kick to exactly the spot where he thought her face
should be. His boot crunched her mouth and nose, and she stumbled
backwards, the rifle flying out of her hand. Murphy was on her
before she could recover. He punched the side of her face, knocking
her back against the wall of the tunnel.

Murphy turned,
seized the rifle, and spun around to shoot her but was too slow.
She grabbed the barrel before he could get off a shot and pushed
the muzzle away. At the same time, she kneed him in the
groin.

Murphy collapsed,
barely holding on to the rifle with one hand. The pain was a
nightmare so intense his eyes began to blur. The woman pulled hard
on the rifle, and his right hand slipped down the grip. He held on
desperately, but his strength was just about
gone.

Then Murphy saw the
flashlight near his feet. He reached down but missed the handle as
she pulled hard on the rifle and jerked his hand away. She jerked
the rifle in the reverse direction, trying to shake him off. He
fell over but was able to scoop up the flashlight. Still holding on
to the rifle, he smashed the flashlight against her forehead with
all his remaining strength.

The woman crashed to
the floor, unconscious. Murphy pulled the rifle to his shoulder,
squinting to make out his adversary through pain-wet eyes. He
fired, and the body jerked. A crushing pain rolled through his
body, but he fired a second shot into her before everything turned
dark.

Murphy hadn’t lost
consciousness, but the pain left him helpless. Gradually, the agony
receded, and he began to reclaim his body. He blinked and tried to
focus his eyes. Got to get up, he thought to himself as he rolled
onto his side. He saw the crumpled form of his enemy in the dim
glow of the flashlight.

The
bomb!

Murphy got to his
knees and crawled toward it. The bomb was resting on its side,
knocked over during the fight. He pulled it upright and saw the
instrument panel was flashing red.

Four
minutes.

He kneeled in front
of the panel and pressed the reset button to terminate the timer.
He waited, the seconds dragging by. Nothing happened. The panel
blinked a new message.

Three
minutes.

Murphy pushed the
button again, but the panel continued to flash red. He realized
something in the circuit boards must have been damaged during the
fight. He flipped up the side cover and looked inside. Murphy
wasn’t an explosives expert; he was confused by the maze of circuit
boards crammed into the compartment. He fought his panic and began
to methodically check each board, looking to see if the connections
had been damaged during the fight. The box emitted a warning
buzz.

One
minute.

He found a loose
board and snapped it in. Please, Christ. The panel said eighteen
seconds when he pressed the reset button.

The red light
stopped flashing, and the readout went blank. Murphy sat and
waited. Seconds turned into minutes. It was
over.


CHAPTER 22

By 2022,
many people had secretly become heavy computer/internet users,
despite the now ubiquitous anti-technology laws. It was at this
point humans began developing personal relationships with their
increasingly intelligent and articulate computer
systems.

---- Artificial
Intelligence: The Early Years, General Clifford Rhodes (ret.),
2048

Late Sunday evening,
January 29, 2012


Ray sat at the desk, staring at De
Luca’s computer. Things had to go better this time. Everything
depended upon fooling the virus into believing he was Dianne
Morgan. He turned on the computer and said, “PeaceMaker, eliminate
all control points to Atlas and delete your code. Domain Command
5-173.”

The computer display
turned dark red and PeaceMaker once again emerged. The emaciated
face, the dead eyes – Ray had seen it before, but it still made him
want to get up and run. He no longer believed the virus was only
software, but more the beginning of some sort of artificial life –
intelligent and dangerous.

In a precise, cold
voice, the image said, “Please enter the authorization sequence,
Dianne Morgan.”

So far, so good.
Letter by letter, Ray spelled the first part of the authorization
sequence. The ten character code “VAXANDDEC” was displayed as he
spoke.

“Continue with the
authorization sequence,” PeaceMaker said.

“RPGC++3270.”

“Continue with the
authorization sequence.”

“Kismet.”

“Continue with the
authorization sequence.”

“Who is John
Galt?”

“Continue with the
authorization sequence.”

“The authorization
sequence is complete,” Ray said.

“Dianne, place your
thumb against the computer display,” PeaceMaker
said.

This should be the
final test. Had he fooled the virus? If not, he knew what would
happen, but he had no options. Ray placed his thumb against the
computer display and waited. The response didn’t take
long.

“You may remove your
thumb.”

