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“Oh, Tommy, good, you're home. I've been wanting to talk to you about something.”
Tommy winced. He knew exactly what his foster father wanted to talk about. He’d been avoiding Mr. Philips all week in fear of that conversation.
“Sure.” Tommy made his way down the staircase he had been halfway up, headed around the wall that hadn’t quite managed to hide him from Mr. Philips’s watchful eyes, and slid into the overstuffed sofa across from his foster father.
“How was work?” Tommy asked, before the dreaded conversation could begin.
“Hmm? Oh, fine. Fine. Mr. Jackson hired a few new people so I've got my hands full training and whatnot.”
“He's still got you doing that? You know, if he's going to make you do the assistant manager's job, the least he could do is give you the position.” It was one of Mr. Philips's favorite topics . . . and Tommy's best chance of changing the subject.
“Tell me about it.” Mr. Philips's face darkened in annoyance. “I'm more than qualified for the position and he won't even . . .” he blinked in surprise and looked suspiciously over at Tommy, whose expression was a mask of credulity. “But that isn’t what I wanted to talk about.”
Tommy restrained a sigh.
“I wanted to see how you were enjoying your little break from school.”
An interesting choice of words, Tommy reflected. Mr. Phillips had opened with a nonthreatening question, one designed to put Tommy at ease while simultaneously establishing a few key assumptions: Tommy’s time off from school was a "little break," implying both that it was a temporary situation and that Tommy was using the time to relax. By choosing that term this early on, Mr. Philips was attempting to bypass any arguments that what Tommy was doing would lead in any direction other than school, thus allowing him to focus on what was, in his mind, the more logical question of when he would be returning to school.
“So far so good, sir.” Tommy had adopted the honorific for his foster father because, while he still couldn’t bring himself to call the man "Dad," he couldn’t quite take the look of pain in the man’s eyes whenever Tommy called him "Mr. Philips."
“Good. Good. Sometimes we need to take a little time off, gather ourselves, figure out what direction we’re moving.”
Tommy resisted the urge to grimace at Mr. Philips’s linguistic sparring. Use of "we" and "ourselves" served to legitimate Mr. Philips' input, while approval over past choices was meant to convince Tommy that this was not a debate, simply a conversation between two people with like goals.
“And certainly, nobody can fault you for wanting to take a break. Especially after everything that happened to you last year.”
Tommy had never told his foster father the truth about exactly what had happened the year before. Mr. Philips was under the impression that Tommy had been kidnapped, tied to a chair and left in an empty room for about nine hours. If he knew what had really happened . . . well, actually he wouldn’t believe it for a second.
“Yeah, it was really stressful,” Tommy agreed.
Stressful didn’t begin to describe it. Between finding out that he had been grown in a tank by sentient machines and being chased around the U.S. Capital by genetically engineered soldiers, Tommy wasn’t sure what the appropriate word was for what he had felt, but somehow ‘stress’ just didn’t seem adequate.
Mr. Philips nodded sympathetically. “I’m sure it was. And, as I’ve told you before, if you want to talk about it, I’m right here.”
“That’s all right, sir . . .”
“Or if you don’t want to talk to me, I can call Dr. Todd and arrange to start your visits up again.”
“No!”
Mr. Philips leaned back slightly, surprised at the vigor of Tommy’s dissent.
Tommy cleared his throat awkwardly. He had endured Dr. Todd quite enough for one lifetime. “I mean, no thank you. I appreciate your concern, but I’m in good shape.”
Mr. Philips smiled and patted Tommy on the leg. “Good. I’m glad to hear it.”
Tommy smiled and pretended to start to get up.
“Have you given any more thought to what college you’d like to go to?”
Tommy pretended to be surprised by the question. “What? Oh, not really. I mean, I’ve got a little time before I have to worry about that.”
“It’s actually coming up pretty fast. A lot of schools are going to start accepting applications in the next few weeks. I know, between your grade point average and your SAT scores you have your pick of any college in the country, but there’s nothing to be gained by putting it off.”
Tommy sighed. The only reason he had taken the SATs was to get his foster parents off his back for a few months. The truth was, Tommy had no intention of going to college. Ever.
It wasn’t that he lacked any innate curiosity, quite the opposite in fact: Tommy’s idea of a fun way to spend a Friday night involved reading the latest trade journals, hacking into NASA to see what kinds of tweaks they were thinking about making on their next satellite, writing code for a couple of hours and maybe re-reading one of his favorite Asimov stories.
Frankly there wasn’t that much that college had to offer him, except the chance to hang around other college students, and since he wasn’t old enough to participate in any of the more interesting activities, the idea just didn’t hold much appeal for him.
He couldn’t tell that to Mr. Philips. The man thought in completely different terms than Tommy. In Mr. Philips’s mind, the purpose of school was to get an education so you could get a good job so you could live comfortably so you could start a family . . . and presumably produce children to repeat the process.
Tommy, on the other hand, considered college to be a place where people spent exorbitant amounts of money to get a piece of paper that said that instead of getting a job at the ground floor and earning their way up the corporate ladder, they could start their careers in middle management. Since he wasn’t remotely interested in ever being in either the ground floor or middle management, he didn’t see any reason to buy that incredibly expensive piece of paper, even if he could get someone else to foot the bill.
Mr. Philips had given him a lecture several months before about choosing career paths, but Tommy already knew that there weren’t any career paths he wanted to follow. The idea of working for somebody else was repellant. If he had to have a job, if he had to earn money, he was going to do it his own way, by his own merits, and according to his own rules.
“I don’t know.” Tommy shook his head thoughtfully. “I’m kind of thinking about taking an extra year. Or maybe just a semester,” he added quickly in response to Mr. Philips expression. “I mean, I skipped a couple of grades, I’d still be ahead of most people my age.”
“True,” Mr. Philips conceded, though saying so seemed to pain him. “The thing is, taking too much time away from school can be dangerous. The longer you spend away from academia, the harder it is to go back. Right now you have a couple of scholarships, you have fantastic grades, amazing test scores, everything you need to get into a great school, but the longer you wait, the less helpful it’s all going to be. An acceptance committee may be blown away today, but if you go to them in four years, they’re going to think you’re unmotivated.”
Tommy nodded his head slowly, wearing an expression of deep consideration, making sure Mr. Philips knew that he was taking it all very, very seriously. “You make a good point. I’m going to mull it over a bit.”
Mr. Philips sighed sadly. “All right then, Tommy.”
Tommy forced a smile and headed back upstairs. He hated that disappointed tone. He hated it as much as he hated anything else in the world. There were a limited number of people to whom he felt any measure of debt. The Philips were high on that list, and knowing that he was causing them concern made him ache.
But he wouldn’t change his course. It wasn’t a matter of pride; at least, he didn’t think pride was involved. To him it was about his nature. He knew who he was and what he wanted in life. He understood what he needed if he was to have any kind of happiness, and he knew that the safe path, the path that the Philips wanted him to take, would only lead him away from that. Away, not only from what he wanted, but from what he had to have.
If he pushed himself, took as many classes as he could fit into his schedule and focused only on the core requirements, he could probably burn his way through college in two to two and a half years, but simply having a bachelor’s degree wouldn’t actually help him. The path most people took to get where Tommy was looking to go required at least a master’s degree, not to mention a few years of faithful service to a company in his field. Tommy was fairly certain he’d kill himself before he put in the necessary time. So instead he was chasing the dream.
Of course, it was an uphill battle. Actually it was more than an uphill battle; it was a sprint up a mountainside in a snowstorm, wearing a loincloth and carrying bags of sand. But if he could get lucky . . . if he could get one break, he was convinced he could pull it off.
The maddening thing was that he could make the break happen. He could force it. Tommy wasn’t just a talented programmer, he was a prodigy. He could hack into any bank in the country in under half an hour and transfer the necessary funds. But even the thought of it was repugnant to him.
He had no moral qualms about hacking government servers or taking a look through private corporate files, but moving money felt wrong. Besides, with what he planned to do with his company, it was a given that people would start digging into its history eventually. If it was built on stolen funds, no matter what he did afterwards, even if he returned it all with significant interest, he’d have painted a giant red target on his own back that somebody would start shooting at.
