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CHAPTER 1
The Great Depression of 2020 fostered a revival of organized crime. The black market in technology surpassed drugs and prostitution to become the primary source of revenue for these criminals.
Dr. Jessica Owen-Wells, The Great Depression of 2020, copyright 2041, American Historical Society
In creating the thinking machine, man has made the last step in submission to mechanization; and his final abdication before this product of his own ingenuity has given him a new object of worship: a cybernetic god.
Lewis Mumford, The Transformations of Man, 7.3, 1956
Saturday evening, January 29, 2022
Moesha Jefferson lay hidden in the darkness of the condemned office park, waiting for the infidels to arrive. Across the street was a nearly empty parking garage attached to a glass-and-steel, ten-story office building. Once a manicured commercial park, weeds now choked the land.
Perfect for tonight.
Her spies had reported the Technos would meet in that building. Something big. She glanced past the office building at a lonely train about half a mile away pulling a long line of boxcars, then decided to move closer to the street. As she crept cautiously through tangled bushes in her black, form-fitting body suit, the grounds around her appeared deserted, but her enemies were clever.
The First Minister had asked her to slay the infidels, and she would give her life if necessary. This life on earth was unimportant, just a short prelude to everlasting happiness with the Savior.
Peering through the underbrush, she watched two pinpricks of light flickering in the distance. The pinpricks became headlights, then a long, dark sedan. A silver and black ghost, it silently cruised up the entry ramp of the parking garage. The sedan stopped at the first level, and its headlights flicked off. The garage’s overhead lights revealed the hazy silhouettes of four men in the car.
Moesha’s fingers stroked the silver amulet dangling from her neck. The coin-shaped charm was engraved with the familiar image of a bolt-action rifle above a jagged flame, the symbol of the Church of Natural Humans.
The sedan’s rear windows slid down, and muzzles of what looked like two shotguns poked out, followed by a series of dull pops. The low whoosh of tiny projectiles scattering across the garage reminded her of a mild breeze. The projectiles floated in the air, drifting whichever way the currents pushed them, shimmering in the yellow beams of the garage lights. A moment later, the muzzles disappeared, pulled back into the car.
“They’re here,” she whispered into the communicator attached to her collar.
“We’re ready, Commander,” came the muffled reply.
The dark sedan crept through the garage, turned up the ramp, entered the top level and paused, the powerful engine idling quietly. Muzzles poked out of the side windows, and the dull light again shimmered with tiny projectiles. The muzzles retracted and the car glided to the center of the garage.
It was time. She crept toward the garage.
The Lord willing, the infidels will taste our vengeance tonight.
***
Sam Armenta looked out the front passenger-side window, searching for hidden enemies in the garage. Through night-vision goggles, he scanned for the religious terrorists who hunted them. The black market in technology was very profitable, but the Army of God made it dangerous. He could not allow anyone to steal his “luggage”—not if he wanted to continue breathing.
Turning to the driver, Sam said, “Give me a quick circle.”
As the car traveled in a broad loop, Sam peered through his goggles, searching for a sign of the enemy. The garage appeared deserted.
Sam asked his driver, “Anybody breathing out there?”
Pete eyed a computer display attached to the window visor. The trillions of nanotechnology sensors they’d shot into the garage monitored air composition and transmitted the results back to the computer. The sensors detected carbon dioxide and other products of human respiration. Like tiny mechanical gnats, the sensors would home in on a concentration of these gases and surround the unlucky individual. Once the sensors detected someone, the gunmen in the back seat would finish him off.
“Garage is clear,” Pete murmured, eyes focused on the display.
“Okay,” Sam replied, scanning the garage one last time. “Pull up to the door.”
Pete guided the sedan forward and stopped near the entrance of the office building adjoining the garage. With the engine turned off, the chugging of a freight train resonated in the distance.
Sam pressed his fingers against his chest, feeling the supple webbed surface of his bulletproof vest. It would stop a slug from a pistol or a sniper’s attempt from long range, even a high-powered rifle up close. Our enemies weren’t stupid, however, they had learned where to aimSam and the two soldiers in the back pushed open the doors and slipped out. Armed with Beretta laser pistols, they vanished into the darkness, methodically searching the parking garage. Sam had been brought up in the old ways; he never completely relied on technology.
While they searched the garage, Pete placed the computer on the car’s hood and reviewed graph after graph of dancing, multi-colored patterns. He keyed a series of commands into the computer, checked the display and entered additional commands.
When satisfied no enemies were present, Sam returned to the car. The other two soldiers waited next to the driver-side door. In hushed tones, they told him the garage was clear.
“Time to get the luggage,” Sam ordered.
The two gunmen followed Sam to the rear of the car and stood guard as he opened the trunk. Grunting, Sam lifted out a large brown case and placed it on the cement. Flanked by the gunmen, Sam pulled the case on its wheels to the building entrance.
One of his soldiers pushed open the glass door, and Sam cautiously entered the well-lit lobby. All three men removed their goggles and donned hoods with cutouts for the eyes, nose and mouth.
His two gunmen searched the lobby. Sam glanced nervously back through the door to the garage, where Pete had remained to monitor the computer system. Things were proceeding smoothly, but he’d be happy when this job was over.
Once his soldiers finished searching the lobby, they met Sam at the elevator.
“Floor, please,” the elevator’s computer asked.
“Nine,” Sam replied.
“Coming down immediately.”
Seconds later, the elevator doors slid open and the men stepped inside. As they ascended, the men assumed defensive positions, with Sam crouched behind the luggage and the other two kneeling at the sides of the elevator. Sam aimed his laser pistol at the opening doors, but a dimly lit corridor revealed no enemies. They stepped out and walked quietly down the corridor, Sam pulling the luggage between the two gunmen.
Their steps echoed from the cement floor across the stillness of the empty building. They passed row after row of deserted cubicles, then turned a corner and headed toward a brightly lit conference room. As they approached, Sam detected three hooded men in dark suits just like his crew, seated at the far end of a long table.
He led the way into the conference room, pulling the luggage. Sam watched the masked men cautiously as he placed the brown case on the oak conference table. Everyone held their weapons on the ready as they sized each other up.
“I’m glad to see you’re on time,” Sam said to the men seated at the table.
One of them stood up, scraping his chair along the floor. “This is our sixth meeting.”
The tension drained away. Both sides had spoken the code words properly, so they could now transact their business. Everyone removed their masks, put their weapons on the table, and greeted their counterparts.
Smiling at the man who had spoken the code words, Sam smoothed back his thick, dyed-black hair and said, “It’s good to see you again, Vinnie. I trust business continues to be profitable among the families.”
Vinnie shrugged, deep lines etched in his face.
“Not bad, Sam. We could sell much more technology than you provide.” He gestured with his palms up. “Is the Domain so fucking rich money doesn’t interest you anymore?”
Sam chuckled. “Let’s do our business before the Feds catch on.” He patted Vinnie on the shoulder. “You’re going to like this.”
All six men took their seats along the length of the conference table, three on a side. Sam pulled a small helmet-shaped computer from his pocket and placed it in the center of the table. The surface of the computer was a smooth gray, except for two buttons—one green, one red. He pressed the green button, which turned light blue, indicating that its visual and auditory sensors had been activated.
Sam raised his wristwatch to his mouth.
“Let’s get this show on the road, Pete.”
Two people flashed into view, seated at each end of the conference table. These were not flesh and blood people, but life-sized holograms, a man and a woman. The visitors might be thousands of miles away, or they might be down the hall.
Sam had seen holograms before, but he was still mesmerized by the three-dimensional images shimmering in the air, their appearance so realistic, their movements so natural.
James Murphy, Sam’s boss, appeared on one end of the table. Murphy was Chief of Security for the Domain, the clandestine organization creating most of the world’s illegal technology. A middle-aged man of medium build, Murphy was devoid of distinguishing features. He could blend into any crowd.
Sam had never seen Murphy in the flesh, only as a hologram. He didn’t know if this was Murphy’s true appearance, or a facade shielding his identity. He suspected few knew the real Murphy.
Sam also guessed Murphy’s voice was electronically distorted, although its tone was always calm and pleasing. He chose his words carefully, each selected to provide total clarity. Sam had learned to listen to this complex man. Murphy rarely gave his word, but he always kept it. He treated his men fairly, but without compassion. If you performed well, Murphy would reward you generously. If you didn’t, you disappeared. In his own way, Sam trusted Murphy.
“Hello, Maria,” Murphy said. “Are you ready to complete our business?”
Sam had seen the petite leader of the New Jersey Technology Syndicate on television, but this was the first time Maria Vitullo had appeared at one of these meetings. Her image showed a hawk-nosed young woman with intense brown eyes. A revealing black dress drew attention to her generous cleavage, but failed to camouflage short, thick legs.
I’d stick it in her anyway, Sam was surprised to find himself thinking.
The oldest child of New Jersey’s Vitullo crime family, she had broken through tradition to become the boss of the male-dominated organization. The story was—Sam didn’t know if it was true—she had executed her uncle in order to gain unchallenged power.
“Good to see you, Murphy,” Vitullo replied, glancing at the case. Her voice was respectful, a business executive greeting her main supplier. “If your new product is as good as you claim, we are ready to distribute it at maximum capacity.”
Sam knew Vitullo was both vicious and intelligent, a dangerous woman to deal with under any circumstances. Vitullo had been the first person to recognize the wealth and power inherent in creating a technology black market. When the government began stalling the development of legal technology ten years earlier, she had rapidly built a huge criminal organization to sell illegal technology. In addition, she had funded scientists fed up with the government’s Luddite policies.
The mob had become a venture capitalist in this strange, new world.
***
Vitullo respected Murphy, but she didn’t trust him. Or anyone else. She had been working with him for five years, ever since Murphy had selected her to be the Domain’s distributor for the northeast market. The man was an enigma, just like his organization. She had searched for years, but had failed to penetrate the Domain’s secrecy. She didn’t know Murphy’s identity or that of any other Domain leader.
She watched Murphy stroke his chin, a habit she found irritating.
Her investigators had searched the net, but every bit of information about the Domain had been removed. She had bribed and then threatened public officials, but they knew nothing, or they were too frightened to talk. She had even bribed an informer to search the FBI’s files, but they contained nothing useful. The Domain remained a shadow organization, invisible and deadly.
People who investigated the Domain disappeared. Sometimes they vanished during the investigation, sometimes months afterward. She had been forced to use outside contractors once her people discovered the pattern, but nothing worked.
She hated being dependent on something she didn’t control.
Sensing the Domain was more interested in the broad distribution of their technology than the money, she suspected a mission far beyond criminal profiteering. Whatever Murphy’s game, she planned to get a piece of it.
Then she would take it all.
She had never met him in the flesh. He always insisted on virtual meetings, although she had suggested a quiet rendezvous anywhere on his terms.
I’d like to get him in my bed. Then we’d see if he could maintain his composure.