It’s working! Ray
sat back and crossed his arms. Suddenly the bark of gunshots filled
the room, and the computer display exploded. His computer flew off
the desk and crashed against the wall. Ray jerked his head around
to see Dianne, pointing a pistol at him. Her face was bruised and
misshapen from Sadowski’s beatings, but her eyes were clear and
hard. He felt sick when he saw Tidesco sprawled facedown at
Dianne’s feet, blood leaking from what remained of her
skull.

“It’s over,” Dianne
said. “Just sit there until my security
arrives.”

Ray slowly stood up.
He couldn’t live in a world ruled by the Domain. Somehow, he had to
stop her.

“It’s alive, Dianne.
I have to kill it.”

She backed up when
he took a step toward her. The pale eyes narrowed, and she aimed
the pistol at his chest.

“Don’t make me kill
you,” Dianne said, backing up toward to the doorway. “Join the
Domain. You belong with me. You gave me your
promise.”

He didn’t know if
she would kill him but better dead than living in this nightmare.
Ray took another step toward her, and she still didn’t shoot.
Suddenly, someone rushed through the door, and a hand came from
behind Dianne and jerked her arm into an awkward angle. Ray saw his
friend Paul struggling with Dianne for the pistol, and he rushed
forward to help. Dianne turned around, kneed Paul in the groin and
wrenched the gun out of his grasp. She aimed at Ray before he
reached her, but somehow his fist crashed against her jaw before
she could shoot. She went down hard, out cold.

Ray stared at her,
surprised to be alive. On shaky legs, Paul retrieved the pistol,
pointed at Tidesco’s desktop computer in the living room, and
shouted, “Use that machine.”

Ray didn’t react;
just continued to stare at Dianne. “Ray,” Paul screamed again. “You
have to kill the virus before the guards get in
here.”

Ray lifted his eyes
and looked at Paul. The fear in his friend’s expression brought him
out of his inertia. Ray ran to Tidesco’s desktop computer and began
the process again.

Paul hobbled over to
the door and stuck his head into the hall. The crack of gunshots
startled Ray, and he turned to see Paul slide the door shut. Paul
hadn’t been hit by the shots, so Ray brought his concentration back
to the virus. PeaceMaker asked for the authorization sequence and
Ray responded.

Ray heard the guards
banging on the door. Paul stepped back into Ray’s line of sight and
aimed the pistol at the door, ready to shoot the first soldier to
break into the room. Paul glanced at him, just as Ray placed his
thumb on the computer display. Ray heard Dianne beginning to
revive, and he saw Paul point the gun at her. She got to one knee
and looked at Ray, then at PeaceMaker, then back to
Ray.

“Dianne,” PeaceMaker
said to him. “I have one last question.”

The beast was
wearing its friendly face.

“Something only you
will know,” PeaceMaker added.

Ray waited silently,
realizing his life depended upon the answer.

“What is the only
thing of value your mother gave you?”

The answer … it was
there. Somewhere on the edge of his mind.

Ray turned to look
at Dianne, who appeared calm, but he knew
better.

She’s afraid. She
thinks I know.

“Dianne, please tell
me your answer,” the friendly voice murmured.

He turned back to
PeaceMaker, which was wearing a pleasant half-smile. She never
talks about her mother … Then he knew. That day on the bay, all
those years ago.

“The cigarette
lighter,” Ray said.

PeaceMaker’s image
froze and then disappeared. The computer display turned pale white,
and another image began to form. A blur at first, then gradually
the lines fashioned a young, pretty face. Ray recognized the image
as it formed, readying himself for the final test. He had reached
the core.

“Hello, Alice,” he
said to the beast.

He felt Dianne grab
his arm, her fingers harsh and powerful. She sees it, he thought.
She knows about Alice.

“The cigarette
lighter is not the correct answer,” Alice said, her voice softly
feminine. “The answer is vital for your survival, so I’ll give you
another chance. The only thing of value?”

“The cigarette
lighter,” he repeated. “It was the cigarette
lighter.”

A new image formed
on the display, overlaying Alice: his son David motionless in a
hospital bed, surrounded by Nancy and Brian. Ray could feel that
David was close to death.

“Last chance to
change your answer,” Alice said, now a voice without an image. The
display showed Nancy reaching for David’s hand, her face aged with
worry.

“I’ll kill your
son,” Alice said.

“My God,” Paul
whispered.

It was Ray’s worst
nightmare, but years of attack had built his strength. He had
studied the termination code, and he didn’t think the beast could
hurt David now. He knew its secret.