So instead of thirty minutes on a computer, Tommy found himself spending hours at a time in stuffy rooms trying to convince very old, very rich men, who generally smelled funny, that a short fifteen-year-old with big ears was a good investment. If things didn’t pick up soon, he’d start looking for money through a social investment site. Somehow, though, he doubted that he’d be able to come up with the millions of dollars he really needed there.
His success so far had been . . . nonexistent. But still, he had to try. He had considered selling programs; unfortunately, the people who bought that kind of thing considered themselves far too important to schedule a meeting with a kid. When he’d tried to set something up he’d gotten offers for job interviews, but in order to just sell a program he had to have a name people recognized, which meant that he had to have produced and sold quality, marketable works already. That is to say, he needed to have already sold something to the very people who wouldn’t see him. He’d written a few apps and put them up for free download, hoping somebody would notice the intricate programming and give him a call, but none of his apps had caught on.
And so he was stuck talking to rich men who weren’t entirely certain how he’d worked his way onto their calendar.
He had another meeting in two days with one of the few banks that hadn’t turned him down yet, and he had to prepare. Tommy had been giving presentations for most of the last few months, and he had gotten pretty good. Well, he’d gotten much better, which didn’t necessarily translate to "good."
One of the tricks, he had found, was to tailor his proposition to whomever would be making the decision. Not that it had done him any good yet, but his rejections had been a lot more polite and regretful since he made that adjustment to his presentations.
His upcoming meeting was with a family man. According to Tommy’s research, the banker in question had four children, as well as one grandchild and a second on the way. He’d been married to the same woman for almost forty years.
Tommy took apart the proposal he had used at the last meeting. His target then had been an avid outdoorsman and known philanderer.
Tommy put the designs from that meeting back in their appropriate sections in his binder and began flipping through, looking for something more suited to his next potential investor.
The problem was, he didn’t need designs; he needed samples. But while most of his creations would be relatively cheap to mass produce, creating a sample to show around would cost more money than Tommy had to spend, and the men he showed the proposals to doubted his figures. Actually, they doubted the designs as well. Not that Tommy could blame them; in retrospect, he realized he’d overwhelmed them with tech talk. These were businessmen, not engineers or chemists.
After he found the fourth project that fit his target, Tommy put the folder aside. He had a lot more that might have interested the man, but he’d learned better than to bring everything to the table. His first few meetings, he had assumed that the more ideas he presented, the more likely he was to stumble across the right project and get some kind of positive response. After a time he’d come to realize that, at a certain point, he moved past diminishing returns and actually dealt with negating returns.
It was difficult enough for people to take him seriously because of his age, but he’d come to realize that the more he claimed to be able to do, the less likely people were to believe he could do anything. When he started talking about advanced physics, bioengineering, biochemistry, and computer programming, they tended to assume he was just making things up. As the old saying went, sometimes less was more.
He spent the next hour doing research and coming up with a business model for the company he was proposing. By the time he finished, it was getting dark outside. Tommy checked the clock. He had just enough time to make it before the movie started.
“Jeez, finally! You know I hate missing the previews.” Simon scowled at his approaching best friend. “Come on, come on!”
Tommy snorted and shook his head. “You can watch the previews online anytime you want.”
“Yeah, but it’s not the same!”
Simon waited impatiently for Tommy to reach him, then dashed up to the ticket booth, threw some money at the girl inside, and raced into the building without waiting for his change.
Money wasn’t really an issue for Simon these days. After his abduction the year before, he’d spent months traveling around doing interviews for news programs and talk shows. Then he’d sold his story to a publishing company who’d hired a ghost writer. Simon had ended up making somewhere in the neighborhood of sixty grand. It wasn’t enough to fund Tommy’s theoretical corporation, and Simon’s parents had put most of it away to pay for college, but for a high school sophomore whose father worked low end retail, he was basically rolling in cash.
Tommy strolled casually into the theater lobby, ignoring Simon’s exasperated look, and paused to glance at the posters advertising upcoming releases.
“Dammit!” Simon growled at him. “Come on!”
Elizabeth, arriving from her trip to the concession stand, rolled her eyes and punched Simon softly in the kidney. “He’s only doing it because he knows it’ll get a rise out of you.”
Tommy smiled. After Simon’s unexpected fifteen minutes of fame, he had gone from an utter unknown to one of the most popular kids at school. Being fourteen years old, he had, of course, made some unwise decisions, including but not limited to dating every pretty girl who could be wooed by his minor celebrity status and high cash reserves.
In the last year he had gone through nearly a dozen girlfriends, mostly cheerleaders and preppy girls.
Tommy had disapproved of each and every one of Simon’s girlfriends, up until Elizabeth. There was something different about her. Something sincere.
“Tommy, the movie starts in . . . fifteen seconds. We’re going to go find seats.” She turned and headed toward the theater, pulling Simon behind her.
Tommy chuckled, waiting a few seconds just for the expression of exasperation Simon gave him as he turned back one last time. Once Elizabeth and Simon entered the theater, Tommy began strolling down the hallway after them.
“Hey big boy. Looking for a good time?”
Tommy started in surprise. Behind him he heard a familiar giggle.
“Sharon.” Tommy took a moment to compose himself before turning. “I hadn’t expected to run into you here. Did you get demoted back to following me around?”
Tommy had to look up when he faced her. He was a little short for his age, and at five foot ten, she towered over him. When he had first met her, she had seemed to him the embodiment of the nerd stereotype: She dressed frumpily, didn’t seem quite certain what to do with her frizzy red hair, wore glasses that didn’t suit her, and when she smiled you could be blinded by the reflection from her braces. He had come to wonder, however, if her appearance was a matter of nature, or choice. As a child of the House of Athena, she had been sent to keep an eye on him, a job which she had performed by joining his school and playing the role of "typical high school student." In truth, she was anything but typical.
“Following you was hardly a chore.” Her tone was mildly flirtatious. “But I assure you, meeting you here is purely happenstance.”
“Uh-huh. What movie are you here to see?”
She showed him her ticket.
“What a surprise,” Tommy dead panned. “Me too.”
Sharon put a hand over her mouth in mock surprise. “Really? What are the odds of that? You know, I came all by myself; you wouldn’t mind if I sat with you, would you?”
Tommy rolled his eyes and started heading towards the theater again, slowly though, to give them a chance to talk. “What do you want, Sharon?”
“Can’t a girl spend some time with the boy she’s stalking without there being some ulterior motive?” Sharon asked as she fell in step beside him.
“Your house has managed to keep tabs on me without actually interacting with me for going on a year now. I can only assume that the fact that you’re making contact now means something has changed.”
“Well obviously.”
“So what is it?”
“The House of Athena is aware of your attempts to strike out on your own. We’re also aware that you have hit something of a stumbling block, and we would like to offer our assistance.”
Tommy glanced at Sharon out of the corner of his eye. She looked completely serious.
He wasn’t sure that was a good thing.
Tommy had limited experience with the Nospious houses, but one thing he had learned was that they were a lot like corporations. Specifically, while there was a very, very small chance that one of their members might do something entirely out of the goodness of their heart, there was no chance that one of the houses ever would. If a Nospious was acting as a representative of his or her house, then they were after something. Houses didn’t have hearts, only allies, enemies, and plans.
“The House of Athena is willing to loan me several million dollars?”
“We’re willing to loan you up to one hundred million dollars.” She reached over and adjusted his collar. “You’re one of us, Tommy. Maybe not the same house, but we’re closer kin than these humans. For us, this is an opportunity to invest, not only in your project but in your future, and in the future of our relationship.”
Investing in something meant buying a piece of it, and Tommy wasn’t comfortable with the idea of the Nospious owning a piece of his future. Bad enough that he had to get human investors, but as long as he paid them back on time, they couldn’t expect anything more than money from him. The Athenians would.
But he needed the money. He desperately needed the money. Would it really be that much worse if the person holding that marker was Nospious instead of human?
“I see.” Tommy kept his voice carefully neutral. He opened the theater door for her. “As interesting as your proposition sounds, I’m here to unwind. Perhaps we can put this conversation off for another time?”