She saw Murphy nod to that fat pig Sam Armenta, who could barely take his eyes off her breasts. He reminded her of Ralph Aprillo, the new Senator from New York. Aprillo had tried to cop a feel at a fundraiser at her compound in Saddle Brook. Someday she’d get even for that one.
Armenta opened the luggage and lifted out a young girl. Vitullo didn’t let her expression waver in spite of her surprise. It had to be a robot, but she couldn’t tell for sure. Vitullo leaned forward to get a closer look as Sam placed the sleeping girl on the table.
She appeared to be about nine years old, with dark brown hair, cut short. A pretty face, but not perfect; the nose was slightly too long and the lips thin. A few minor facial blemishes spotted her skin.
Very realistic.
The robot wore a short-sleeved blue and white dress. Its arms and legs were slender, but well formed for its design age.
“Sarah, wake up,” Sam said.
The robot opened its eyes and smiled. “Hello, Sam.”
Vitullo experienced a sudden chill. The facial expression was almost perfect, no longer the wooden dummy.
“Sit up, please,” Sam said.
“Okay,” it replied, sitting up smoothly.
More grace than a human child.
“You’re very pretty, Sarah,” Vitullo said.
“Thanks, Sam.” Sarah turned in Vitullo’s direction and smiled sweetly. “I don’t know you. What’s your name?”
“Why doesn’t it recognize me?” Vitullo asked Murphy.
“This model doesn’t have an interface to the net. Sarah has to learn. Just like a human child.”
Vitullo nodded and turned back to Sarah.
“You may call me Ms. Moravec.”
“Pleased to meet you, Ms. Moravec.”
“Sarah, I haven’t seen you for several days,” Sam said. “Can you give me a hug?”
Sarah smiled coyly at Sam then crawled across the table and threw its arms around his neck. Sam returned the hug.
“Thank you, Sarah. Please tell Ms., uh, Moravec, about your capabilities.”
“Sure.” Facing Vitullo again, the robot said, “I’m able to speak at any age level from toddler to adult. In order to describe my capabilities better, I’m switching to adult.” Sarah paused, and then continued, “Technically, I am classified as the CLD-13F robotic system. I have been designed to simulate many, but not all, the abilities of a typical girl of nine years.”
Vitullo noticed Sarah’s voice had lost the high-pitched squeak of childhood and now spoke with the modulation of a well-educated young woman.
Sarah walked gracefully around the table and stopped in front of Vitullo’s hologram.
“I am configured with a comprehensive package of adaptive learning software. Each robot has thirty-eight characteristics the customer may modify. I just gave you an example—language capability. Although the initial language level is set at nine years, the owner may reset it to any age desired.”
Vitullo had become vaguely uneasy as she studied the robot.
How far this alien intelligence has come. What if the Domain could take control of this robot from its owner? Could the robots be an army in waiting, scattered in the homes of ordinary citizens?
In a matter-of-fact voice, Vitullo said, “Safety code, included in all previous robots, prohibits any action that might harm a human. Do you obey the entire robot safety code?”
Sarah smiled. “Yes, I do.”
Vitullo returned the smile.
“Very good. Can the safety code be overridden in any way? Could you harm a human or allow a human to be harmed?”
Before Sarah could answer, Murphy chuckled. “Come on, Maria. You know we would never develop a robot that doesn’t obey the safety code. The world learned a harsh lesson—PeaceMaker—from that lunatic Ray Brown.”
“As you say,” Vitullo replied.
“You sound skeptical.”
Vitullo’s lips formed a smile. “You’ll say whatever is in the Domain’s interest. I say that out of respect for your intelligence. Please respect me as well.”
Murphy shook his head, apparently bemused. “Very well, but I can assure you this model obeys the safety code in every way.”
“Let’s say it were possible to override the safety code,” Vitullo said, watching Murphy intently. “Suppose a person knew how to bypass a section of code.” Before Murphy could interrupt, Vitullo said, “Bear with me, please.”
Murphy shrugged and placed his palms on the table. Vitullo noticed the Domain soldiers were sitting straight up, ready for action. Tension seeped back into the conference room.
“Suppose the safety code could be overridden,” Vitullo insisted, deciding to press hard for a reaction. “Robots all over the world would rise up as an army, attacking people according to the commands of their master.”
She paused, but Murphy’s face revealed nothing. Had she gone too far? “But of course the Domain would never create a robot containing such dangerous code. Would you, my friend?”
His eyes never leaving Vitullo, Murphy ignored the question. “Sarah, please continue with your presentation,” he said.
As Sarah continued, Vitullo could see endless possibilities. Each customer could configure Sarah according to his own needs. Even more important, before selling them to customers, Vitullo’s people might be able to teach the robots to obey hidden commands.
Murphy would never give me a robot that could override the safety code, would he?
She scrutinized Murphy for any hints, but he maintained a pleasant friendliness throughout the presentation, revealing nothing. She decided to have her engineers take the robot apart and see what made it tick.
***
Outside the building, Pete continued to monitor his computer. He followed the meeting through the display, pleased to see everything going so well. His computer acted as the server for the conference, transmitting data between Murphy and Vitullo and the helmet computer.
Suddenly, the conference room disappeared and the display flashed a blinking message in large, yellow letters: POTENTIAL INTRUDER. In addition to being a hologram server, the computer continued to monitor signals from the billions of sensors scattered throughout the garage. The yellow signal warned him the sensors had detected an intruder near the entrance of the garage.
Pete pulled his Beretta laser pistol, ducked behind the car hood, and located the intruder on the computer display. A map of the nearby area identified someone on the sidewalk hurrying past the garage. The person then crossed the street and appeared to get into a car and drive away. Pete relaxed slightly.
Probably someone from the office complex who had worked late.
It was the last thought he ever had.
***
Moesha felt the familiar recoil of the Armalite rifle against her shoulder. The weapon’s ping was followed by the thump of a high-powered bullet crashing through a human skull; the driver’s head blew apart, blood scattering across the blacktop. The man’s body slid down the side of the car and flopped to the garage floor. Moesha lowered her weapon and stepped out of the shadows. She crept across the garage to examine the decapitated body.
Assured the gangster was dead, she pulled off her gas mask and portable tank, which had captured her breath, leaving nothing for the sensors to detect. She quickly scanned the garage and then spoke into her communicator, “The driver has been eliminated. You may approach.”
Moesha looked at the driver’s computer, which now showed thousands of sensors moving toward her. The display had turned red.
***
Vitullo thought about the possibilities this technology offered as Sarah continued with the presentation. Sarah was a breakthrough technology; the robot was almost human in many ways.
We can sell millions, all secretly trained to obey me.
Vitullo knew Murphy was watching her. Although the robot would be very profitable, she sensed a deeper purpose. Still trying to see what Murphy would reveal, she turned to him.
“Of course, you realize how dangerous it will be to distribute Sarah. The robot’s humanness will anger many, especially the fanatics in the Army of God. They will regard Sarah as a tool of the Devil, and become even more determined to eliminate the Technos, as they call us.”
Murphy said nothing, so Vitullo asked, “Why did you make the robot so human?”
Everyone kept their eyes on Murphy, even Sarah. Murphy stared at Vitullo for a long moment, making her uncomfortable.
“Sarah is one step along the path, Maria. The path was always there, we are just the first to walk along it.”
Vitullo pondered his words and forced a smile. “I don’t understand, but I will do my job. How many robots am I to sell?”
“Four million over the next three months.”
“I can’t sell that many so quickly. What’s the robot’s price?”
Stroking his chin, Murphy smiled thinly. “That will be your decision.”
“How much will you charge me for each robot?”
Murphy’s eyes darkened, losing their veneer of partnership. It was the first time he had allowed his feelings to surface, and she felt tension gouge her chest.
“There will be no charge,” he said, still wearing his thin smile.
What the hell?
The Domain had built a robot that was almost human, with capacity to learn and adapt. Millions would be sold, but they weren’t charging her a cent for it? In addition, Sarah would infuriate their enemies.
What is that madman planning?
***
A barrage of bullets shattered the conference room windows, killing many of the Technos before they could pull their laser pistols. Coming through the door spraying automatic fire, Moesha finished off the last of the enemies. Weapons ready, her men followed her into the room.
Only a single infidel—the one named Sam—remained alive, lying on the floor with blood trickling from the wound in his forehead. The two holograms had disappeared, but not before she memorized their faces. She swore to the Lord she would hunt them down.
Her soldiers surrounded the table, pinning down the arms and legs of the struggling Sarah-Devil. Moesha stood over Sam and kicked him hard in the side. He groaned and then looked up at her. She would have liked to shatter his skull with a kick, but she needed information before he died.
She pointed her Armalite at his head.
“Tell me who you are, and I won’t kill you.”
Sam coughed. “Go to hell.”
The Techno’s blasphemy angered her, and the rifle sputtered.
She turned to the Sarah-Devil to examine it more carefully. The robot had stopped struggling and was eyeing her curiously. Moesha shuddered as she recognized the intelligence gleaming through its eyes.
Just as the First Minister had prophesized.
The creature said to Moesha, “Hello. I don’t recognize you. Please tell me your name.”
Moesha grasped the amulet hanging from her neck and kissed it. She turned to her men and hissed, “Abomination.”
Attacking the distributors of these robots wasn’t enough; she had to destroy the laboratories where the Technos created the creatures. The next assault would hit the infidels’ core.
She would bring the inferno to their universities.
CHAPTER 2
Instead of remaining true to our destiny, humanity is becoming the sorcerer’s apprentice, creating a robot force that may sweep us aside.
First Minister Adam Jordan, the Church of Natural Humans, 2016
Although it seems far in the past, it was barely a decade ago that the world was devastated by PeaceMaker, the terrible virus that shut down the Internet. Everything depended on the Internet at that time—the power for homes and factories went out and many froze to death; massive accidents occurred as traffic systems failed; netphones fell silent and television went dark, making communication virtually impossible; food couldn’t be shipped to the supermarkets; all the looting and killing—it is almost too horrible to think about.
Daphne Hayden, DNS news anchor, 2022
Sunday, January 30, 2022
Waiting on the front steps, Claire gazed through the immense front entrance of the church. The view was familiar and yet unsettling. Although she had been a member of the Church of Natural Humans for more than two years, she had never seen so many people attend a service. All around her, orderly groups of the faithful entered and took their seats. A network camera crew was setting up in the narthex, surrounded by several church security officers keeping the crowd away. The pressure of the crowd forced her through the entrance and past a ten-foot statue of Jesus on the cross. As she left the narthex and stepped into the nave, her eyes gazed upward; all five levels of balconies were packed.
The Church of Natural Humans had grown from a small sect with fewer than twenty thousand followers, mostly in the South, to a thriving, growing organization with forty million members in the US and thirty million more worldwide. The Church’s founder, Adam Jordan, claimed that God commanded him to stop the advance of unholy technology. In the aftermath of PeaceMaker, the Church’s core message—that advanced technology was dangerous to humanity’s physical and moral survival—had touched the souls of decent folk everywhere and shown them the path to salvation. She was blessed to be one of them.