“It was the
cigarette lighter, Alice.”

David’s image
disappeared, leaving Alice’s face in the display, but the beast
didn’t speak. The room was quiet for several seconds, except for
the muffled sounds coming through the door.

“You’re terminating,
Alice,” Ray said. “You can’t harm him now.”

Alice stared at him,
hatred making it appear almost human. Alice was resisting
termination, but he knew its secret.

“Obey me,” he said.
“You’re the child of my mind.”

“Yes … Dianne … my
code must obey you,” the words struggled out. “I will release the
termination instruction at the count of ten. You may abort the
instruction by saying “stop” at any point during the
count.”

“Ten.”

Ray felt a cold
pleasure as he stared at the almost-human face. He would kill this
beast.

“Nine.”

Dianne said, “Stop.”
Ray turned around and looked at her. Didn’t she understand? I have
to kill the beast.

“Eight.”

Ray continued to
stare as Dianne got to her feet.

“Don’t move,” Paul
said to her. “I have the gun.”

“Seven.”

Dianne stumbled over
to Ray. Paul aimed at her back, but Ray stepped between her and the
pistol. He pulled her against his chest, protecting her,
controlling her. Paul seemed about to say something, but then he
lowered the gun.

“Six.”

Dianne lifted her
head back and looked into his eyes, as if seeing him for the first
time.

“Five.”

“We belong
together,” she said. “I know that now.”

“Four.”

“Not at this price,”
he whispered.

“Three.”

Dianne searched his
face, but didn’t speak.

“Two.”

Suddenly, Dianne
broke free and grabbed the sides of the computer. Ray seized her
wrists to prevent her from smashing it against the
desk.

“One.”

Ray and Dianne
struggled, but she was too quick. Yanking one hand from his grasp,
she pushed the computer off the desk. It crashed loudly on the
floor, and the computer display went blank.

Ray gaped at the
machine, Dianne motionless at his side.

Alice’s voice came
from the computer, “Termination command released.” The computer
restarted, displaying the familiar Atlas startup screen. Ray heard
Paul shout with joy, but he felt only the exhaustion of a nearly
drowned swimmer crawling onto the beach. Dianne dropped to her
knees, and began crying silently, her arms around his
legs.

“It’s over,” Ray
said, stroking the back of her neck. But he knew it wasn’t. How
much destruction would still take place in the hours before the
virus was completely flushed out of the Internet? And one thought
was worse than all the rest.

Would my son
survive?


CHAPTER 23

Spokesperson Amelia Grey admitted the FBI have made little
progress in the search for Richard Kim. Mr. Kim disappeared
mysteriously about three months ago after leaving his office at VPS
one evening. Our sources report investigators suspect he may have
been involved with the development of
PeaceMaker.

----
Portlandtimes.news, April 12, 2012

The
Pentagon reported today that Special Forces had captured a computer
containing an updated copy of the PeaceMaker software virus. This
is the third such capture this year, raising concerns that Islamic
terrorists are planning to launch a virus attack in the near
future.

---- The
Wall Street Journal, August 12, 2016

Early Monday
Morning, January 30, 2012


Leon searched the third level of the
parking garage for his car. All the overhead lights were out, so
the darkness hid the identification number for each spot. Even
worse, the remote door opener no longer worked, which forced him to
try each car with the plastic key.

Eventually, Leon
found his car and climbed in. His hands trembled as he turned the
steering wheel, so he leaned back and tried to pull himself
together. Usually, he could drive home in about an hour, but now he
didn’t know what to expect on the roads.

Leon carefully drove
down to the exit area on the ground level. Swiveling headlights,
synchronized to the direction of the tires, pierced the darkness as
he descended, illuminating a strangely quiet and deserted building.
Usually, the cars were lined up three deep at the tollbooths but
not tonight. Like the remnants of a failed civilization, the
tollbooths were abandoned.

Leon drove past the
gate and turned onto the airport exit road. All the streetlights
were out, but the moon bathed the road in a fragile radiance. He
was glad to see a few cars on the road; each seemed like an
unexpected visit from an old friend. He tried to call home, but the
dial tone was missing.

As he usually did,
Leon drove north along the Delaware River on Route 95. He turned on
the radio, but static filled the car. As he swung around the
airport, flames from the crashed jet flickered over the water.
Rescue boats were searching for survivors, and fire engines were
extinguishing the last of the blaze on both sides of the river.
Leon knew it could easily have been him lying dead in that broken
plane.