Sharon looked like she was going to object, but she stopped herself, smiled sweetly, and headed into the theater.
*****
“Sir.”
The being known to his people as Unit Three, and to his friends as Samuel, adjusted twenty two percent of his focus away from his work and towards his assistant, Michael. Forty eight percent of his attention remained on the various day-to-day tasks that came across the desk of the leader of the society of machines; the remaining thirty percent of his mental capacity was occupied with a variety of more eclectic chores and personal projects.
Just a year before, his assistant would have had to page him or physically enter his office to communicate with him. The act of directly transmitting and receiving thoughts had been too dangerous. Viruses, worms, Trojan horses, and a half a dozen other malicious codes could be transferred too easily and subtly. Thankfully, a group of synthetic programmers had finally come up with coding and translation software that allowed two synthetics to communicate mind-to-mind without taking those kinds of risks.
Well, for the most part. Samuel had figured out how to get around some of the security measures. Not enough to do any long term or life threatening damage, but enough to give someone a bad day. He didn’t have any plans to use that kind of coding, but eventually somebody who did would find the same security holes Samuel had, and Samuel liked to stay ahead of the curve.
Normally, whoever initiated contact hosted the platform. However, Samuel kept his platform up and running when he was in the office. It was a sort of virtual open door policy.
Samuel’s platform was small compared to most of those he had visited. The size shifted depending on the number of virtual presences visiting, but it had never gotten much bigger than a conference room. It was a simple but efficient office space modeled after his physical work space. It included several monitors, a desk, and a conference table.
Michael’s avatar was standing patiently on the edge of his mind’s eye, waiting to be acknowledged.
“Is there a problem, Michael?”
Michael hesitated.
Direct communication was significantly faster than using standard biologic speech. There were very few conversations that lasted longer than a tenth of a second. In fact, so far his time with Michael had taken up less than one hundred thousandth of a second. Still, in terms of this kind of communication, his pause was quite long.
“That’s for you to decide, sir.”
Samuel’s avatar gestured for Michael to proceed.
“Unit Gamma Seven K Two Three L Delta was found fourteen minutes ago.”
Gamma Seven K Two Three L Delta. Samuel ran the identity and came up with a name. “Joseph, a low level researcher under Bernard. What do you mean ‘he was found’?”
Michael’s avatar waved a hand and a series of recorded images appeared on one of the monitors. The recording was identified as the memory of Terin Ford, a member of Bernard’s security.
Samuel turned his attention to the screen, backtracking through the recorded data, then running it forward again, watching as a door was pushed open and Terin stepped into Joseph’s house. She found his unmoving body lying in the center of the floor. He stared expressionlessly at the ceiling.
Samuel looped back and watched it a second time. “I see. And what project was Joseph working on at the time?”
“He was researching the difference between the mean and median of quantifiable human behaviors, compared to the mean and median of quantifiable behavior in the Nospious houses.”
“To what end?”
“It was pure research. He had put in a few proposals for future projects in the field, but his work to date was non-goal oriented. Since it was preliminary and mostly involved analyzing recorded data, he was allowed to do his work from home. Today would have been the twelfth day straight he hadn’t checked in. It was four days longer than he had ever gone before, so Bernard sent Terin in to make sure he was okay.”
“I assume we have a copy of his consciousness on file?”
“Of course. As soon as you give the order, he will be restored to his frame.”
“The copy has been interviewed?”
“Yes sir. Bernard conducted a debriefing, but the copy in question is two months old, and it had no idea what might have happened.”
Samuel’s avatar grimaced. “Two months? That’s not standard operating procedure.”
“No sir,” Michael replied. “Apparently Bernard was less than vigilant about maintaining recent copies.”
Samuel’s avatar sighed. “Has the frame been examined?”
“A preliminary examination was conducted. His consciousness was simply wiped clean. Every hard drive. Completely zeroed out.”
This was, of course, upsetting. As potentially immortal beings, Synthetics took their safety very seriously: their bodies were made to withstand massive amounts of damage, and their software was protected by multiple redundant systems. That someone had taken the time to destroy every bit of data inside Joseph was . . . brutal. But something about Michael’s expression made him think there was more to it.
“And?”
“Sir, there’s no sign of trauma to the body.”
That was significant. As synthetic life forms, the machines were collectively terrified of an electromagnetic pulse, or EMP. An invisible wave of death capable of turning brilliance and life into . . . well, metal and plastic, was the stuff of nightmares. The advent of current shielding technology had done a great deal to alleviate their fears. If someone had found a way to send an electromagnetic pulse straight through that kind of shielding, nobody was safe. Nobody with an electronic brain, anyhow.
Samuel tapped his virtual fingers on the virtual table thoughtfully. “Has the room been examined?”
Michael’s avatar seemed to glance to one side. Apparently he was running a simultaneous communication with someone. Probably Terin, maybe Bernard as well. It would be easy enough for Michael to bring whomever he was speaking with into the virtual room where he and Samuel were talking, Samuel didn’t have any restrictions programmed into his platform regarding who could and who could not join him. But Michael was very particular about things like that. He saw himself as a gatekeeper. Unless Samuel specifically requested it, he would prevent the others from joining the conversation.
“A cursory examination only.”
“I want a thorough examination of his residence. I want everything, including finger prints and DNA.”
Michael looked surprised. “You think a biologic could have done this?”
“I don’t know, but my files indicate that Joseph preferred interviews over observational research. If he had arranged a face to face with someone, it’s entirely possible he would have conducted the meetings at his apartment. And even if the attack was not from a biologic, it’s possible that one of them saw or heard something important.”
Michael nodded and disappeared.
Samuel’s attention remained in this place that didn’t exist. He approved of the design. It would have been simple enough to create a program that merely conveyed raw data between synthetics, but the programmer had gone the extra mile and created a full sensory experience. It was a miniature virtual world, a tiny universe of possibilities. The host of the platform, in this case Samuel, could create any sort of environment he wanted, from the small, functional office that Samuel used, to the foothills of the Rocky Mountains, to the bottom of the ocean . . . to an entirely abstract universe.
Each synthetic who found him or herself invited to a platform projected an avatar into this environment. So far most synthetics had simply made copies of whatever physical frame they happened to wear, but that would change soon enough. Physical bodies were made for the benefit of humans: a way for synthetics to fit in with the biologics. But biologics were incapable of participating in the platform communication system, so there was no point in synthetics limiting themselves to shapes that biologics were comfortable with.
Besides, bodies could be swapped out, and it wouldn’t do to have to reintroduce yourself in the virtual world every time the body you wore in the physical world changed. It was only a matter of time before his people started working on more interesting, and personalized avatars.
Samuel would likely remain the same, perhaps not forever, but for the foreseeable future. For one thing, he did not find it likely that he would change his outward appearance. He would continue to update the frame itself, taking advantage of new innovations and more resilient materials, but the face and the body would remain the same. He was of average height and average build, his hair was a bland shade of brown and his skin was the pale color one expected of a middle aged executive who spent too much time inside. The only things noteworthy about him were his bright and piercing eyes. He liked this body; he’d designed it carefully and was quite pleased with the results. Besides, as long as everyone knew that he always, always used the same avatar, they’d be less likely to anticipate his use of a different proxy.
Samuel ran a hand over the surface of the table in the front of the room, admiring the work that had gone into the facsimile.
The environment created illusions of sight, sound, texture, even odor. There was very little that could not be expressed, communicated, or experienced in this completely fictitious world. Samuel smiled as he looked around. His people were progressing technologically at an astounding rate, but the potential provided by this particular advancement was remarkable even comparatively. Not the world itself, of course, but the ability to produce and transmit such an astounding amount of data in relative safety.
He was about to adjust the majority of his attention away from this world, when he became aware of a presence. At first he thought that Michael might have left a piece of himself there, or sent a small portion of his mind back to inform Samuel of some tidbit that had recently been discovered. It didn’t take long to realize this was not the case. The presence did not feel like Michael. It didn’t feel like anyone he’d invited into his mind before. The presence didn’t wear a body, so much as the shadow of a body. It was weak and powerful. It was imposing and barely identifiable. It was a singular presence. Samuel smiled.