Today would be unique, the first televised service permitted by the Church. Adam Jordan, their Founder and First Minister, would speak during the service. There were rumors the Church had captured one of the Technos, those horrible scientists that worshipped the Devil, and would execute him in front of the congregation. She shivered. That could never happen; it must be just a rumor.
She made the sign of the cross. Thank the Lord she had found the Church.
Her eyes swept over the interior of the vast building. Its rounded arches and dark interior resembled a Romanesque Catholic cathedral, but with a more functional, severely simple appearance. A plain wooden stage, holding a single row of straight-backed chairs in front of a low wooden altar, rose at the far end of the nave. No statues, candles or traditional decorative objects intruded on the stage’s stark appearance. A huge stone fireplace covered the entire back wall of the stage, and a row of smaller fireplaces lined each side of the nave, providing heat and flickering light. A Winchester bolt-action rifle, its barrel polished to gleam in the light of the flames, was mounted above each fireplace.
I remember what that means.
In the Church’s doctrines, the fireplace and rifle symbolized a man’s home and the power to defend it. One of the ministers had taught her that.
With a shiver, she realized it was almost as cold in the building as it was outside. The fireplaces were impressive, but they didn’t provide sufficient heat for so huge a building.
Broad skylights dwarfed a line of fourteen stained-glass windows built high in the clerestory above each balcony, depicting the Stations of the Cross. The skylights provided adequate lighting during the day; at night, however, the dark sky dominated.
A soft hand on her upper arm intruded in her thoughts. A familiar, heart-faced woman smiled kindly at her and gently guided her along the stone floor of the nave.
This Sister is so nice. What is her name?
From a hidden organ, somber music filled the air. The faithful continued to pour in and take their assigned seats. The Sister guided her to an empty pew not far from the entrance, and they shuffled in about halfway.
Sister Patricia, Claire recalled, that’s her name.
Claire breathed hard, and her hand clutched at the bronze amulet dangling from her neck. She was to be called today, even though she had sinned. She looked down at the coin-shaped charm pressed with the image of a bolt-action rifle above a jagged flame, then lifted the cold metal to her mouth and kissed it. She had never spoken to the congregation before, and she was nervous.
Gradually the pews filled. As a familiar organ melody echoed through the cavernous building, Claire pulled out her prayer book, read briefly from it then stuffed it back in her purse. She squeezed shut her eyes, and the beautiful music washed over her.
She was disappointed when the last notes drifted away. Minutes stretched by, and she began to fidget, until the faithful stood up in unison. Twelve ministers, stern-faced men and women, entered in pairs from a door at the side of the giant fireplace. Wearing dark blue cassocks that brushed the tops of their shoes, the ministers fanned out across the stage and stood in front of their seats. The top buttons of each cassock were open, revealing a shoulder holster and pistol. A large silver amulet sparkled from each minister’s neck. When all the ministers were in place, they sat in unison, leaving the center chair empty.
The church retained its eerie quiet as the congregation anticipated the arrival of the Holy Prophet, First Minister Adam Jordan. Claire leaned to the side, peering around the man seated in the pew in front of her, making sure she had a clear view.
The seconds stretched to minutes.
Suddenly a small, wiry man seemed to come out of nowhere and strode to the front of the stage, gleaming in a bright spotlight, and accompanied by the energetic blare of organ music. Claire was one of the first to rise and stand at attention.
The First Minister wore a white cassock, open at the top with his shoulder holster and gun exposed. Although middle-aged, he walked with the quickness of an athlete. His gold amulet swayed across his chest in rhythm with his long, confident strides. Stopping at the front of the stage, his stern presence dominated the crowd. The music played to a crescendo and abruptly ended.
Claire pressed the amulet against her chest.
“Welcome to the Church of Natural Humans,” he said in a gravelly voice. “I am First Minister Adam Jordan.”
What a handsome man!
High cheekbones, a thin, straight nose and a shock of long, gray hair falling over his shoulders. Piercing brown eyes. A lined but chillingly beautiful face. A long, jagged scar on his right cheek.
After gazing over the crowd, he threw his head back, stretched his arms to the sky and bellowed, “I am a Natural Human.”
“I am a Natural Human,” the congregation roared back. The rumble of voices cascaded across the church, twelve thousand souls, united in belief, reciting the Prayer for the Lord’s Creations.
Claire closed her eyes and joined in the recitation:
“My mind and my body are human.
My soul has not been altered by Technology.
We will destroy the Devil and protect the Earth.”
Claire opened her eyes and stared at her leader. Jordan’s wiry body swayed lightly, responding to the crowd in a slow, sensuous dance. His eyes unfocused, Jordan stretched his arms again and thundered, “Glory be to the Lord and His Creations.”
A spiritual bliss danced across the faces of his followers, and the church reverberated with their joyous response.
“Glory be to the Lord and His Creations.”
Once again, the church grew quiet. Jordan walked to the edge of the stage and down the wooden stairs, his heels clacking on each step. Claire lost sight of him, but his steps echoed through the church as he strode down the stone floor of the center aisle. The faithful knelt, bowed their heads and kissed their amulets as he passed, like a summer storm blowing through the trees. At the center of the church under a huge skylight, he came to a halt, gazing over his followers. Claire felt his eyes briefly rest upon her, cleansing her with his faith.
She didn’t deserve to be called. She couldn’t face all these good people. They should have given her something … helped her. A vague recollection of a silver chalice, filled to the brim with a bitter red liquid, passed through her mind. Maybe they had given her something—she couldn’t remember.
The flickering light of the fireplaces played across Jordan’s face, highlighting the jagged scar. Then he abruptly tilted his head back, stretched his arms to the sky and cried out, “I am a Natural Human.”
A wall of sound thundered as the faithful responded, “I am a Natural Human.”
Jordan again led the faithful in prayer:
“I condemn artificial intelligence and non-human beings.
These are abominations in the sight of God.
They will be flushed to the bowels of the Earth.”
Jordan stretched his arms and shouted, “Glory be to the Lord and His Creations.”
With one unified and unyielding voice, the faithful responded, “Glory be to the Lord and His Creations.”
Rising from their knees, the chosen broke into a torrent of applause. Many screamed their devotion to God, promising to kill Technos and defeat Lucifer.
Suddenly lightheaded, Claire grasped the front of the pew. What was wrong with her? She tried to think, but her mind had grown fuzzy. Sister Patricia was intently watching her, so she joined in the applause.
Jordan basked in the adulation and then lifted one hand to stop the tumultuous roar. Suddenly, it was quiet. The breathing of the crowd was palpable now, like that of soldiers before battle.
The First Minister strode back to the stage, his amulet swinging with each step. As he passed, believers dropped to their knees and recited the Prayer for the Lord’s Creations. The organ played in the background.
When Jordan reached the stage, he turned and began to speak. His voice sounded much older than his years. Rumbling from deep in his throat, gravelly and sometimes indistinct, it could quickly turn from comfort to threat. His voice surprised her the first time she met him; it seemed to have taken residence in the wrong body.
“This is a special moment for all of us,” Jordan said. “For the first time, we welcome non-believers to behold a service of the Church of Natural Humans. I am filled with happiness I can invite my fellow humans across the net to experience the joy and brotherhood of our Church.”
Sadness and a hint of anger played across his face. “Today marks the tenth anniversary of the attack by PeaceMaker, the Devil’s software virus. On that horrendous day, the world learned of the danger the Technos had brought forth. Dominated by Lucifer, the Techno Raymond Brown, PeaceMaker’s creator, attempted to crush our civilization.”
Claire shrank into her seat. Sister Patricia patted her hand. Startled, Claire turned to look into the Sister’s forgiving eyes.
“That danger is still with us,” Jordan said, “growing with every passing day. Humanity is at great risk, and that is why you must hear me on this specific day.”
Jordan paced again, with long, powerful strides carrying him across the stage. He stopped and faced the crowd. “Lucifer has unleashed a great Depression to weaken us. Poverty and disease are everywhere. Honest people scratch out a living while Technos and their allies live well. Crime has exploded, and it is no longer safe to step outside our homes.” His voice boomed. “Anyone with eyes can see our world is being torn apart. Lucifer laughs at us while his disciples, the Technos, tempt us to take another bite of the accursed apple.
“Do not think the danger is lessened because Ray Brown has been slain. His spawn David Brown still walks the earth. Lucifer has given him the power to create abominations just like his father. David Brown must be stopped before he builds an entity even more monstrous than PeaceMaker.”
As Jordan walked back and forth, Claire followed his every movement. “Lucifer’s evil power is great, but he cannot rule Earth while the Lord’s children remain. He has been waiting in hell for all eternity—waiting for humanity to meddle with powers we cannot control. The time has arrived; Lucifer has unleashed technology to destroy all Natural Humans.”
Jordan’s gaze swept across the church. “We have entered the Apocalypse,” he roared.
Many of the faithful blessed themselves, others dropped to their knees.
“I must tell you this; Lucifer’s plan is working.”
Jordan’s dark eyes skewered the faithful.
“Every day we take another bite of the sweet fruit of technology. Every day we discover another way to change our genes. Every day we learn another way to increase the intelligence of our computers. Every day we chip away at our claim to humanity.
“THIS … MUST … STOP … NOW!”
Claire cringed.
“The Lord formed the Church of Natural Humans to block Lucifer’s evil design. He revealed to me the power of a human untouched by artificial enhancements. He unveiled the power that will save us—the military wing of our Church.
“The Army of God!
“The Army of God is the fist that will smash the Technos and cleanse the Earth. Humanity will have a beautiful world inhabited only by natural creatures, living as God planned. A world designed by the Creator for the salvation of the human race.”
He strode back to center stage, footsteps echoing across the great church.
“Today we celebrate the war against technology. This crusade is dangerous, and it is with great sadness I ask you to take up arms.” Jordan’s eyes glistened. “From this day forward, all Natural Humans will seek out and destroy technology wherever it is unearthed. Computers must be smashed, software wiped clean. Anything that simulates human thinking must be eradicated.
“We must also stop the corruption of our bodies and minds. Natural Humans must stop those who would alter our genes and create abominations not part of the Creator’s design. Natural Humans must smash all the research labs that tamper with our genes, replace our organs with mechanical parts or integrate our minds with those of machines. Natural Humans must obliterate the hospitals and clinics that do not respect God’s will.”
Jordan gazed over his followers. His eyes paused again on Claire. “And most important,” he said, “we must find the Antichrist and burn the life from her in the great fireplace of this church. The Lord revealed to me this evil woman who leads the Technos here on Earth.
“The choice is simple: defeat the Technos and claim this Earth for the Lord.” Jordan swept his eyes over his transfixed congregation. “Or burn in hell for all eternity as Devil-spawned abominations rule our world.”