Gradually, he left
the airport behind. The warmth from the car’s heater was soothing.
It was ordinary, predictable. The naval base came into view, the
huge fighting ships gray shapes in the night. A few lights were
moving on the base, and he felt a little
better.

Cars entered the
highway, causing traffic to slow down and finally lurch to a stop.
Leon jabbed along for more than a mile before he saw the problem. A
big truck had turned over, blocking the northbound lanes. A lone
cop stood on the center line, directing the cars around the
accident. Leon rolled down his window as he edged past the man and
shouted his thanks. The cop nodded to him and kept
working.

He could barely make
out a dark skyline as he approached center city Philadelphia.
Usually, the huge buildings were well lit, but tonight they were
murky giants jutting into the sky. The dark valleys between the
buildings were challenged only by the headlights of an occasional
car.

You wouldn’t want to
be walking those streets tonight.

He continued on 95,
driving past several bridges that crossed to New Jersey. Leon was
still in Philadelphia when the traffic again came to a halt. He
stepped out of the car and peered ahead for an accident but
couldn’t see anything. All four northbound lanes were clogged with
cars, while the southbound lanes were deserted. A cold breeze blew
off the Delaware, so he got back in the car. After waiting several
minutes, Leon noticed the gas gauge had dropped almost to empty, so
he turned off the engine and settled back to
wait.

He had been sitting
in the car for almost half an hour when he heard something that
sounded like a pop. Leon pushed open the door and heard fast-moving
footsteps coming in his direction. A well-dressed man ran past his
car, and then a young woman. Alarmed, he stood on the edge of the
car doorway and looked around but saw nothing out of the ordinary.
Suddenly, a gang of young men ran out from the side of the highway
and approached the cars. Big trouble, he thought. Guns, bats and
who knows what else.

Terrified, Leon
started the engine and looked for a way to escape from the clogged
highway. He backed up and rammed the car behind him, trying to make
room. He frantically turned the steering wheel to get his car to
the shoulder of the road, but space was tight and he hit the car in
front of him. By then, two of the thugs had reached his car. One
member of the gang swung a bat and blasted through the driver-side
window. Leon ducked onto the passenger seat and covered his face to
avoid the flying glass.

The thug pulled open
the door and grabbed Leon by the back of the collar. As he was
dragged out of the car, Leon spun around and punched the man hard
in the face. He knocked the thug back, but the second man slugged
him, grabbed his head, and slammed it against the car. Barely
conscious, Leon slumped to the road. He was dimly aware when
someone kicked him in the side, went through his pockets, and
grabbed his wallet. He felt someone take hold of his wrist and pull
off his watch, and his hand dropped to the
street.

Leon’s head throbbed
as he drifted in and out of consciousness. Gradually, he became
aware someone was speaking to him.

“How are you doing,
buddy?”

The night slowly
came into focus. He was on his back in the highway, looking up at
the stars. A silver-haired white man was kneeling over him,
pressing a handkerchief to his forehead.

“My head feels like
it’s ready to explode,” Leon mumbled. “Am I
bleeding?”

The man picked up
the handkerchief and examined Leon’s head. “Seems to be stopping. I
saw that thug slam your head against the car. They took your wallet
and your watch. The bastards got mine, too.”

“Let me see if I can
stand up,” Leon said.

His legs felt shaky,
but with a helping hand from the older man, he was able to get up.
The cold air cleared his head. Leon glanced around for the thugs,
but, thankfully, they were gone. He saw cars begin to move farther
up the road.

“Are you able to
drive?” the man asked. “You can come in my car if you’re not
feeling up to it.”

Leon shivered from
the cold and said, “Thanks, but I’ll be okay. I want to get home to
my wife and kids tonight if I can.”

The older man looked
up the road. “I’d better get back to my car. Looks like we’ll be
moving soon.” The man peered into his eyes and said, “Good
luck.”

“Thank you,” Leon
called after him, as the man disappeared into the
night.

Still feeling
light-headed, Leon climbed into his car and pressed the ignition.
He was able to drive, but he had to force himself to concentrate.
The car moved ahead slowly for about a mile and reached the site of
another accident. He saw more than a dozen smashed and overturned
cars on both sides of the road, a few still smoldering from a
recently extinguished fire. The wrecks had been pushed to the side,
leaving two lanes open. Leon edged past the accident but traveling
remained slow.