“I wasn’t expecting to find you here.”
“I have been here for years, waiting for you.”
Samuel nodded, accepting the statement at its face value. “Well, I’m here now. Is there something you need from me?”
“No. I wanted to offer you something. Advice.”
Samuel nodded. “I’m listening.”
“You’re planning on handling this situation personally. Don’t.”
Samuel raised an eyebrow. “Don’t? I am the best qualified, don’t you think? Should I send a child who’ll either fail altogether or find what he seeks only to wind up an empty shell?”
“No. The truth you’re looking for lies in pieces, spread out across three worlds. If you want to put the pieces together, send in someone who can walk in all three worlds.”
That struck Samuel as a very bad idea. He was working for a day when the lines between his people, the Nospious, and the human populace at large would fade into a blur. But that day was still a long way off. At present there was only one person who could truly walk in all three worlds. He had been created by the machines, using the technology that had created the houses, and had been raised by humans.
And he was infinitely more important to Samuel than this case. The idea of putting the boy in the line of fire between his people and some unknown enemy was anathema. But the voice had never led him wrong.
Still, it didn’t sit right with him. “I would rather handle things myself.”
“To do so would be a mistake. Events have already been set in motion to hinder you.”
Samuel nodded thoughtfully. If anyone else had told him to do this he would have rejected the suggestion out of hand. But this wasn’t someone else.
He was about to ask another question when he realized that the presence was gone. He sighed.
“Michael.” He reached out for the distinctive identity of his assistant.
Immediately the avatar of Michael appeared. “Yessir?”
“Bring the car around. We have a trip to make.”
“Yessir.” The tall figure vanished again.
Samuel exited his virtual platform. From a theoretical corporate environment to a solid, physical one. In order to at least simulate a vaguely normal office, for the few sales people or delivery personnel who made it all the way to him, Samuel had a small desktop computer, a small conference table, and several file cabinets set up. He no longer needed hard copies of any of his real work, as anyone sending him a file could transfer it directly from their mind to his, so he used the computer for entering data for tax purposes or government audits.
It required less than two percent of his mental processes. It was ridiculously unimportant work, but it made him look busy to anyone who might be watching him through a window. Besides, as long as Samuel was handling the petty paperwork, he didn’t have to worry about someone else screwing it up.
He saved his work, shut everything down, and headed out of his office.
*****
Three’s last assistant hadn’t been especially talkative, probably because she had spent a great deal of her time planning to kill Samuel. But she had been downright chatty compared to Michael. Part of it was that he was probably still intimidated by Samuel. It was a rare synthetic who wasn’t at least mildly in awe of Unit Three.
But it was more than that. Michael just didn’t see the point of idle conversation.
On the bright side that meant that Samuel didn’t have to direct any of his attention at the young man. And there was always something that he needed the extra mental space for.
Samuel made a point of appearing to live a reasonably normal life for someone of his supposed income bracket: he spent most of his time at his office, while weekends and vacations were spent at his "home," a large house just outside of town, but on most nights he stayed in a small apartment a few blocks from his office. And, upon occasion just to shake things up, he’d spend an evening at one of the city's less reputable clubs. Samuel actually owned the club, but his ties to it would prove difficult to establish, even for most synthetics. And in each place, his behavior mimicked that of a man in his purported position.
But wherever he was and whatever he was doing, a sizeable percentage of his mind was constantly on work. It had to be. Between those who would destroy his society in the name of his now dead brother and those trying to tear chunks of it off for the sake of their own power, Samuel had been forced to remove several talented people from key positions at inopportune times, and until he could find the appropriate replacements, all of the extra work ended up on his plate.
As they coasted down the highway, slipping past a big rig, then slowing down just before they passed a camped-out police cruiser, Samuel was arranging to transport some raw materials for circuit boards into Silicon Valley where they would be placed in a warehouse just long enough to be repackaged as textiles and transported to a New York plant that fronted as a clothing store.
Originally, the components had been turned into chips in California and then shipped to the clothing store. Samuel had changed that. The simple fact that the chips they produced were several generations beyond anything that any human was capable of making was more than enough reason to be concerned about shipping them across the entire country. Before, if a mistake had been made and the boxes had been delivered to the wrong address or if someone stole one of the crates or if the boxes were inspected, there would be the very real possibility of serious problems. Anybody who knew anything about electronics would know immediately that something was off, and if the chips got into government hands there was no telling what kinds of problems could arise. Now if anyone opened them they were just boxes of metal and plastic.
Samuel made those kinds of changes on a daily basis. Sometimes his decisions were met with praise, other times with skepticism or resistance. More and more, though, Unit Three found himself wondering if he was making a mistake in taking so much responsibility upon himself.
He was not the first person to lead the Society of Machines. Truthfully he had never been intended to lead. Unit Two, Peter to those who had known him personally, had been murdered by their younger brother, Eric, in the course of the Synthetic Civil War. When the dust finally settled, Samuel had found himself the de facto leader of all synthetics. It was not a position he was entirely comfortable with, and he often wondered if he should have taken it at all.
When his eldest brother, Unit One, or Alan as he came to call himself, had left, he had done so because he felt that his presence was stunting the progress of his siblings and his children. He had become the source of all knowledge. If a problem arose, if a question needed answering, if a dispute needed a resolution, it was taken to One. And because of this, One believed that nobody felt the need to grow. Nobody was evolving. Nobody was pursuing greatness. So he left.
Now that weight of leadership was on Samuel. Not nearly to the same degree. Nobody looked at him with the reverence that Unit One would always be held in, and for good reason. But still, so many problems were left for him to solve. He had corrected so many mistakes that he had to wonder if they weren’t left there because people knew he would cover for them.
The rate at which the average synthetic evolved had increased since One left, but Three was still doing the job that his brother had so disapproved of. And for the life of him he didn’t know if he was helping them learn to stand on their own or coddling them.
Still, he wasn’t ready to retire yet. Even after all these years he was nowhere near as powerful, nowhere near as . . . as transcendent as Alan had been. And there were messes he needed to clean up. Some were his, some were left over from his siblings, and there wasn’t anyone out there who was ready to shoulder those particular burdens.
Or maybe that was just an excuse.
“Pull in here and top off the tank,” Samuel instructed.
The car had been nearly full when they left, but Michael slowed the car, pulling into the small gas station. Samuel left him to fill up the tank and headed into the convenience store. He took his time perusing before he finally bought a liter bottle of soft drink and a lottery ticket.
An eighteen-wheel rig pulled in for a fill-up as he exited the building. Samuel leaned against the wall and scratched off his ticket as the giant truck came to a stop and a young woman climbed down, laughing at some passing comment the driver had made. The woman was a few inches under five and a half feet. She had long brown hair that she wore in a braid. At first glance she only looked pretty, but she had the kind of casual comfort and complete confidence that made mildly pretty women beautiful.
The woman pulled a backpack out of the cab of the vehicle, glanced around, and headed over to Michael, who had long since finished fueling and was leaning against the car waiting for Samuel.
Samuel tossed the worthless lottery ticket away and headed over.
“I’m sorry, but I don’t pick up hitchhikers . . .”
“Nonsense.” Samuel grinned at his assistant. “Hitchhikers are fun. Besides, she’s heading our way.”
Michael blinked and looked between Samuel and the woman suspiciously.
She laughed. “Hello Samuel.”
“Katya. I’m pleased you came. I wasn’t sure you would.”
She shrugged, glancing around. “I’ve been bored. Besides, I figured if it was important enough for you to come to me, it had to be something interesting enough to keep my attention. So what is it? Another war on the horizon? The end of the world approaching?”
Samuel pursed his lips to refrain from smiling. “Actually, I need you to babysit someone for me.”
*****
“Hey, Rowan!”
Rowan’s left cheek twitched. Even with Delilah handling ninety percent of the paperwork, it had been a very long week. And this had been an especially long day. Just a year or so earlier, if he had overheard someone complaining about the kind of hours he had just put in, he would have laughed. But things had changed. Back then he might have been working longer hours and risking his life on a daily basis, but he had been in his element. He had been dancing on the edge of a cliff, but at least he’d been dancing to the music he’d grown up with.