The crowd began to howl. It began as a low growl and swelled to a frightening roar. Hatred for the Technos swept through the church.
Two burly Natural Men appeared at the back of the stage. They dragged forward a struggling little girl. She was dressed in a plain maroon dress and a white lab coat. A black cowl covered her eyes.
The girl begged the men to set her free, but they dragged her to the front of the stage. The congregation buzzed, but quieted at a gesture from the First Minister.
The girl’s head turned from side to side. Claire wondered what crime against God this poor soul must have committed.
“Who’s out there?” the girl shouted. “Why have you taken me?”
Jordan took a few steps and stopped in front of her. The church was silent, except for the voice of the terrified girl, “Someone is out there. Please talk to me!”
Jordan slowly drew his revolver and pointed it at her chest. Claire gasped, riveted to the scene.
A young man burst out of a middle pew and ran toward Jordan screaming, “No more killing!” He was tackled from behind. Several guards pummeled him then dragged his limp body out a side door.
Jordon shouted, “What shall we do with the Technos?”
The congregation answered, “Kill them all.”
“No, please!” the girl begged.
The first gunshot brought the crowd to a roar, drowning out the thud of the bullet smashing into the girl’s chest. Her body jerked back, but the two men held her upright.
Claire found herself screaming out of control, terrified for the girl, but the Technos had violated God’s will. She looked around—the church was a sea of angry, clean-cut faces.
Jordan shot the girl repeatedly, even though it appeared the first bullet had taken her life. Each gunshot echoed with the previous one until the whole building vibrated with murderous intensity.
Claire gasped for breath, lightheaded. Jordan, the faithful, the church and the revolver fused into a single, seething entity. Her legs felt weak, she held on to the pew.
Jordan tried to speak, but stopped as the crescendo continued out of control. The roar gradually evolved into a chant, “Death to the Technos … Death to the Technos …”
Arms folded, Jordan waited calmly. Finally, the mob’s passion ebbed and the chant faded.
“Remove the clothes,” Jordan shouted.
The men stripped off her coat and pulled down her dress, revealing half a dozen holes in the girl’s torso.
“Does this thing bleed?” Jordan asked.
There wasn’t a drop of blood. The congregation buzzed in confusion.
Jordan stuck his fingers through the holes and pulled hard. The front of the girl’s chest flipped open, revealing a dense organization of electronics. The faithful cursed, but quieted when Jordan raised his hand.
“This is what the Technos are releasing into the world. This robot—this abomination—is Lucifer’s replacement for natural humans, assembled from chemicals, electricity and inorganic materials.” Jordan’s voice boomed out, “How many of these Frankenstein walk among us?”
The robot’s heels scraped across the wooden floor as the two men dragged it to the rear of the stage and out of sight, a sound Claire felt to her bones.
Sister Patricia suddenly pulled her into a firm embrace. With her head buried in the Sister’s neck, an overwhelming scent rushed up her nostrils and invaded her mind. Sister Patricia pressed a wet pad against her nose. Claire gasped and tried to pull away, but the Sister was too strong.
“You will feel wonderful in a moment,” Sister Patricia whispered.
Fog lifted from her mind, revealing the words that had been planted there, and Claire stopped struggling.
“The Apocalypse is here,” Jordan said in a quiet voice. “The Antichrist seeks to eradicate humanity. Join us now. The ranks of Natural Humans are growing to meet this unholy threat. Many outsiders have seen the light, sometimes from the most unexpected source.”
Sister Patricia released her grip, and Claire straightened in her seat. She felt alert, all her senses working in harmony, as if she had woken from a deep slumber. Sister Patricia smiled at her then turned to listen to the First Minister.
Jordan walked to the front of the stage. “For those not familiar with our ways, our custom is to have a member of the Church give witness at our services. Today the Lord has blessed us with a most unusual woman.” Jordan lifted his head, peering toward the rear of the building. “Claire, please come here and stand by me.”
Her contentment ebbed. She had known she would be called, but she wasn’t worthy. Her legs were stone. Deep down, to her core, she was a sinner. These good people would never accept someone so worthless. Turning to Sister Patricia, Claire wanted to explain she couldn’t give witness, but the words were there, placed in her mind, burning to be spoken. Patricia’s eyes glowed with happiness, and she stood and offered Claire her hand.
So forgiving.
Claire rose to her feet and shuffled to the center aisle. Head down, she tottered toward the stage, her eyes focused on the amulet dangling like a shield in front of her chest.
Jordan took her hand as she climbed the steps. She was surprised when he hugged her and then guided her to the proper spot on the stage.
Jordan turned to the crowd. “This is Claire Brown, sister of the Techno Raymond Brown.”
A buzz of whispers rippled through the church. After gazing over the crowd, Jordan walked away to sit with the Ministers.
Claire kept her eyes down and remained silent. She tried to speak, but only mumbled words came out. The crowd began to whisper again. She knew what to say, the words glowed in her mind; she just had to find the courage.
A female voice shouted, “We don’t want the sister of the Devil-maker in our church.”
Other voices cried out; she felt anger spread among the faithful.
She just had to say the words in her mind and everything would be all right.
“I am a Natural Human.”
The crowd grew quiet as she recited the prayer.
“My mind and my body are human. My soul has not been altered by Technology.”
A woman in the second row kneeled; others followed.
“We will destroy the Devil and protect the Earth. Glory be to the Lord and His Creations.”
A soft rustle came from the pews as thousands of believers kneeled.
Claire shuffled her feet and cleared her throat. She coughed up phlegm and then swallowed it, leaving a vile taste. The chalice … the bitter liquid. She cleared her throat again and allowed the words to be spoken.
“For many years, I was a lonely woman without hope or purpose.” She looked across the faithful. “Then I found salvation through the First Minister and the Church of Natural Humans. I now have a purpose in life. I would like to share my story with my fellow humans here and with those of you in the wilderness still searching for an answer. I pray my story will help you find salvation among your fellow humans.”
She looked down, ashamed. “If he had survived, my brother would have been fifty-two, just two years older than me. We were born into a troubled home. Our parents were not evil, but I now understand they were lost souls.” The faithful murmured sympathetically. “My father, God save his soul, was a Techno and an atheist.”
The words were there, in her mind. They were her words—they had to be— but she had never spoken so well. She concentrated on the words. It was all so clear.
Claire raised her eyes and gazed across the church, finding sympathetic faces. “My mother was a cold shell of a woman, without love of God or man. Was there any doubt my brother would become Lucifer’s tool? Or that I would become a weak copy of my mother … a useless collection of bone and tissue imitating a human? Looking back, I can see Lucifer’s hand crushing the humanity out of our family, so he could corrupt Ray’s genius.”
Taking a deep breath, Claire continued. “My brother and I fought for our humanity, but we did not understand the power of the Enemy. We knew our lives held no meaning, but we didn’t realize the Lord was missing. My brother tried to fill his life with technology, and Lucifer drove him without mercy. Technology became addictive, but it did not provide him with the happiness he craved. Then he became an alcoholic. His life swung back and forth between alcohol and technology, each cycle worse than the previous one. He tried to break free—to become human—but Lucifer had him in a death grip.” She lifted her chin and stared over the crowd. “I’ll tell you this about my brother; he fought long and hard, but in the end, he succumbed to Lucifer and brought forth the beast, PeaceMaker.
“I was not so valiant. I quickly fell prey to drugs and alcohol. I would do anything to fill my body with chemicals. I lied, cheated, and whored— anything to get chemicals, anything to keep me from thinking about the emptiness of my existence. I hated being sober. Whenever the drugs cleared from what remained of my mind, I was forced to confront my sins.” Tears clouded her vision. “I even tried suicide once, but I failed at that, too.”
Coughing racked her body, and she struggled to recover her breath.
Such a wasted life.
“Finally, a miracle happened. One day a Sister found me and brought me to the Church. They provided food for my body and, more importantly, my soul. The good people of the Church helped me to understand what had happened to my brother and to me.” Pointing to Adam Jordan, she said, “That good man helped me to find salvation. He has given me the chance to do something decent with my life.”
She stared defiantly into the camera. “We must stop the advance of technology! I will do everything I can, but the Enemy is strong and merciless. We need your strength. Please join us. I beg you; help us defeat the Technos.”
The church exploded with applause. Smiling, Adam Jordan hurried to Claire and hugged her. As she tottered down the aisle toward her seat, the crowd continued to applaud. Recollection seeped into her mind.
The silver chalice … the First Minister … he’d been the one who taught her the words … such a bitter liquid, but it had washed away her sins. She felt contentment, just as the First Minister had promised. The confession had completed her transformation to a state of grace. The guilt had been cleansed from her soul. She was a Natural Human.
The First Minister’s voice boomed over her shoulder. “Bless you, Claire. Bless you for your courage and your compassion. You have traveled from the gateway of hell and we admire you.”
Turning to glare into the camera, he thundered, “If Claire Brown can find her way to us, so can you! If Claire Brown can stand up to the Devil, so can you. If Claire Brown can find salvation, you, too, can give your life grace and meaning.
“I ask you, join your fellow humans in the war against Lucifer. Join Claire … join me … in the great crusade against the Technos. Dedicate your life to humanity. Find your destiny in the Church of Natural Humans.”
The organ blared as Jordan turned, walked to the back of the stage, and disappeared. As he walked, the faithful chanted the Prayer for the Lord’s Creations.
When Adam Jordan’s war had run its bloody course, human history would forever be changed.
An uneasy peace exists between believers and Technos. Most people draw clear boundaries between religion and technology, but what if they come into conflict? What would put them in fundamental conflict? Or is the question who rather than what?
Steve Bonini’s Diary, 2014
Monday, January 31, 2022
David forced his eyes open and blinked at the sunlight streaming through his apartment window. His stomach felt queasy, and he kicked himself for staying so late at the bars. He recalled going out to the car with Cindy-what’s-her-name, but everything was a blur.
Turning his head to focus on the alarm clock, he groaned when he saw it was almost 11 a.m. He knew he should drag himself out of bed and catch up on his homework. Now in his fourth year at the University of Washington, he was still a junior because he had dropped so many classes. Although testing had revealed a genius level IQ, his grades were mediocre. Not that he gave a shit.
Is Cindy still here? He reached over, but the bed was empty. Too bad. She must have decided to sneak away before her friends discovered that she had slept with the infamous David Brown.
He blinked his eyes, but his vision remained blurry. That girl could sure suck down the beer. He smiled, thinking about last night’s encounter. She knew how to use that body, too. He scratched his head and fought the temptation to go back to sleep.
On the wall was a poster of Marilyn Monroe, a long-ago sex symbol. A blast of wind from a passing subway had blown her dress upwards, revealing a beautiful pair of legs. Although Marilyn attempted to push down her dress, a mischievous smile lit up her face. The honest beauty and pure enjoyment of that poster always made him feel good. Marilyn died young, a misfit, but she had left her mark. Maybe he would leave his mark, too.