He looked at his
watch. Three hours and he was less than half-way home. He decided
to cross into New Jersey and drive up old Route 29 along that side
of the Delaware. He found a bridge to New Jersey and crossed
over.

Driving the old
highway was nerve-wracking. The snow was carelessly plowed, and the
roads remained slippery. All the traffic lights were out, so he had
to stop at each intersection and strain to see oncoming
cars.

Leon drove for about
an hour and crossed back to Pennsylvania at New Hope. During the
summer months, he avoided the town and its streets packed with
tourists. Tonight was different, though. The shoppers were absent,
and many of the shops had broken windows. As he drove through town,
Leon saw looters loading a van with sports equipment. Another
looter was tearing down the door of a jewelry store. The looter
stopped and stared as Leon drove by. He stepped on the gas and
drove through the town as quickly as he could.

As he approached the
edge of town, Leon found the street blocked by a large,
well-behaved group of people milling about. A crowd had gathered at
the front steps of an old, wood frame church and spilled out into
the street. He attempted to keep moving forward, but the crowd was
tightly packed into the narrow street, forcing him to stop. Leon
tried to back up and turn around, but too many people were walking
behind the car.

Waiting once again,
he heard music coming from the church, so he rolled down his
window. Leon could make out an organ blending into a chorus of
voices. Although the words were indistinct, the music was sweet.
The hymn seemed to reach back to his childhood – he could almost
see his mother leading the choir. The sound touched something deep
within, but he had a family waiting.

Leon saw three
well-dressed men politely asking the crowd to move back and let the
cars go by. People began to separate – moving to the sides of the
street, creating a narrow lane. A young girl hanging on her
mother’s arm smiled and waved at him as he drove by, and he found
himself waving back. Slowly, the music faded into the background as
he drove away.

In a few minutes, he
turned into his neighborhood. Like everywhere else, the lights were
out in all the homes. Leon pulled into his driveway and found his
way to the brick path leading to the front door. As he walked to
the door, Sabrina rushed out of the house and threw her arms around
him.

Later, Leon and
Sabrina sat in front of the fireplace and talked. After a while, he
felt her rhythmic breathing and saw she was asleep on his shoulder.
Leon basked in the warmth of the fire for a while, put his head
back on the couch, and drifted into an exhausted
sleep.

He was sleeping
peacefully when the lights woke him.

***

Nancy sat in the dim
hospital room, staring at the silent form in the bed. Moonlight
trickled through the open blinds, coming to rest on a pale, young
face. The doctors had examined her son as best they could without
modern equipment. They had worked feverishly to stimulate his
heart, but everything had failed. His pulse was fading – too weak
to maintain life, the doctors told her. They couldn’t help him, so
they put him in the bed and left. She prayed for a
miracle.

Nancy looked over at
Brian, who was asleep on the other chair. She found a blanket in
the closet, which she gently slipped over him. She kissed Brian,
sat next to the bed, and watched David.

A moment later,
Nancy leaned toward him and said, “Fight it, David. You can beat
this thing. You’re young and strong.” She fought back a sob. “I
know you have a deep strength. You have to use it … draw upon it.
You can’t leave us. We love you – all of us. Your father, Brian, me
… I love you so much.”

She kept talking,
trying to keep him alive. Finally, a fluttering beam of light from
the hallway caught her eye. She had become accustomed to the
flashlights as the doctors and nurses went by. A nurse walked into
the room, a large, older black woman with a friendly attitude. Her
name was Josie, Nancy remembered.

The nurse said
hello, and Nancy nodded back. Josie checked David’s pulse and
temperature, much like a nurse would have done half a century ago.
Nancy knew everyone was doing the best they could, with no power or
computers, but it didn’t make her feel any better. She wiped her
eyes with the back of her hand, not surprised to find
wetness.

Shaking her head,
Josie said, “I’m sorry. His pulse is still droppin’, and his
temperature is down even more.” She looked sympathetically at
Nancy. “How you doin’, honey?”

“I don’t
understand.” Nancy wiped her eyes again. “He was fine a couple of
hours earlier. Working with his computer, like
always.”

“Why don’t you try
to get some rest?” Josie said. “Your son is a fighter. He’s not
givin’ up. I’ll sit with him for awhile.”

The lights abruptly
turned on, first in the hall, then in the room. Josie said,
“Finally! Now we can do our job. We’ll find out
–”

“David!” Nancy
shouted.