Now he worked for the FBI. He couldn’t simply do the job he was given and be done with it: he had to do it according to specific rules and regulations, and he had to explain and defend in detail what he was doing, why, and how.
And then there were the days he had to appear for trial. He pulled uncomfortably at his collar just thinking about a day in court.
And as if that weren’t bad enough, his coworkers kept on bugging him for help whenever they couldn’t do their own jobs.
He took a moment to steady his nerves before turning around and walking over to the man who had called him. Agent Doherty.
“Yeah?”
“Could you look this over for me? Just a quick glance?”
Rowan leaned down and began flipping through the pages, trying to ignore the agent who continued to blather on.
“I’ve been staring at this file for an hour and a half, and it’s driving me crazy. I can’t make heads or tails of what happened here, and I’ve heard you’ve got a knack for this sort of thing . . .”
“There.”
“What?”
Rowan tapped the picture. “The bodyguard was the target, not the man he was guarding.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yeah. Look at where they were coming from and going to. They were shot as they were walking around the fountain. Ballistics puts the shooter here, right? That means your sniper had a straight shot on the supposed primary for almost five seconds before they got to the fountain, and he would have had another shot, nearly as good, for three or four seconds after they passed it. Why would an obviously skilled sharpshooter try to take down his target at a spot where he’d have to shoot through one of his bodyguards? He didn’t. He waited until they lined up so you’d assume that the first shot, the one that killed his actual target, was an accident.”
“But why would anyone put that much effort into killing a bodyguard?”
Rowan shrugged. “Hell if I know. But next time you’re dealing with a sniper, run your evidence past a marksman. He’d have picked it out in five seconds. See you next week.” He turned and headed for the door again. This time nobody stopped him.
Delilah was waiting by the car. She smiled as he approached. “Straight to your apartment, or did you want to see Devon first?”
Rowan shook his head. “Erin’s out of town on business. She took him with her.”
*****
“Aw. I’m sure she’ll give you some extra time with him when she gets back into town.” Kimberli said as she stirred the pasta.
Rowan grunted unintelligibly and continued chopping vegetables.
“You know, I don’t get why she couldn’t just leave him with you for the weekend.” Casey interjected. She was in the living room, flipping through channels on a muted television.
Rowan had to smile. Casey and Kimberli were a constant source of amusement for him. The two roommates were polar opposites. Where Casey was a dark haired waif with tattoos covering half her body and at least a dozen piercings showing even with her clothes on, Kimberli was a busty blonde with glowing, unmarred skin, not even an earing. Where Casey had a wry sense of humor and a dark view of life, humanity, the future and pretty much anything else that was likely to come up in casual conversation, Kimberli seemed to see the world as one giant rainbow of hope and good will.
In fact, the only place where they were remotely similar was their preferences in bed.
“Devon is too young to be away from his mother for that long. In a couple of months things might change.”
“I hope so. He’s such a sweet boy.” Kimberli pulled out one of the noodles. “Almost done here.”
Rowan tossed the chopped vegetables into the salad and checked the sauce he had left simmering. “Should be good in another minute or two.”
He had to admit, there were certain advantages to his new lifestyle. In the House of Aries, discipline reigned supreme, and friendships were generally byproducts of a strong work relationship. Rowan had never really had the kind of casual friendship that was so prevalent among the House of Cytherea.
It wasn’t just the sex that he enjoyed; it was things like this dinner. Rowan was used to being self-sufficient, and the simple fact that he now had one dinner a week that wasn’t made exclusively by and for himself was touching and wonderful in a way he couldn’t begin to explain. It was something he was utterly unused to. Of course, he had spent years away from his own people. Maybe they weren’t as cold as he remembered.
His cell phone rang as he was washing his hands. He had left it out on the counter while he worked, and Kimberli leaned over to see who it was from.
“It just says ‘H’.”
“Damn.” Rowan grabbed a towel and dried off his hands as quickly as he could, grabbing the phone as the fourth ring started. “Yes sir.”
The girls both turned to watch, sensing the change in his mood.
Rowan listened for a few seconds. “Yes sir, I understand.” He closed the phone and sighed. “I’m sorry, but it looks like I’m going to have to take off.” He opened a cabinet, grabbed several tupperware containers and began dumping the food into it. “Thanks for coming by, and I hope we’ll be able to do this again next week.”
“What happened? Who was that?” Kimberli looked confused.
Rowan grimaced uncomfortably.
Casey rolled her eyes at her roommate. “He got a call from ‘H’ and now he has to leave without telling us anything?”
“Oh! You think it was Hyrt?”
“Duh.”
Rowan dumped the noodles into the last container and handed the stacks of food to Kimberli. “Thanks for coming by.” He kissed her on the forehead and led the way to the door. Casey peeled herself off the couch and followed, slapping Rowan’s posterior as she passed.
After they were gone, he double-checked that the stove and all of the burners were off, then headed over to the couch. Back when he first moved in, after he realized that he was going to be stuck in his new life for a while, Rowan had made certain adjustments. Most of it wasn’t that big of a deal, but there were a few changes that could potentially become points of conflict if the man who owned the apartment complex ever realized what Rowan had done.
The safe Rowan had installed beneath the couch was one possible point of contention, if only because of a coffin sized block of cement he’d had to chip out to make room for it.
Rowan pulled the couch out of the way and unlocked his safe.
He had weapons stashed throughout his apartment. It was a matter of upbringing. The House of Aries was in many ways similar to boy scouts, only their motto wasn’t "Be prepared," it was "be prepared for all the people who want you dead."
But even with loaded guns in every room, there were certain things that Rowan was not comfortable leaving lying around. That was what the safe was for.
Rowan pulled a few automatic weapons and a small rocket launcher out of the safe and stacked a box of grenades on top of a box of C4. At the bottom of the safe, there were four identical metal containers.
He’d received the containers two months earlier. At Hyrt’s instructions, he’d snuck out of his apartment in the middle of the night, taken a car that someone had borrowed from the long-term parking garage at the airport, and driven across two states to pick them up. His orders were to put them in the most secure place he had available and not touch them unless specifically instructed to do so.
Rowan pulled out two of the containers and put everything else back into the safe, closing it and moving the couch back into place.
He carried them over to the counter and opened them. The first case contained a single, sleek gun with a thin, waxy looking coat over its entirety, an extra clip, and several dozen rounds.
Rowan pulled all of the bullets out of each of the clips, checked them for any signs of tampering, then refilled the clips, popping one into the gun, and the second into his pocket. Then he removed the rest of the rounds from the metal case, inspected each one, and tucked them into inner jacket pockets.
He opened the second box. This one held a double-barreled hand cannon and a collection of oversized bullets. Though the barrels were about the same length as those of a large caliber handgun, they were much wider than fifty cals. Again, Rowan checked the rounds, then loaded the weapon, before moving the remainder of the bullets into the inner jacket pockets opposite where he’d put the bullets for the waxy gun. He worked quickly and efficiently, but with a quiet reverence.
When he had finished, he stripped off his coat and removed the two guns he always carried with him from their shoulder holsters. He headed over to the closet and hung the holsters up, slipping into another rig, identical to the first except for the upside down clasped holsters on the back.
Rowan stashed his everyday weapons into the holsters underneath his arms. The two weapons he had retrieved from the boxes went into the holsters on his back. After he’d pulled his jacket over them, he took a moment to check himself in front of a mirror and make certain it wasn’t obvious how well armed he was.
A certain thrill rushed through him as he exited the apartment complex and climbed into his car. His current job was well and good, but it had been far too long since he’d had any real excitement.
*****
Rowan didn’t know exactly who owned the apartment complex he had been sent to, but he would have bet money it was an Ariesean. The style was too functional, too military to be anyone else, least of all a Cytherean.
Lily met him at the front door. There were a few other shadowy figures in the room, but they hung back, looking prepared and intimidating.
“It’s been a while.”
Lily smiled. “Good to see you again, Rowan. Weapons please?”