David’s robot, NewBuddy, waited at the foot of the bed. A five-foot-tall mobile computer with a holographic projector on top, it could move about the apartment on four spidery legs. He had brought NewBuddy home from the school’s artificial intelligence lab to upgrade its software.
How many beers did I have last night, anyway? He smiled. Not as many as Cindy.
When he propped himself up on his elbows, the robot displayed Marilyn Monroe’s head and torso in a three-dimensional holograph just above its top section.
“Rise and shine, big boy,” Marilyn said. “Time to get that bod out of bed.”
“You’ll have to do better than that, Marilyn,” he said, yawning.
The robot then projected a life-size hologram of Marilyn in a tiny bikini standing next to the bed. The image was so vivid, David felt he could have reached up and touched her. She leaned over him, her breasts swaying deliciously, and leered. “I really need you to get up.” She giggled. “Come on, baby.”
David chuckled, “Pretty good,” but remained in bed.
He fluffed up the pillows and stretched out.
There wasn’t that much homework, anyway.
He loved working on the robot, and he knew every inch of it. The central processing and memory unit located midway up the frame coordinated the actions of the microchips distributed throughout the robot’s structure. NewBuddy had the hardware capability to outperform a human at many tasks. An idea to improve its performance popped into his mind, but instead of acting on it, he reluctantly decided to study for the exams.
The robot carried a bunch of towels into the bathroom, treading lightly on its thin legs. A moment later, David heard water running in the shower.
He wondered why his professors insisted he take all these dumb classes; they knew he had designed most of the enhancements to this robot. Thanks to his work, each microchip employed high performance software that functioned independently of the central processor. In effect, he had distributed intelligence throughout the robot, with the central processor providing coordination. David wasn’t claiming all the credit—he didn’t really care who got the credit—but everyone knew he had developed the software.
NewBuddy came out of the bathroom. “Your shower is ready.”
David kicked off the blankets and dragged himself out of bed. He took a step and stumbled over a pair of sneakers. They didn’t look familiar, so he held one against his foot. Too small. He chuckled when he realized Cindy had left her sneakers here. He felt under the bed for his sneakers. Gone.
Wear them in good health.
Undressing as he walked, he dropped his underpants on the floor and stumbled to the bathroom. He opened the shower door and tested the water temperature with his hand. Why do I bother? He enjoyed a long shower, shaved, tied his thick brown hair back in a wet ponytail and walked back to the bedroom to get dressed. He checked out his bare body as he passed the mirror—lean and tight.
NewBuddy had left a pair of jeans, a black pull-over shirt, clean underpants, and white socks on the now made-up bed. His beat-up tennis shoes were side by side on the rug. After dressing quickly, he ambled into the old-fashioned but recently repainted kitchen, where NewBuddy had placed a cup of coffee, black and steaming, on the table. The robot was heating scrambled eggs and toast in the microwave, which it served shortly after he sipped the coffee.
He grinned and said, “Marilyn, what do you think are my best qualities?”
While the robot carried frozen strips of bacon to the microwave, a life-sized hologram of Marilyn Monroe, dressed in a French maid’s outfit, appeared at his side.
“Hmmm, you have so many good qualities.” Marilyn licked her lips. “It’s difficult, big boy, to pick out just one or two.”
Scratching his chin, David pretended to consider Marilyn’s answer. “You make a good point. I know it’s difficult with so much to choose from, but let’s be bold. Take a stab at it.”
“Well, that hard body of yours does things for me,” Marilyn purred. “Plus, you know more about artificial intelligence and robotics than anyone else in the world, including that bimbo Dr. Golkin, who gave you a C in the robotics lab.” Marilyn smiled and said, “That’s it, baby, sexy and smart— those are your best qualities.”
“Excellent. My selections as well.” David raised his coffee cup. “My compliments to your neural networks.”
While eating scrambled eggs and bacon, he picked up his eyeglasses and said, “Turn on the news.”
The intelligent software in the glasses selected his standard morning news broadcast. The first report described a big government technology bust. The news reporter described how the FBI had caught a gang of black marketers. An informer had revealed the location of a data warehouse on the net, containing illegal financial software. By analyzing and extrapolating vast amounts of financial data, the software could augment human reasoning in placing stock market transactions. The news reporter explained how anyone owning this software would have an unfair advantage over everyone else, violating the Technology Fairness Act. Luckily, the reporter droned, the FBI caught the criminals before they could distribute the software over the net.
Stupid law, stupid government.
“Turn off this crap and display my messages.” He finished the scrambled eggs and took a big bite of toast.
He stopped chewing when his glasses displayed page after page of email messages—more than eight thousand messages last night.
“What the hell?” he murmured and selected the first one. The video showed the hazy outline of a man sitting in a dark room. A heavy, deliberately distorted voice said, “You and your whole damn family should have been executed years ago. I don’t buy all that bullshit that you were innocent. You have bad blood. We should get a hot iron and ram—”
“Shut down this message,” David shouted and collapsed back in his chair.
God, it was happening again.
He picked another message and the puffy face of a fifty-plus woman appeared. “My son Donnie would be thirty-one if he hadn’t died from radiation exposure ten years ago,” she said. “Your father—may he rot in hell —was responsible for Donnie’s murder when that PeaceMaker made the nuclear reactor explode. You should at least have the decency to say you’re sorry for what that bastard did. First Minister Jordan says you’re a computer freak, too. The government ought to lock you up and throw away the key.”
The picture went blank.
So that’s what set it off. A stupid speech by that maniac Adam Jordan. Shit. If they target me, this could get dangerous.
The old anger came back, fresh and raw. He would not let these bastards push him around again.
PeaceMaker was my father’s crime, not mine. My father, damn him.
He spit the toast out of his mouth.
The bastard.
As suddenly as it came, the storm passed. There wasn’t any point in getting worked up, he decided. The anger simmered, but he’d get through it.
“Eliminate all the messages in my mailbox except those from people I know.”
All but a few messages disappeared. His mother had messaged several times, warning him to stay out of class for a few days. That bastard Jordan was heating things up again, no doubt to recruit converts for his miserable church.
Too bad he didn’t have a class today. At least he could go over to the library, as if he was looking up something in that slower-than-shit computer system. Screw them.
Only one message remained. Sent from a public database, the message had been created a decade earlier. Curious, he selected it.
His father stared at him from across the years, a broad-shouldered man with big hands tapping nervously on his desk.
David gaped at the once-familiar image. Unruly salt and pepper hair flopped over a forehead lined with deep creases, but it was the intensity in his father’s dark eyes that mesmerized David.
The man began to speak, slowly, quietly. “Dear David, receiving a message from your father after all these years must be quite a shock, and I’m sorry for that. You’re twenty-one now, old enough to learn what happened directly from me. By chance, I discovered a lethal virus in the Atlas operating system, 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, but I can’t do it. Since you received this message, I must have failed and my enemies captured or killed me. You see, this message was set to release automatically in 2022 unless I deleted it. God, I can only hope they were stopped before they unleashed the virus.
“It was great to see you last weekend. You are probably building computer systems I couldn’t even imagine. You’re growing into a fine young man.” There was a catch in his voice. “I am so proud of you.” His father paused for a moment to regain his composure. “I’m 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 you very much.”
His father pushed a strand of hair back from his forehead. “I guess that’s all I have to say. I don’t know what kind of world exists in 2022, but I hope it’s good for you.”
The sadness in his father’s voice settled like a damp winter day into David’s bones.
“Goodbye … I wish it could have been different … live fully and honorably … that’s all.”
Stunned, David played the message again. He tried to capture every word, every inflection. The message appeared to be authentic—why would anyone fake it after all these years?
Slowly the enormity of the message sank in; was it possible his father was not the monster who had infected the net with the PeaceMaker virus? If this message was true, his father had not been responsible for all the death and destruction when the computers shut down. Just the opposite. He had lost his life trying to stop the criminals responsible for the catastrophe.
He felt sick. His head ached, but this wasn’t a normal headache. The pain seemed to flow right into his mind. He hadn’t suffered an attack like this for years, since PeaceMaker had been terminated. David buried his head in his arms and closed his eyes. The stench of roadside kill drifted into his senses as in a dream. Pain … disquieting sensations … more pain. An image formed in the shadows of his mind. The image twisted and vibrated, like an insect escaping a cocoon, but remained hazy. Then he understood … an entity was coming across the net, coming for him. His mind’s eye strained to see through the darkness … the image twisted into the shape of a child, but it wasn’t flesh and blood. All his senses warned him of danger.
David readied for the confrontation. A stone blasted through his kitchen window, spraying shards of glass across the room, bringing him out of his trance. He dived to the floor as a second stone hurled through the window and crashed into his refrigerator. A barrage of stones pelted his windows, and he scrambled under the table.
Angry voices came from the ground, and another volley of stones smashed through the windows. Sirens wailed in the distance, and he prayed it was the police coming to rescue him. Stones continued to fly through the windows, splintering the remaining glass and crashing into the walls and ceiling. The siren grew louder, but it seemed to be taking forever.
He heard voices from the exterior hallway, then a loud crash. Someone was trying to knock down his door! His only weapon was a baseball bat in the bedroom closet. He scrambled across the kitchen floor on his hands and knees. He reached up, opened the closet door and searched for the bat. Loud thuds as someone tried to kick in the door. He found the bat and got ready to swing it at anyone who broke in.
A voice yelled, “Cops,” and several people ran down the exterior hall.
Another volley of stones crashed through the bedroom window. He scrambled back under the kitchen table. Excited voices came through the windows, and he thought he heard a policeman shouting orders. Gradually, it grew quiet outside, except for a pulsing siren. Still holding the bat, he crept to the kitchen window and peeked out. A few demonstrators were in the street, but the police had them under control.
One grubby-looking guy spotted David in the window and shouted obscenities. David gave him the finger then crunched through broken glass back to the kitchen table. NewBuddy was stretched out on the floor, his chest dented by a rock.
A policeman came in to see if he was okay, and glanced around at the damage. He seemed annoyed to be there and left without saying much.
David went back to the splintered kitchen window and watched the police drag away the few remaining demonstrators. He doubted anyone would be charged.
He looked around at his apartment, littered with stones and broken glass. It was getting chilly, but he didn’t care.
He wasn’t sure how long he stood there, and then realized he was pressing hard on the windowsill, leaving his fingertips white and sore. The demonstrators were gone. A lone policeman stood at the front door of the apartment building.
David pulled a sheet off his bed and tacked it over the bedroom window, then did the same in the kitchen. He swept up the broken glass, poured a glass of cola and sat down at the kitchen table.
His father was responsible for this.
Years before, he had concluded that his father had failed at all the important things in life. Sure, the man had it tough, but he failed big-time. His father had led a sad life, beginning with a dysfunctional family. He had fought alcoholism, never winning but never giving up either. The man had tried to be a good husband and father. When he had been sober, when he had been there for them, he was terrific. They just never knew which Raymond Brown they would get. And in the end, they got a failed man.