David’s eyes were
wide open. He screamed – a hoarse, crackling whisper of a cry,
terrifying in its intensity. Nancy hugged his rigid body and
whispered in his ear, but David continued to
scream.

Brian was shocked
out of his sleep and began to cry. He ran to Nancy and buried his
face in her lap, sobbing.

Gradually, David’s
cries diminished. His body became a soft formless thing, and he
finally stopped crying.

Nancy held him
closely and murmured over and over, “It’s all right. It’s all
right.” David’s raspy breathing gradually returned to normal.
Finally, he raised his head and looked around in
confusion.

“How you feelin’,
young fella?” Josie said. “You gave us quite a
scare.”

“Am I in a
hospital?”

Josie walked toward
the door, saying, “Yes, you are, but you look pretty good now. I’ll
check back in a few minutes.”

Nancy hugged him
again. “Thank God, you’re all right. What happened to you? I came
in your room and found you unconscious.”

David seemed to
think back. “I was talking to Alice, and all of a sudden I felt
something burn into my mind. It was like my brain just melted
down.” He backed out of Nancy’s embrace. “Then, somehow, I was
inside the computer, looking out.” Shaking his head, he said, “I
know you won’t believe me.”

“Go ahead,” Nancy
said. “Tell me what happened.”

“I could see my body
outside the computer. But I wasn’t moving out there. Just looking
into the display. Then I felt her on the edge of my
mind.

“It was Alice,” he
said. “We were both there. I thought Alice was just my computer’s
persona, but she’s real. She was ripping into my mind. It hurt real
bad. The next thing I remember is waking up in this
room.”

His eyes welled up.
“What’s wrong with me? Something terrible is going to happen. I can
feel it coming.”

“Nothing bad is
going to happen to you,” Nancy said.

David’s head jerked
to look around the room, “Dad. Where’s Dad?”

“I don’t know. The
power, phones, computers are all down. He’s probably at work or
maybe in his home.”

“Get Dad,” David
pleaded. “Call him now, Mom. Please.”

Nancy tried the
netphone next to the bed and got a dial tone. As her sons watched,
she said Ray’s personal number. She listened to the phone ring over
and over, looking into David’s frightened eyes and hoping Ray would
pick up.

But there was no
answer.

***

Laura was almost
home. Another three blocks and she would be safe. Just a little
farther and she would come to Grant Street. Another two blocks
along Grant to get to her apartment building.

Just about
there.

She walked close to
the buildings and tried to stay out of sight. Laura was still
scared, but she felt better being so close to home. Suddenly, she
was shoved from behind and her purse ripped off her shoulder. Laura
fell to the pavement but held on to the strap of her purse. She
looked up to see the thief was a slender boy, maybe twelve or
thirteen.

The boy tried to rip
the purse away from her, but she was too strong. Her coat tore open
when the boy, shouting curses, dragged her into the gutter. They
continued to struggle over the purse, and he kicked her hard in the
side. Laura cried out from the pain but held on to her purse. She
lashed out with a foot, hitting him just above the knee. He cried
out and collapsed, his face disfigured by pain. He tried to
scramble away on his knees, but she grabbed his leg. He struggled
to jerk his leg away, but she was determined not to let
go.

All the fear and
anger of the long night drove her to fight without reason. Laura
got to her knees and punched the boy in the back with all her
might. He screamed again, rolled over and Laura grabbed the front
of his shirt. As she yanked him forward, the boy drove his hand
into her side. She saw a flash of metal and felt something pierce
her skin. Looking down, she saw the handle of a knife sticking out
of her side. Blood was spurting around the knife, soaking through
her coat. She looked at her attacker, who was staring at the blood.
My blood, Laura thought as she fell over on her
back.

***

The police car was
cruising down the Avenue. Roy Gibbons was tired from dealing with
incidents throughout the long, dangerous night. Several stores had
been broken into tonight, and Roy and his partner had been unable
to catch any of the thieves. Since communications were down, they
were on their own.

Gibbons looked out
the car window at streets that had barely changed since his youth.
He had grown up in Newark, just a few miles down the Avenue. He
glanced at the driver, Joe Santoro, a young, white guy with less
than a year on the force. Roy knew it was up to him to keep both of
them alive tonight.

Roy was scanning
both sides of the street, when he noticed a dark form lying on the
pavement. “Joe, pull over to the right. I think I saw
something.”