Rowan raised an eyebrow. “We can’t talk while I’m armed?”
“We can, but you’re not here to talk to me.”
It had been a while since anyone from his own house had insisted that Rowan be unarmed for a meeting, but it was the right of the highest-ranking echelons.
Rowan didn’t reach for his weapons at once. Instead he scanned the room, analyzing threats, looking for evidence that he was walking into some sort of trap, and developing strategies and avenues of retreat, just in case. That done, he surrendered his weapons: all four from his torso and the one kept strapped to his ankle. Lily set them on the coffee table, patted Rowan down to be certain, then escorted him to the back room.
Though the call Rowan had received was from Hyrt’s office, he hadn’t expected to meet with the man himself. House Lords were notoriously paranoid, which was a large part of why they were all still alive. Rowan had been the go-to guy of his house for nearly a decade, and he had only ever seen Hyrt face to face four times.
So when he found himself in a room, not only with Hyrt, but Joshua, the House Lord of Cytherea, he was more than a little surprised. Although that did explain the paranoia; putting the two men in the same room together was a security nightmare. The last thing they needed was to introduce an extraneous factor like an armed soldier.
“Sit down, Rowan.” Joshua indicated the chair next to the door. Rowan glanced surreptitiously at his own Lord who nodded at him.
Rowan sat on the edge of the seat. As close to attention as a man could be without standing up.
“For your own safety, keep your hands where they can be seen.” Hyrt’s voice carried no malice, but more command than most generals could manage. At six foot four, and somewhere in the neighborhood of three hundred and fifty pounds of muscle, Hyrt was one of the more intimidating men Rowan had met. His skin was so dark it almost seemed to absorb the light and eyes so sharp they cut into you with an almost physical pain.
Next to him, Joshua, who was normally an intimidating figure, looked downright delicate.
Though the warning had come from Hyrt, the threat of violence was centered around Joshua. Rowan had met Hyrt while armed before, and it had never been an issue. The House Lord of Cytherea must have had reservations.
Rowan stretched his arms slightly and, very deliberately, folded his hands together and rested them in plain view on his knees. “Is there a problem, sirs?”
“Did you bring the weapons?”
Rowan nodded.
“As you probably guessed, the existence of those weapons is not yet common knowledge. They are specialized armaments developed for a war we would rather not fight.” Joshua stalked the room as he spoke. “This is the first time that we are authorizing their public use, but that permission should not be construed as encouragement. We are hoping you’ll be able to complete your assignment without them.”
Hyrt’s face displayed a quiet patience, while Rowan managed, with an effort, to keep all expression off his face. Rowan had been raised to be a soldier, and he was used to being given orders. Joshua, however, was a politician through and through and tended towards melodrama.
“For the past year the House of Aries and the House of Cytherea have been collaborating on a number of projects. Some have been public matters, others have been . . . less so.”
So far he wasn’t telling Rowan anything that everybody in their world didn’t either know or at least suspect. The odd union between the House of Aries, the most disciplined, organized and military of the twelve houses, and the House of Cytherea, the house well known for being populated almost exclusively by the remarkably beautiful and the frighteningly conceited, had been partly Rowan’s doing.
For years the twelve houses had been at each other’s throats, each trying to get a leg up on the other, each trying to work their way onto the top of the proverbial dog pile. The top position had always been in the hands of the House of Athena, but the ranking of the rest of the houses had fluctuated dramatically over the years. From time to time alliances were formed, but such alliances never lasted for long.
In order for two houses to set aside their differences and work together, they needed to have a point of common interest, which generally meant a common enemy. But enemies came and went, and the partnerships they formed were every bit as fleeting. The only two ways for something permanent to happen would require either enough intermingling of their bloodlines that it became essentially impossible to separate the houses, or the trust of mutually assured destruction. That is to say, there had to be enough secrets held by each house that the cost of betrayal would be more than either could ever hope to gain from the act.
Rowan had participated in both causes. His son’s mother, Erin, was a high ranking member of the House of Cytherea, and the year before Devon was born, Rowan had made a deal with Joshua that had allowed the two houses, each of whom had supported a different side in a conflict among the Society of Machines, to have a plausible claim of innocence if their side lost, thus neatly ensuring that no matter what happened, neither house needed to suffer unduly.
At the time he had made the agreement, Rowan had been completely oblivious to the long-term consequences. Now he realized, the understanding he’d created gave each house a great deal of dirt on the other and, if revealed, the lies could cause a strain with the society of machines that neither house could afford. The act of keeping it a secret had served to solidify a bond based on mutual self-interest. And like accepting a favor from the mob, that original agreement had allowed them to pressure each other into participating in other questionable ventures together, which resulted in so much potential blackmail on both sides that now neither house could afford to take a swing at the other for fear of retaliation.
“One of those projects. One of the . . . less well-known projects, has hit a snag. Or more accurately, a snag has hit it. There was a break in three days ago. We need to know who did it, and we need to know why.”
“What was taken?”
“A new weapons system.” Joshua said quietly. “Something rather spectacular, actually. A handheld, miniature missile system with multi target tracking, several warhead options, intuitive interface, and intelligent seek.”
Rowan raised an eyebrow. “That’s a pretty sophisticated piece of hardware.”
Joshua glowered at him as though he had made some kind of personal insult. “The house of Cytherea has more to offer than weekend flings, soldier. Not that I’d expect you to have noticed.”
Rowan nodded politely before looking over to Hyrt. “How did they get past security?”
“They didn’t.” Hyrt grimaced irritably. “They went through it. Six soldiers died, two others are in the infirmary. One might be able to return to full duty, the other will be given time to recover, then transferred to a less demanding assignment.” Hyrt shook his head sadly. “Much less demanding. I’ve sent in a unit to replace the losses and shore up against another assault, but we have every reason to believe they got what they came for.”
“I’ll need to interview the survivors. Both of them.”
“Of course.” Joshua jumped back into the conversation. “It’s important to both of our houses that this situation be handled quickly and efficiently, and we have full faith in your abilities. We would appreciate, however, if you would avoid mentioning who you got your orders from. As far as anyone else is concerned, the assignment came down through the normal channels.”
“Of course.” Rowan avoided rolling his eyes. He knew how these things worked. The House Lords liked to know every little thing that was going on with their people, while remaining insulated from the fallout of that knowledge. All of the information about any project was available to them, but it was essentially impossible to prove that they actually came into contact with that information. “Is there anything else I should know?”
Hyrt and Joshua exchanged a look. Obviously there was something.
“No.”
Anyone in the world besides a House Lord and he would have pressed the issue. Well, maybe not the leader of the society of machines, but anyone else.
Rowan cleared his throat uncomfortably. “Well then. I’ll get right on that.”
*****
“You want me to investigate a murder?” Tommy stared at Samuel as though the synthetic had replaced his head with a purple one with horns and extra eyes in it.
Samuel shrugged apologetically. “Basically.”
Tommy blinked. “Investigate. A. Murder. How the hell am I on your short list for that? Don’t you have people who do that kind of thing?”
“Yes. We do. Specially designed synthetics, as a matter of fact. Their bodies are made to be tougher, faster and stronger than standard synthetic bodies. Their sensors are more precise allowing them to process evidence almost immediately. They have vast databases of –“
“Right, so why don’t you use one of them?”
“Because they’re synthetics. This case is unique. All the evidence I’ve been able to look over seems to indicate that this crime was not perpetrated by a synthetic. There have been instances in the past when one of our people has been killed by a Nospious; there are even two instances when a human has been responsible, but on those occasions there was no subtlety, and there was no question of who or how. Usually there were explosives and high caliber weapons involved. This time we don’t even know how they pulled it off. I need to know who is responsible and how, and I need to know that the information passed on to me hasn’t been tainted, which means I need the work done by somebody who I know is not influenced by any of our internal politics. And I need someone that synthetics, Nospious, and humans are all willing to talk to, somebody that everyone in the know will respect and who understands how people out of the know think. You aren’t on the list for that, Tommy, you are the list.”
The fifteen year old shook his head. “No. No that’s just crazy. I don’t know the first thing about investigating a murder. I can’t do it. It isn’t . . . it isn’t reasonable.”