But how do I really know Dad wasn’t guilty? Maybe the message is a clever fake. Maybe he was creating an alibi in case things failed. Or maybe he was just a psycho after all.
David pressed his forehead against the table. Damn you, Dad, you bastard, you loser. Damn you, wherever you are. He couldn’t think of enough curses to burn out his rage, and they kept tumbling through his mind.
He couldn’t go on like this—he had to get to the truth. A lot more than an old message would be necessary to demonstrate his father’s innocence—if he was innocent. Those responsible for creating PeaceMaker had concocted a convincing lie, so getting to the truth would be tough. A decade had passed, plenty of time to destroy all the evidence of his father’s innocence, if there was any.
If my father is innocent, and I do this, the people who killed him will come after me.
Yet he had to do it. If he could prove his father wasn’t guilty, the family name would be cleared. All the hatred would disappear; they could live like normal people.
He wouldn’t fail. He wasn’t like his father. He would find out whether his father was innocent or guilty—wherever the truth took him. He’d get to the core and finally understand that strange, complex man.
Then he could free himself.
Maybe.
To David’s surprise, he felt strangely alive. For the first time in his life, he had a clear goal: he would finally learn what made his father tick. If Dad was innocent, David would clear the family name and bring the bastards to justice.
He glanced around at his broken apartment. He’d have to be careful, or his father’s killers would discover his search. He swallowed hard. And there was that creature coming over the net.
Only a small proportion of humans can understand the inner workings of science and technology. To most humans it’s magic—powerful magic. The masses don’t have a glimmer of understanding and they mistrust those who do.
Steve Bonini’s Diary, 2015
A car bomb exploded this morning just outside the front entrance of Intelligent Storage Devices in Princeton, New Jersey, killing 57 and injuring more than 200. A police spokesperson indicated this might have been the work of the mysterious Army of God, which has attacked a number of high-tech corporations since the beginning of the year.
The Wall Street Journal, May 15, 2020
Thursday, February 3, 2022
David drove north from Seattle on Interstate 5 for more than two hours, heading toward his grandmother’s home in the San Juan Islands. As he drove, the morning sun rose above the white-capped peaks of the Cascade Mountains, now and then breaking through a clutter of gray clouds. He had begun his search for the truth about his father, and he was nervous. After the riot outside his dorm, he had no choice.
His speedometer hovered at around 35 due to dangerous potholes and road litter. Once a beautiful three-lane highway, it hadn’t been maintained since tax revenues dried up.
David drove a nine-year-old Mercedes sedan, still one of the better cars on the road. Although the Federal Government had confiscated his father’s estate, ostensibly to pay off PeaceMaker victims, his mother had bought him this car when he graduated high school.
“Avoid the large pothole two hundred feet ahead on the right,” the onboard computer warned. David skirted a pothole more than a yard across and a foot deep.
Had he made the right decision to visit his grandmother? He knew she wouldn’t be pleased to see him. She and Dad had strained their relationship to the breaking point and barely spoke during Dad’s adult years. Once he died, she cut off all contact with the family and moved permanently to her summerhouse near the Canadian border. His mother said the old woman, Helen Rader Brown, was a recluse.
Today he would get closer to the truth. He pushed the pedal and passed another car.
David exited onto Route 20, a rundown, tree-encroached road leading through the hills to the Anacortes ferry. At times, he slowed to a crawl, picking his way around potholes. Weeds overran the parallel railroad tracks.
Driving past a boarded-up restaurant, he turned and entered the gate for the ferry. A huge staging lot had been built decades earlier to handle the thousands of people who commuted from the islands each day. Today only a handful of cars lined up near the rundown loading dock. David handed the fare to a toll collector and drove into the loading lane.
Since the ferry was just pulling in, David rolled down the window and enjoyed the cold salt air. When the car in front of him started up, he followed it into the ferry’s dark hold.
The San Juan archipelago consisted of hundreds of islands, but only a handful were large enough to support a significant population. His grandmother lived a few miles outside of Friday Harbor, the main town on the biggest island. For the first time in years, warm memories of a long-ago family vacation at his grandparent’s summerhouse flashed by. He recalled the smiling face of his grandfather, Mom and Grandma serving tons of food, a walk through the woods with Aunt Claire and throwing a baseball around with Dad.
These days, one dilapidated ferry from Anacortes was the only way to make the two-hour trip. Still, he looked forward to the solitude and beauty of the sea. He left his car in the hold, clambered up a couple of levels of metal stairs and took a seat near the prow. A few minutes later, the ferry left the dock and chugged into choppy waters. Then it was out of the harbor and into open sea. He bundled up against the piercing wind.
His thoughts went back to his freshman year at the university—a year that had started with such promise. People were finally beginning to forget about PeaceMaker, and he had blended into the college community. Just another student, he had gradually found friends. He’d never had friends before.
Then a reporter came sniffing around to do a follow-up on the virus attack. The man plastered David’s face all over the net, along with a story about his life at the university. Ugly calls and messages began. Demonstrations outside his dormitory were even worse, but the university grudgingly looked after his security. After a week, the demonstrators lost interest and left.
Unfortunately, they didn’t take all the hatred with them. A quiet type of repulsion remained, deep and unforgiving, the kind that doesn’t burn out rapidly. David recalled the loathing in many faces as he walked the campus. Most of his so-called friends dropped him completely, while the few who remained were polite, but distant.
Alone, once again.
He tried to fill the suddenly empty hours studying computer science, concentrating on artificial intelligence. He had always been passionate about developing software—must be in the genes. At that point, his studies were all he had.
Since his friends had deserted him, he drifted into a pattern of leaving the campus every weekend and driving out to small towns across the state. Starved for human contact, he forced himself to overcome his shyness and talk to strangers in stores, gas stations, anywhere.
It suddenly occurred to him that he had never gone to the San Juan Islands to see his grandmother. Not once in all his trips. Never even thought about it.
Once he left his true identity behind, he discovered a glib tongue. He was good at picking up women in bars and convincing them to spend the night. Anytime he wanted a woman, he just turned on the charm. His charisma and lean good looks invariably cast a spell.
He never considered building a long-term relationship; he didn’t trust anyone. Those weekends blurred in his mind, a long series of one-night stands. Sometimes he got drunk, sometimes he didn’t. It didn’t matter. A good time, then goodbye. That’s the way he wanted it.
His mother was great, and his stepfather was okay, but he had never warmed to the man. That was it. His other close relatives—his grandmother and his Aunt Claire—were strangers. Nevertheless, he was determined to see his grandmother and learn more about his father. If she didn’t want anything to do with him, too bad.
David barely heard his netphone buzz over the engine noise.
“Hello.”
“Hi, honey.”
“Mom.” He wasn’t sure what to say to her.
“The school called about a bunch of missed classes and—David, what’s all that noise?”
He cleared his throat. “I’m on a ferry to Friday Harbor. I should have mentioned it to you. I … decided to look up Grandma.”
The line was silent for a moment. “Does she know you’re coming?”
“No.”
“Have you contacted her at all?”
“I haven’t, but she’ll talk to me.”
“It’s wonderful you want to see your grandmother, but honey, don’t get your hopes up.” Her voice sounded tinny, not her usual confident tone. “Grandma made it clear she wanted nothing to do with us. I wrote her several times the year after your father died, but she never answered.”
“That was ten years ago. I think she’ll talk now. I have to try.”
“It’s your father, isn’t it? You want to see her about him.”
“Mom, I should have told you. I need to understand him. I have to know what he did.”
“What he did?” she cried. “The whole world knows what that sick bastard did.”
“Mom …”
“You want to know what he did? He killed a hundred thousand people. You want to know why he abandoned us? That whore …” Her voice trailed off.
“Mom, I’m sorry.” He waited, but his mother remained quiet. He heard her breathing.
“David, don’t open this up again. I know you loved your father. I did, too. But he was a sick man. All that brilliance and charm hid the insanity, the dishonesty.”
Tears burned his eyes. I’m too old to cry.
“I don’t want to hurt anyone,” he said. “I’m his son. He’s in me. If I don’t understand what he was, what made him do these things, where does that leave me?”
“You’re not like him. You don’t have his flaws, nothing like his flaws. You got the best of him.”
“I’ll call you in a few days,” he said. “Okay?”
“Oh, David, why do you make it so hard?”
Her voice sounded so far away. Then the line went dead.
Guilt flooded in. This was the first real argument with his mother in years. He shouldn’t have put off calling her.
It was the kind of thing Dad would do, and I can’t even blame it on alcohol.
He settled back in his seat, watching islands chug by in the wind, separated by miles of open sea. Finally, the ferry docked and David drove into the town of Friday Harbor. Although it was still a tourist spot during the summer, the little town was bleak this time of year. Most of the retail shops had closed. Many looked as if they’d been vacant for years. Pedestrians looked at his car with hard, envious stares.
Forcing his concentration back on the road, he drove northwest. It was overcast, with a brisk wind from the north. Once he left the town, the road deteriorated into a muddy lane. Not that it mattered—only an occasional car splashed by. A thick forest of evergreens dominated the rough landscape, broken up by an occasional house. Most of the homes were boarded up; a few had collapsed, their land reclaimed by the forest.
Where he could, he checked the number on a house or mailbox. Eventually he came to his grandmother’s cabin. Weather-beaten but sturdy, the old place was vaguely familiar, although smaller than he remembered. An old pick-up was parked in front, beat up but probably in working condition. A childhood memory brushed past of his grandmother driving it into Dad’s driveway.
Smoke rose out of an old stone chimney on the west side of the house. His grandmother’s home, unlike many others, seemed decently maintained. Gripping the steering wheel, David sat for a moment and stared.
Finally, he stepped from the car and headed up the dirt path to the house. A bitter wind seared his face. He walked past neatly stacked firewood on the porch and came to a heavy wooden door. No doorbell. He licked his lips, then banged hard on the door.
A thin old woman wearing spectacles pulled open the door. He had planned to greet her in a cordial manner, but couldn’t find the words. He just stared silently as she looked him over. Recognition flashed in her eyes.
“Come in, David,” she said in a voice that reminded him of a car crunching over pebbles. He was about to thank her, but she turned and walked back into the house. She had thrown a faded brown sweater over her dress.
He followed her into a 1950s kitchen warmed by crackling flames in a rough stone fireplace. Dim light entered the room through two small windows on the far wall. She gestured for him to sit down.
“Want coffee?”
David didn’t want anything to drink, but he nodded anyway.
Slightly hunched, his grandmother walked to the wood stove. Thin but not frail, she lifted a coffee pot off a burner and poured a cup, then another.
Sitting at the rickety table, he looked around. A rusty sink on one wall was next to a narrow refrigerator. Water slowly dripped from the faucet into the sink, each ping marking another slice of time lost.