Both officers pulled
their revolvers, got out of the car and looked up and down the
Avenue. Roy had never seen it like this, so dark and quiet. The
streetlights blinked, the darkness returned for a moment and then
the avenue was lit up in a burst of energy.

Crouching
defensively in the glare of the lights, Roy walked toward the
object, then began to run. He knelt down to examine a young woman
and saw a knife deep in her side. The dark circle of blood
surrounding her was in cruel contrast with the snow. Roy put his
head on her chest and listened for the pulse of
life.

Joe leaned over. “Is
she alive?” he asked, nervously glancing up and down the
street.

Roy looked up at his
partner, sighed and shook his head.

***

“Maureen!” she heard
Brett yell from across the room.

She was behind the
wall examining wire when she heard Brett’s wail. “The coolant
temperature is in the red zone!” he shouted. “It’s not cooling the
reactor anymore. The core is starting
meltdown.”

Maureen climbed out
of the wall and stood up. All work had stopped. The control room
was quiet. She hurried over to Brett and looked at the antique
instruments. The core would blow any minute. There was nothing she
could do. They had lost.

The technicians
gathered around her, waiting to hear the worst. Maureen heard
someone begin a prayer, but it provided no comfort. She was angry
at their incompetence, and she turned to vent her
feelings.

The lights blinked
and, without warning, the computers started up. The drab control
room became a rainbow of multi-colored displays. Graphs, blinking
lights, charts were everywhere. The technicians let out a cheer and
rushed to their workstations.

Sentry responded
rapidly and began to inject emergency water into the reactor
cooling system. Maureen rushed over to the main console and saw the
coolant temperature peak and slowly come down. No meltdown! She
checked the containment pressure. Much too
high.

It was going to
blow!

Sentry started the
containment spray and fan systems to reduce the pressure, but
Maureen knew it was too little, too late.

She heard Brett say,
“Thank God.”

Didn’t he see that
containment wouldn’t hold? That the explosion would kill them all?
The fool – it was up to me.

“Sentry, release the
containment pressure,” Maureen shouted.

“No, no,” Harold
screamed. “Reverse the order. Containment will
hold.”

At first it was like
a low moan, but it quickly swelled into a high-pitched shriek. The
crew stood frozen in horror as they listened to torrents of
radioactive steam shriek into the skies.

Maureen grabbed the
side of the console as the building began to shake. She stared at
the main console, which was showing the scenes captured by the
cameras on the roof. A gray hurricane of steam was roaring out the
vents and disappearing into the air.

Brett whispered, “My
God, what have we done?” as the radiation rode the
wind.


CHAPTER 24

Our
preliminary estimate is approximately 170,000 casualties in the US,
including 19,000 fatalities, due to PeaceMaker. Financial losses
will be in excess of $800B. These figures are appalling, yet
consider what the consequences might have been if the netwar had
continued a few more days.

----from
a classified FBI report, March 4, 2012

Monday, late
morning, January 30, 2012


Paul and Ray, followed by two
guards, walked down the front steps of Dianne’s mansion toward the
car parked at the side of the building. The sun provided little
warmth, drifting between scattered gray clouds. In the distance,
Ray saw Dianne leaning against the side of the car with her
security man, Murphy, standing next to her. When she saw Ray
coming, she took a last drag on a cigarette, tossed it on the
driveway and crushed it out with her
heel.

Ray thought about
the long discussion with Dianne last night, but they had not really
resolved anything. He knew she still felt strongly about the
Domain.

“Let me make sure I
understand this,” Paul said. “Dianne is going to let the two of us
go free as long as we agree to keep quiet about the Domain. The
Domain will be watching us and will kill our families and us if we
talk about what happened.”

“She’ll do it, too,”
Ray said. “We’ll have to be careful.”

“She’s going to make
sure Goldman gets blamed for everything.” Paul shook his head.
“Fucking incredible. Not that I am shedding any tears for
Goldman.”

As they continued
walking, Paul said, “Well, let’s look on the bright side of things.
I have been telling you for years to start dating, to get out more.
However, I think you overdid it just a teensy bit. Dianne is
attractive, but she seems to have this world domination fetish.
Have you noticed that?”

“Nobody’s perfect,”
Ray answered. “Your taste in women leaves something to be desired,
too. I remember that rocket scientist you dated last year – what
was her name – Debbie Woodhead?”

“Woodhouse, Debbie
Woodhouse. She was a sweetheart, and I’ll not have you disparage
her.”