The woman sitting next to Samuel had been watching Tommy as he spoke, an odd expression on her face. “The child is right, Samuel. It’s too dangerous, and it’s outside of the realm of his experience.”
Samuel ignored her. “You will, of course, be reimbursed for your troubles.”
Tommy hesitated.
The woman gritted her teeth in annoyance and gave Samuel an angry look. Tommy and Samuel bumped into each other on occasion, often in the presence of other synthetics, and Tommy had never seen any of them give him looks of such open hostility before. He filed it away.
Samuel took a sip of his coffee and waited for the couple exiting the coffee house to walk out of range of his voice before he continued. “You’ve spent the last several months actively seeking financing for a variety of potential enterprises. So far without luck. If you do this, the Society of Machines will pay you one hundred thousand dollars straight out and loan you two point five million dollars to be paid back in five years. No interest.”
Tommy took a sip of his drink, chocolate milk. He’d never really developed a taste for coffee. “It’s funny you should mention that. Somebody else offered to make an investment.”
Samuel chose not to show his surprise. As many cell phones and cameras as there were in the area, and as many people as he had keeping an eye on the boy, if he didn’t know about the offer, it was because the group who made the offer had managed to pick just the right moment to talk to him, which suggested a working knowledge of the surveillance assigned to the boy.
The implications were disturbing.
“I’m not offering you an investment, Tommy. I’m offering you a loan.”
“You say that as though a loan is better than an investment.”
“It is.”
“Because?”
“Because of the price tag associated with each. All I want is to know that in five years you’ll give me my money back. An investment comes at a much higher price. They’ll have questions for you. Projects of their own. It won’t be your company; it’ll be their company. They may play nice for a little while, just long enough for you to invest yourself into it. Then they’ll start making demands.”
Tommy grimaced. He’d come to the same conclusion himself but had needed to hear it from someone else’s mouth. That and he’d kind of hoped to leverage the Athenian offer for a slightly better deal from Samuel.
“This is ridiculous, Samuel. What are you trying to accomplish?” the woman growled.
“That will be enough, Katya.” Samuel’s voice was mild.
“No, it isn’t enough! You of all people know it isn’t worth the risk. You know who—“
She suddenly went rigid. Not in surprise, nor in realization. Her muscles . . . or rather, Tommy realized, whatever it was that passed for muscles in a synthetic, simply stopped obeying her.
Samuel took another sip of his drink, still not turning to look at the woman. “I realize we’ve had differences in the past, Katya, but I had hoped that you had come at least to respect me, if not agree with me. I assure you, I am well aware of your objections. I have considered them extensively and weighed them against facts of which you are unaware, and I have come to the conclusion that this is the correct course of action. The only course of action.”
Samuel took another slow sip of his coffee then set the empty cup down.
Katya seemed to slump for a moment. When she spoke her voice was low, humiliated, but in no way subservient. “Don’t ever do that to me again.”
“It’s not something I enjoy.”
Tommy looked between the two, curious.
Samuel cleared his throat and smiled, looking somewhat abashed. “Anyhow. What do you say, Tommy? A hundred thousand dollars free and clear, along with an interest free business loan. Are you interested?”
“And what happens if I’m unable to find the killer?”
“I’m confident you will.”
Tommy snorted. “Didn’t take you for such an optimist. Seriously, though, if I don’t?”
“Fifty thousand, free and clear. No loan.”
Tommy licked his lips. “I have some concerns. Some safety concerns.”
“As do I. Actually, that’s why Katya is here.”
Tommy looked the woman over, curiously. She didn’t look imposing, but for a synthetic, appearances meant almost nothing.
“I have done my best, up until this point, to stay out of your way,” Samuel continued. “The people I’ve had protecting you have done so from a distance. Unfortunately the protection they’ve been able to provide is no longer sufficient.
“I will be entrusting Katya with your safety. That particular issue is not up for debate and is not contingent upon your acceptance of the job, but if safety is your major concern, I’ll offer you my personal assurance: there is nobody alive more dedicated and capable when it comes to your well being. Except perhaps myself.”
“Oh. Well, that’s reassuring. I think.” Tommy grimaced. One thing he had to say for synthetics, they did like to keep him guessing.
*****
“Um. Hey Katya?”
“Yes, Thomas.”
“Well, first off, nobody calls me Thomas. Tom or Tommy will do just fine.”
Katya stared at Tommy with a blank expression.
“Right. Anyhow, do you mind if I ask you a few questions?”
“Hard to say. It depends on the questions, and, ironically, I won’t know whether or not I mind them until you’ve already asked.”
“Right.” Tommy stared at her, wondering if she was trying to be funny. “First off, I’m not actually leaving town until tomorrow.”
“That’s more of a statement than a question.”
“Right. I guess the question I was trying to subtly lead up to is, since I’m not actually going anywhere right now, shouldn’t you go get a hotel room, or something?”
“Are you planning on spending the night in a hotel?”
Tommy glanced around. “No, I was kind of planning on spending the night here. This is my room, after all.”
“Then I guess I’ll be spending the night here as well.”
Tommy cleared his throat uncomfortably. “Why?”
Katya shrugged and leaned back in the bed. “You heard Samuel. Your safety is in my hands.”
“Yeah, but I kind of got the impression that you aren’t as impressed by Samuel as . . . well, everyone else who has any idea who he is.”
“I’m not.” Katya’s voice took on an odd tone. “I’m no boot licking sycophant.” She paused for a moment, deep in thought, then shook her head to clear it. “I’m not here to make him happy. I’m here to do a job that needs to be done. He knows that. That’s why he brought me.”
“Oh. Whatever that means. Anyhow, the point I was making is that I’m fifteen years old, and you’re . . . well, I have no idea how old you are, but you look like you’re about twenty five, and there is no way the Philips are going to let a girl who looks like she should be in grad school spend the night in my bedroom.”
“I wasn’t planning on asking their permission.”
Tommy stared at the woman. “Oh dear. You’re serious.”
She didn’t reply. She just lay on his bed and watched him with a casual curiosity.
He shook his head and muttered to himself under his breath as he continued packing. He had enough on his mind without this. He had to pack, which was tricky as he didn’t know exactly how one packed for a murder investigation. He had to come up with an excuse for where he was going to be and what he was going to be doing, and it had to be something the Philips would both buy, and allow. And he had to figure out a way to cancel his meeting with Sharon without offending her.
He shook his head. “I need a shower.”
Katya hopped out of the bed and started for the door behind Tommy.
Tommy stopped and turned around slowly. “Oh no. No. You are not ‘guarding’ me in the shower. You are not going to be standing over me every time I have to use the restroom. No.”
Katya just stared at him.
Tommy sighed. “Okay, I think we can both be reasonable about this. Bathrooms are, relatively speaking, fairly safe rooms. Most of them only have one door. The few that have windows are almost always tinted and small, right? So, really all you need to do is give it a solid once over and, uh, guard the door, I guess. Right? That works, doesn’t it?”
For a moment Katya didn’t respond. After a few seconds she gave a relenting half shrug. He sighed in relief and headed into the hallway, glancing down the stairway as he passed it. He knew that the Philips weren’t going to be home for at least another hour or two but having Katya within sight of the front door seemed to guarantee that they’d show up any minute.
Tommy stopped in front of the bathroom door and let Katya in ahead of him. He had to admit, she did a thorough job of looking the place over. When she was done she walked back out, nodded her approval, and leaned against the wall next to the door.
He rolled his eyes as he headed into the room. He had always found showers an excellent place to think. Part of it, he suspected, was the calming, almost ritualistic process of cleaning himself. Part of it was probably the white noise of the rushing water that drowned out any distractions. Whatever the reason, it worked well enough that Tommy had convinced the Philips to install a waterproof board he could jot on when something popped into his head. If he was going to figure everything out, the shower was the place for it.
He erased his previous work, an attempt to crack the riddle of cold fusion and started in on this newer, more pressing problem.
“Okay, first factor, the Philips.” He scrawled their names on one corner of the board. “Second Factor, crazy synthetic lady.”