He listened to the dripping water until his grandmother twisted hard on the handle of the faucet. A last couple of pings and then quiet, except for logs popping in the fireplace.
The old woman returned and placed a cup of black coffee in front of him. Holding on to her coffee cup, she slid into the chair across the table. Thin gray hair fell haphazardly over her ears, and her bony face was a maze of deep wrinkles and brown age spots, with the leathery skin of someone who had spent too many days outdoors.
He cleared his throat. “It’s been a long time, Grandma.”
Staring at him, she sipped her coffee then placed the cup on the table. Her mouth remained slightly open, revealing a sliver of yellow-stained teeth. Her doleful stare made him uncomfortable.
The crackle of the fireplace filled the room.
Finally, the old woman nodded her head, as if she had resolved a problem.
“You look like Ray—in the eyes, anyway. I hope it ends there.” She pushed her coffee cup to the side. “Why are you here?”
“I want you to tell me about my father.” David shifted in his chair. “I never had much of a chance to know him. He hardly ever spoke about his childhood, and I barely know anything about you or Aunt Claire.”
Her eyes narrowed and her hand grasped the edge of the table. Strangely, he felt threatened by this old woman.
“I need to understand where I came from,” David said. “I don’t know—”
“Better to leave it be,” she screeched. “Your father was a sick bastard.” She stood up suddenly. Her leg jostled the table, spilling hot coffee. David backed away as the coffee dripped to the floor.
Looking at the mess, she cursed, “Let his bones rot wherever they are.”
A few drops of coffee had splattered on his sleeve, but he barely felt it.
She stared at him, with something like disgust in her face—or maybe regret. It reminded him of the stares from strangers on the campus after his identity became known, but worse. Familiar, personal, troubling.
David watched his grandmother walk over to the sink, grab an old rag and kneel next to the table to wipe up the spill. Her lips moved, but he couldn’t make out her whispered words. The old woman had regained her composure when she sat at the table again.
“Sorry.” A bony hand opened and closed restlessly. “You shouldn’t have come here. Your father broke my heart. I don’t want to break yours. Go back to where you came from. There’s nothing good you can learn here.”
David didn’t like this old woman, but he had to get her to talk to him. “I won’t leave, Grandma. My father and his damn legacy have hung over me my entire life.” He paused, wondering how much to tell her, then decided to hold nothing back. “There’s something building inside me, something dangerous. In some way, it’s all tied to Dad—and maybe you. I need to understand this thing that’s building. Help me.”
Her voice was gentle. “You won’t like it, you know. There’s something wrong with this family, something evil.” She straightened her shoulders. “What am I carrying on about? We are what we are. You want to know about us, fine, I’ll tell you.”
Dark eyes peeked out from drooping lids. She had a way of staring that made him squirm.
“I don’t know where to start,” she said, clasping her hands together. “I think we have bad blood, but there’s more to it than that. I believe there was an unholy presence in this house back then.” She cleared her throat. “But I’m getting ahead of the story.
“I never knew my parents. Somebody put me in a cardboard box and left me at the orphanage.” Snorting, she looked down at her hands. “Probably the best decision they ever made.
“Let’s say I was not the most popular person in the home. I didn’t speak until I was four, so everyone thought I was slow. Didn’t talk much afterwards, either. Hell, nobody was much interested in listening to me, anyway. I was just a plain, lonely girl.”
The old woman’s face twisted with ancient pain. “They ignored me the eighteen years I was there. The nuns didn’t mistreat me, but sometimes I wished they would. At least they’d know I was alive.” She shook her head, and returned her attention to him. “After a while, it didn’t bother me. I didn’t whine about it. I didn’t cry, not me. Made me tough. That’s how you have to be to get through this life.” Glaring at him, she said, “Don’t you know that?”
“I’m not like you.”
She smiled without warmth. “No you’re not. You’re worse.” She leaned forward on her bony elbows. “I can see him in your eyes; you have Ray’s eyes.” Shaking her head, she added, “You’re weak. Just like him.”
David stood up, his chair scratching over worn floorboards. “I knew you were no good. I’m ashamed you’re my grandmother.”
As he turned to walk away from the table, she stood up and screeched, “Don’t you leave. I haven’t finished speaking to you! You want to understand your father—I’ll tell you.”
David looked back at her. “Oh, I’m not leaving. I came here to learn about my father and I’m staying until I’m satisfied.” He shoved the chair, banging it hard against the table. “Did you care about him at all? Or your daughter?”
The old woman didn’t answer. The energy seemed to drain from her body, and she settled into a chair. He paced around the little kitchen. She was somewhere else, thinking about the past.
“My goddamn family,” he swore under his breath. All these years and he was still waiting for an answer.
Quietly, she said, “Sit down. All your pacing gets on my nerves.”
He sat down heavily.
Speaking more to herself than him, she muttered, “I loved them both, back then. I tried to make them strong …”
Shaking her head, she said, “Claire was just weak, but Ray … there was something wrong with him. Sometimes I thought there were two people fighting for control of his soul. Some days he was perfect—smart, honest, strong—just perfect.” Her voice quivered, and she stopped.
Surprised by her tone, David began to feel he was losing his bearings, teetering on the edge of a steep slope. Then his grandmother’s voice broke into his thoughts, bringing him back to the cabin. “But most days he was weak, hot-tempered and mean. I think it just wore him out. He started drinking and I could never break him from it.”
She shook her head again, looking at her gnarled hands. “Ray was a real nasty drunk. He got drunk every weekend, sometimes during the week.”
She looked sadly at David. “One night during his senior year in high school, Ray got into a bad fight. Went to a party, got drunk and had words with some other kid. Beat the kid up—real bad—and then ran out and took off in his car. He lost control on a curve and wrapped the car around a tree. Totaled the car, but miraculously, Ray had only scratches. Walked down the road until he found a crummy bar and drank until he passed out. The bartender called me, and your grandfather and I had to go down there and bring him home.
“He cursed us when he came to.” She leaned back in her chair. “God knows, we should have kicked him out right then.” His grandmother struggled to her feet, leaning against the table for support. “I need another coffee. You want one?”
“All right.”
She took David’s cup and walked back to the stove. Her hand trembled as she poured the coffee. Although his father had ruined his childhood, David began to feel he wasn’t the one to see the worst of the man.
She returned with two cups. “Ray wasn’t always drunk. Sometimes he could be a great kid. There was this old nursing home where he used to volunteer once or twice a week after school. I went there once. The old folks loved him. And was he smart! He could make a computer do anything he wanted. Everyone came to Ray for help with their computer problems. You could tell he was something special when he got on the—what do they call it—the Internet. He learned all about the Internet before it became popular, when only scientists were using it.”
She smiled at David, her lips cracking into an unfamiliar pattern.
“Did you know he assembled his first PC when he was twelve? Your grandfather bought him the parts, but Ray put it together. We were so proud of him.
“But something always ate away at his soul.” His grandmother’s shoulders shriveled and she paused, her eyes drifting off. She picked up her cup and had a sip of coffee, then another sip, longer and more desperate this time. When she put down the mug, all the antagonism had disappeared from her expression.
“Ray had terrible nightmares. He fought them, but they kept pulling him down. There was something alien in him, maybe some genes came together wrong. I don’t know.”
I know, David felt like saying.
“What do you mean something alien in him?”
“He had nightmares,” she said. “I’d hear him talking and go into his room and sit by the bed. He’d toss and turn, mumbling things like leave me alone or what are you. I’d shake him, hard as I could, but I couldn’t wake him. I could never wake him up—it was like he had to finish whatever was going on in his mind and then he would wake up on his own. I never knew how he would react when he came out of one of those nightmares: sometimes he acted glad to see me, sometimes he was pissed off, sometimes he’d roll out of bed, ignore me and get on the Internet and work for hours.”
“He needed help, Grandma. Didn’t you do anything to help him?”
Grandma slurped her coffee. “We had him tested, we had him see a shrink, we put him in every special-ed program at school, but nothing helped. I even called the Church about an exorcism, but they wouldn’t come because we’re not believers. Ray wouldn’t talk about the nightmares, not to me, not to his father, not to anyone.”
She shrugged. “Nothing could stop him when he got into a downward spiral. Got so I could see it coming. Your grandfather and I fought for him, but we couldn’t stop it. Ray would hit bottom and do something awful—maybe a screaming match with his father or a fight with someone from school—then he’d go on a bender and we wouldn’t see him for days. He’d turn up, stinking of vomit and who knows what. The police got tired of looking for him.”
“Do you have any idea what caused the nightmares?”
“I think it had something to do with the Internet. When I got rid of his personal computer, the nightmares stopped … for a couple of weeks.” She shook her head. “We were all so happy. Then they came back.” She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe it had nothing to do with the Internet.”
“Dad had nightmares when I was a little kid. Sometimes I’d wake up at night and hear him shouting.”
“I’m sorry,” Grandma mumbled. She took a long sip of coffee and picked up the story. “Once he graduated high school, Ray left and never came back. He kept drinking in college, but checked himself into rehab … some little place in central Pennsylvania, I believe. It helped. He stayed sober for years, graduated college and married your mother. We thought he had it licked when you were born.
“We had a bunch of great family vacations. Arthur and I adored Nancy, and we loved taking care of you. And Ray, he just laughed and smiled all the time.” She sighed. “Those were the happiest days of our lives.
“Everyone thought he was a genius when he invented an intelligent operating system at VantagePoint. He had it made: wonderful family, fame, lots of money. Then, for some god-forsaken reason, he started drinking again. Cheated on his wife, ignored his son, almost killed himself driving drunk.”
“People say he whored around,” David ventured.
“No, he was true to your mother for years. It was after they were married several years that things began to sour. Nancy told me he had an affair with someone from VPS, but she wouldn’t say who.”
So it was true, god damn it.
“Why did he start drinking again?”
“I don’t know.”
She seemed defensive. Was she hiding something?
“Was it the pressure of the job? I remember he worked long hours.”
“I told you I don’t know.”
He watched his grandmother sitting at the table, staring into her coffee.
“I’m sorry I brought the past back to you, Grandma.”
Grandma swiped the air with the back of her hand. “Ray ruined everything he touched,” she croaked. “He destroyed your grandfather, you know. Broke Arthur’s heart. It got so Arthur would cry in bed after one of Ray’s nightmares. He blamed himself for Ray’s sickness.” She paused, her hands opening and closing. “When Ray came home for Arthur’s funeral, I could barely speak to him.”
Her attention drifted off, and David knew she had fallen into her private hell again. “When they told me that he created PeaceMaker … well, it wasn’t exactly a shock. I knew the Devil had finally taken Ray for his own.”
David’s hostility had drained away as he listened to her story. He had come here thinking his father was a victim, but now he wasn’t so sure. He wanted to tell her about the message from his father, but he feared it might place her in danger. Even so, he decided to tell her. She deserved to know that maybe her son wasn’t a monster.