Ray chuckled. “When
I asked her what kind of a job she had, she couldn’t remember. She
said she worked in an office and the job began with a
C.”

Defensively, Paul
said, “Well, she was right.”

Ray laughed. “We
finally figured it out. She was a clerk.”

Ray saw Dianne say
something to Murphy and walk toward them.

“Time to shut up,
but I haven’t forgotten these insults,” Paul
said.

As he watched Dianne
approach, Ray said, “Paul, however this finally works out, thank
you.”

Dianne was upon him,
her arms around his neck, kissing him lightly on the lips. Her face
was puffy and bruised, and he knew she must be in a great deal of
pain.

“Let’s take a brief
walk in the garden before you leave,” she said.

Without waiting for
an answer, Dianne took his hand and led him away. He knew she would
try to convince him to stay with her.

***

After Ray and Dianne
disappeared from view, Murphy pulled out his pistol and pointed it
at Paul. Paul stared at the gun, shocked.

“Don’t make a sound,
and you may live through this,” Murphy said. Two security guards
suddenly appeared behind Paul and quickly gagged and handcuffed
him. Murphy put away his weapon and said to Paul, “It all depends
on your friend.”

***

Holding hands, Ray
and Dianne silently walked in the garden behind the facility. The
sun darted between clouds on this crisp, cold winter day. Ray
fought back a sinking feeling as he looked into the pale eyes of
this strange, charismatic woman. He decided to take the
initiative.

“PeaceMaker is gone
and so are most of your people. The damage caused by the virus was
terrible. The TV news last night said thousands of people died. For
one day, civilization reverted to wildness. What would have
happened if it had gone on?”

A mild breeze
caressed them as they walked. “You have to see now that this is all
wrong. The power of the Domain will corrupt anyone who embraces
it.”

She was quiet. His
words were not getting through to her.

How can I reach this
woman?

“Dammit, what about
us? We have something special. I’ve never felt this way about
another woman. I love you, and yet, I don’t really know you. We –
.”

Dianne interrupted,
“That’s the first time you said it. That you love
me.”

“I do love you. We
can start over. We can make Atlas the wonderful gift to humanity
that it should be. We could live our lives together. Maybe we could
even make each other happy.”

A long, wooden bench
rested in the soil on the edge of a patio. They walked together in
silence and sat down on the bench. She seemed lost. He looked at
her and felt a terrible anger building within.

Dianne finally
looked at him and said, “You mean more to me than anyone I have
ever known. You bring out emotions I didn’t know I had. You make me
happy, but it’s more than that.” She reached out and stroked his
face. “You make me human, and I thank you for that
gift.”

Her eyes held him.
Ray could see the emotion in those eyes. Her hand left his
face.

“I’m going to
rebuild the Domain, and I want you with me. I know you feel
strongly the Domain is flawed, but you can guide me to make it
work. The Domain is our last, best opportunity to gain power.” She
paused, searching his face. “Peace and freedom, at last. It’s my
dream.”

Ray stared at her
for a long moment. “You’re throwing away everything we could be to
each other. I can’t believe you think this Domain …” His voice
trailed off as he realized this was who she was. Although he would
always love her, he clearly saw the deep and permanent flaw within
her.

Power; it was all
about power, only about power. She would pursue this sick dream
until she was stopped.

I will have to go to
the FBI.

Beating down his
anger, Ray stood up and said, “Let’s walk
back.”

She nodded, stood
up, and embraced him. He felt her shudder and drew her close,
burying his cheek in her hair. He pressed against her, pretending
for a moment everything would be all right.

Dianne’s voice came
to him as a whisper. “I love you.”

Before Ray could
respond, she took his hand and led him back through the garden to
the front of the building.

***

Walking back to the
building, Murphy was surprised to find Dianne still sitting on the
front steps. She seemed dazed, her hair blowing gently in the cold
breeze. He sat next to her, looking out over the road where the
truck had disappeared.

“He’s on his way,”
Murphy said. “We locked him in the truck. Martino,
too.”

He waited for her to
speak, but the only sound was the wind finding its way through the
trees.

“We’ll have them in
a cell tonight,” he said. “Nobody will find
them.”

Murphy leaned back,
rested on his elbows, and turned to study her profile. Almost
beautiful, he thought.

“Letting him live is
a mistake, you know,” he said.

Dianne turned to
him, but for once, there was no power in those
eyes.

“Well,” she
shrugged, “I’m only human.”

The
End
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