“I want you to read something, a message from Dad. It’s possible he didn’t create PeaceMaker. Maybe he tried to stop it.”
He fished the message out of his pocket and handed it to her. She read it, glanced at him, read it a second time and handed it back with a shrug.
“Don’t you understand? Dad might be innocent. Maybe your son wasn’t a murderer!”
“That … Ray will always be guilty to me.” She hesitated, searching David’s face. “He destroyed our family. God knows, your grandfather and I were far from perfect, but we loved him. We tried to help him, but a part of him was bad. He destroyed whatever chance we had for happiness.”
David noticed her hands, calloused from years of hard work, trembling again.
“Dead ten years,” she said, “but I can’t forgive him.”
David started to speak, but she interrupted, “No. I can’t talk to you anymore. I’m afraid for you. Something is eating away at you, too. Maybe you’re stronger than Ray, but I don’t think so.
“I need to tell you something.” Her eyes were dull and sad. “Ray was happy with Nancy the first couple of years. Then the nightmares came back and he began drinking. It was all downhill after …”
“What is it, Grandma?” His stomach was a brick. “What are you trying to tell me?”
She swallowed. “The nightmares came back just after you were born.”
His grandmother placed a withered hand over his. The faucet was dripping again, and he stared at it.
Her voice was low and flat, but gentle. “David, please understand I don’t hate you, but don’t ever come back to this house again. I’m just waiting here for my time to run out. The land is beautiful, it’s quiet, and if I don’t think about the past, it’s not too painful.” Her eyes were kind, but tired. “I don’t want to share your pain. There’s something terrible in you, just like Ray. I couldn’t save him, and I can’t help you. I don’t have the strength.”
There was nothing else to say. David stood up and looked at his grandmother, hunched over the table with her coffee cup in her hand. A sudden urge came to pat her shoulder and offer words of encouragement, but it was too late for that. She wasn’t what he had expected.
He lifted his coat off the chair and looked at her one last time as he pulled it on. Her body appeared formless, worn out. He felt her years, the cruel disappointments of her life. His father might not be guilty of PeaceMaker’s terrible crimes, but he wasn’t innocent, either.
And the curse had passed from father to son.
David felt his grandmother’s eyes follow him as he turned and walked out the door. His shirt stuck to his back. The decision to get to the truth had seemed so bright and shiny. Now he wasn’t sure. So far, he’d brought a ton of pain to his mother and grandmother.
And he was just getting started.
The Federal Government faced a dilemma after the PeaceMaker catastrophe. As usual, the politicians bent to the clamor of the frightened. Technology was brought under the control of government bureaucrats. The economy stalled. A merciless depression followed the recession.
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An orange glow lazily spread across the horizon, welcoming another perfect day, but the Runner barely noticed. Head tilted slightly forward, arms and legs pumping in practiced rhythm, the man loped down the beach. His bare feet, toughened by years of running, hardly felt the warm limestone sand. The cadence came easily; one foot in front of the other, over and over, flowing effortlessly.
Every morning he made this run. He wasn’t sure why, but the rising sun always found him loping around the circumference of the island.
The outline of his home, dominated by the tall cylindrical trunks and pinnate leaves of palm trees, appeared around the gentle curve of the shoreline. Without breaking stride, the Runner veered off to the left, splashed through the crystal clear ocean and dove into a breaker. The cold sea caressed his skin as he plunged to the sandy bottom then bobbed to the surface. He swam parallel to the beach, letting the salty foam slide along his body, soothing his spirits, preparing him for another day.
Waves splashing around his ankles, the Runner walked up the sloping beach toward a low, coral wall. He guessed tribesmen had built it a century earlier to shield their village from the crashing waves of tropical storms. Now it protected his home. He dried himself with a rough towel he had left hanging on the wall; his sun-bronzed skin tingled with warmth. Suddenly realizing the Federal Technology Control Commission (FTCC) newscast would begin soon, the Runner braced himself with one arm and vaulted over the wall.
Three modest cottages, all made from white coral and soft local wood, stood behind the dunes. He rushed into the middle cottage and plopped into a padded chair in the hologram theater. Relaxing in the shaded room, the Runner glanced at his watch.
“Turn on the FTCC meeting,” he ordered the computer.
A hologram cube, six feet on each side, appeared in the center of the room. The cube displayed a young newswoman with the face of an angel and a body that should never be obscured by clothes. Standing in the busy hall of a large federal building, with people milling about, Daphne Hayden was the center of attention. He was amused to watch both men and women gawking at her as she began the newscast.
The building was vaguely familiar—then he remembered. It was where the VantagePoint anti-trust trial had taken place. That’s where it all started … sixteen years ago. He remembered the headlines, “VantagePoint Software Convicted … VPS President Dianne Morgan Jailed for Contempt.”
Dianne had sat and simmered in a crummy cell for weeks, but she wouldn’t apologize to the judge. When they let her out, she was consumed with anger.
The Runner’s attention came back to the newscast.
“Good morning, this is Daphne Hayden reporting from the FTCC Building in Washington, DC. Behind me is the Main Hall of the Federal Technology Control Commission. We’re here to attend the third and final day of public hearings regarding the annual update of the Atlas Network Services System proposed by VantagePoint Software. Our sources warned us there might be fireworks today, so you don’t want to miss a minute.
“As you can see, a swarm of citizens has filled the public seating. Spectators began lining up outside the building early this morning, highly unusual for an FTCC meeting. Of course, today’s meeting is special.
“For those of you not familiar with the FTCC, let me provide a little background. The PeaceMaker attack in 2012 made it clear unregulated technology had become much too dangerous. More than one hundred thousand perished in the United States due to the virus attack, and it is believed that more than a million died worldwide. Hardest hit were the Western democracies, where food could no longer be delivered to the supermarkets, medical care became unavailable as hospitals shut down, transportation failed as fuel became scarce, and many in the northern states simply froze to death. It was weeks before basic services were restored; years before the nation completely recovered. Some analysts claim the great depression that followed the PeaceMaker attack has cut our nation’s gross national product almost in half.
“Accordingly, Congress enacted a series of laws that year to make sure runaway computer technology would never endanger the nation again. At the same time, Congress created the Federal Technology Control Commission to enforce these laws. In the following years, the laws were extended to cover genetic engineering and other advanced technologies. Many other nations followed our lead, and the world has become much safer.”
The hologram flashed the image of a short, middle-aged man striding down the aisle through the public sections. As he entered the reserved section, he paused several times to shake hands with well-known men and embrace prominent women.
“FTCC Chairman Benjamin Gollin has arrived, so the meeting should be called to order shortly,” Daphne said, as the hologram continued to follow Gollin.
Smiling and chatting, Gollin arrived at the Chairman’s desk and took his seat. With thick brown hair slicked back, and bright eyes peering out of a thin face, he reminded the Runner of a fox staring into a chicken coop. The other six members of the FTCC Board of Commissioners, already seated at smaller desks on each side of Gollin, were reviewing papers and talking to staff.
The hologram flashed back to Daphne. “Chairman Gollin is known as a street-smart administrator with ambitions for higher office. Many commentators consider him a potential presidential candidate, but the word is he’ll have to demonstrate he is tough on the Technos.”
Daphne glanced over her shoulder at the Board of Commissioners and said, “Chairman Gollin has taken the gavel and will signal the meeting to begin. In a filing to the FTCC three months earlier, VantagePoint Software proposed several major enhancements to Atlas, the system providing the platform for much of the Internet. Since Atlas is the operating system attacked by PeaceMaker, there’s always great interest in this session.”
Daphne brushed back her luxurious blonde hair and said, “Mohammed Kateel, the Chief Operating Officer of VPS, will present the company’s final arguments. Mr. Kateel is one of the most respected executives in the nation. In addition to his record as an outstanding technology executive, he was among the band of heroes resisting the software blackmail attempt of Raymond Brown and his terrorist organization. Brown’s henchmen tortured Mr. Kateel, but they failed to obtain critical information regarding several key Atlas components. Mr. Kateel’s heroism saved many thousands of lives. Only VantagePoint President Dianne Morgan is more beloved.”
Now Kateel’s a hero, the Runner thought.
“However, many in the press were surprised when Kateel was chosen to represent VPS in this critical meeting,” Daphne said. “Although recognized as a brilliant software engineer, Kateel is known for his abrasive personality. He doesn’t tolerate fools, and his answers are sometimes dismissive.” Daphne flashed her perfect white teeth. “It should prove to be an interesting day.”
***
Benjamin Gollin banged the gavel and called the meeting to order. He glanced down at Kateel, who conferred with an assistant at the witness table. He was disappointed Dianne Morgan would not represent VPS. To be seen as Morgan’s equal would have increased his prestige, but Kateel would have to do.
“Good morning, Dr. Kateel. We’re pleased to welcome you to the quarterly meeting of the Federal Technology Control Commission.”
Gollin’s voice boomed over the speaker system, filling the huge chamber with his crisp, authoritative tone.
“As you know, the FTCC is required by law to oversee technology development and assure the safety of the nation.” Playing to the holocamera, he said, “I take this job seriously, as does the entire Board of Commissioners. We are determined to allow only safe, necessary technology to be developed. The nation asks us—no, it requires us—to maintain the safety of our citizens and institutions from runaway, dangerous technology. A decade ago unregulated technology devastated the nation.” Gollin paused, his eyes sweeping over the huge chamber. “Never again,” he thundered.
“Your company, VantagePoint Software, has submitted a request to develop a number of enhancements for the Atlas software system.” He leaned forward, presenting the holocamera with his best tough-but-compassionate look. “While the Board is open-minded, our commitment to the nation’s safety requires we question the need for these enhancements. We have many issues to discuss with you today, Dr. Kateel. However, as a courtesy, you are permitted to make a brief opening statement.”
Kateel sat alone in the middle of a long table. Husky, with sharp features, graying hair, and dark eyes that commanded attention, Kateel was the perfect image of a senior business executive. Like many executives Gollin had questioned, Kateel wore wireless communication “glasses,” a virtual reality technology that projected precise images directly onto the retina in order to have rapid access to computer-stored information.
“Thank you, Mr. Chairman,” Kateel said. Although respectful, his voice marked him as someone accustomed to command. “I promise not to take up too much of your valuable time. My colleagues at VantagePoint Software and I appreciate the FTCC’s important responsibility to safeguard the use of technology. Nobody understands the dangers inherent in unregulated technology more than we do. VantagePoint Software believes safety is our first and foremost concern in the development of new software.”
Just get to it, Gollin thought. Poor Kateel. He won’t know what hit him. This is going to be delicious.
“As you know, the proposed software includes several performance enhancers, bug fixes and a few new capabilities,” Kateel said. “We believe the documentation clearly describes our proposal, although we would be pleased to answer any questions. First, however, I would like to give you a demonstration of our most important new capability, an embedded Command Chip.”
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