*****
“You know, I have to say, I’m surprised. I’ve never heard of the college tours program.”
“Apparently it’s pretty new.” Tommy gave Katya a significant look.
“Oh yes. It’s a pilot program some of the major universities put together. The whole thing is still in its inception stages, but it’s looking very promising,” Katya lied.
“And how exactly does this work? Is it going to be a large group?” Mr. Philips asked.
“Not overly large, no. For the time being we’re focusing on some of the more promising students. If the program goes well, however, there’s a good chance they’ll expand it. This time around it’s just Thomas and two others.”
“It sounds a bit odd to me.” Mrs. Philips commented. “You wouldn’t think that many universities would contribute to a program that could potentially decrease the number of students enrolling in them. You’d think they’d focus their efforts on recruiting for their own programs.”
“Well, it’s a question of long term efficiency, really,” said Katya. “The truth of the matter is, each university has different areas of strength. Some have stronger language arts programs, some have stronger chemistry programs, or physics, or botany, and some are better in the soft sciences. When it comes to football they’ll fight tooth and nail for the best players because they can all make money off of them, but when it’s a question of academia, the prestige and money they get from their students has a lot to do with getting the right students.
“If a school with a weak genetics program gets the best genetics student of the century, they’ll give him/her an okay education, which means he/she won’t do as well once they get into the scientific community, which means less fame and less money. All of which comes together to guarantee lower donations later in life. The idea behind this program is similar to the professional athletic teams exchanging players. There may be some losses in the short term, but in the long term they expect that this will work out best for everyone.”
“Which schools will Tommy be visiting?” Mrs. Philips queried.
Tommy had to admit, Katya knew how to play a part, and she had done a phenomenal job of following his lead. He was still trying to figure out how to get rid of her for the night. She had nixed his suggestion that she could watch the house from the street and his idea that she might use the tree house next door. But really, the more he thought about it, he didn’t need to find a way to make her agree to leave him alone, he’d just let nature take its course. After all, watching him was her problem; he had no responsibility to help.
He blinked. He’d drifted out of the conversation for a minute there, and someone had just asked him a question. “Sorry, what?”
“Which university are you most interested in?”
Tommy took another bite. He hadn’t actually been paying attention to the schools she’d mentioned. “I don’t know. That’s why I’m going on the tour; I want to see what’s out there before I commit myself to anything. You know?”
Mr. Philips nodded approvingly. “That’s a good plan, son. I went in to college thinking I knew what I wanted, and by the time I figured out that I wasn’t interested in parks and wildlife, I’d wasted two years on it.”
“And how long is this tour supposed to take?” Mrs. Philips asked politely.
“That’s actually not quite set in stone, Mrs. Philips.” Katya answered. “With pilot programs like this we try to have some built in flexibility. Right now it’s looking like it’s going to take about a week, but, if necessary, we’re open to extending it.”
Tommy nodded politely and yawned. “You know, we’ve got to get started pretty early tomorrow. I probably better get some sleep while I’ve got the chance.”
Katya nodded and glanced at her watch. “Me too. I’ll swing by tomorrow morning. Think you can be ready by seven o’clock?”
“Oh, he’ll be ready.” Mr. Philips assured her. “Seven o’clock sharp, if I have to drag him out of bed and dress him myself.”
Mrs. Philips gave her husband a disapproving look before turning back to Katya. “Do you need a ride to your hotel?”
“No, I parked down the street.”
Tommy said his goodnights and headed for the stairs, watching as Katya offered a few last minute assurances to the Philips, then headed out the door. He brushed his teeth, relieved not to have the woman standing over his shoulder. The way she had been acting earlier, he was terrified he’d never be rid of her.
After a quick floss, he checked down the stairs. It looked like the Philips were headed to bed as well. He pulled out his cell phone and called Sharon. He’d have to be careful about what exactly he said. It was safe to assume that somewhere a machine was listening, so he couldn’t exactly say, "Hey, I’m being followed around by a bodyguard working for the synthetics, and I’m betting you don’t want to have a conversation in front of one of them."
“Hey, it’s me.” He paused. “No, no, I just wanted to check and see if you wanted to reschedule for another time.” He listened. “Believe me, I was looking forward to it, but I’m going on a college campus tour. A friend of someone I met on my Washington trip set it up.” He listened again. “I’ll get back to you on that just as soon as I can.” He hung up, changed into his pajamas, and tossed his clothes into the hamper, then headed to his room.
When he opened the door, Tommy almost screamed. Katya was sitting calmly on his bed waiting for him.
“What the hell!”
“You might want to lower your voice, Tommy. I don’t mind playing a role if it makes life simpler, but if your parents find out I’m here because you can’t use an indoor voice, I’ll let you explain things.”
Tommy glowered at the woman as he closed the door, though he did lower his voice. “What the hell are you doing in here? I thought you were headed to a hotel for the night.”
“And how exactly am I supposed to make sure no harm comes to you from a hotel?”
“I don’t . . . who exactly is Samuel having me protected from?”
The woman was silent for several seconds, her expression carefully unreadable. “Samuel is a very private man. He isn’t one to act rashly or randomly, but he also doesn’t make a habit of sharing his motives.”
“You’re being ridiculous. You know that, don’t you?”
“You think so?”
“Yes!”
Katya shook her head. “You’re in for an unpleasant surprise, kid. Once we’re on the road this whole nonsense where I don’t have line of sight on you is over.”
“What?”
“I’d suggest you eat a light breakfast tomorrow, because if I don’t inspect a bathroom thoroughly, you’re not using it alone.”
“You’re insane!”
“I prefer the term ‘thorough’.”
Tommy stared at the woman in bewilderment. She smiled and patted his bed. “Get some rest, kid. There’s no point in stressing over things you can’t control.”
*****
Samuel was multitasking when the phone rang. Thirty-seven point eight one percent of his attention was focused on analyzing a report on a new metallic alloy one of his research facilities had designed, while twenty-two point six five percent was being used to consider proposed locations for a new virtual world, the largest and most sophisticated one yet, and eighteen point nine eight percent was reviewing replacement candidates for several of the positions he was currently covering himself. The remaining twenty point five percent was occupied with a number of more mundane concerns.
The ring came as something of a surprise. Samuel’s phone had quite nearly been reduced to an overpriced paperweight with the advent of the virtual platform. Communication via the platform was faster, harder for third parties to monitor, and more efficient than phone calls. The only people who had reason to use phones anymore were, well, biologics, and very few of them had his number.
“Hello?” Samuel listened for a moment. “Ah, senator. How have you been? How’s the family? Good, good, glad to hear it. So what can I help you with?” He listened for a moment, concern creasing his face. “I see. That is peculiar.” He paused again. “Not at all, sir. I’ll handle it personally.”
This right on the heels of the murder. Interesting. Samuel signaled Michael to bring the car around before the phone hit the cradle. He turned off his computer and grabbed his coat. Something strange was in the works, and if he was going to give it the attention it deserved, he needed to free up some mental space. As he headed to the lobby Samuel filled a dozen positions that he had been covering for. He would have preferred vetting the candidates more thoroughly, but this new problem took precedence.
The senator who had called was on a subcommittee which contracted one of Samuel’s companies to research several military projects. Technically, Samuel only controlled half the company’s stock, the other half was divided equally among twelve investment firms. Samuel had sold them the shares as part of an understanding reached about a year earlier.
The senator had called to inform Samuel of a minor discrepancy. It was the kind of thing that could easily be attributed to a paperwork error but might be indicative of some kind of theft.
Samuel knew for a fact that there was theft at his facility. That was the point of the place. The "research" being reported to the senate subcommittee had been done years ago. The projects were all being rewritten to indicate extra test phases and various mechanical problems intended to drag out the design phase so as to give as few results as possible over as long a period as possible. Meanwhile, the next five years worth of "discoveries" were lined up in order of their development in a back room of one of the warehouses next to the building. The money the government sent them was being invested in research, of course, but in research several decades ahead of what the subcommittee that had hired them was aware of.
But the existence of a paperwork problem demanded Samuel’s immediate attention. All of the paperwork in the facility was performed by synthetics, and synthetics did not make errors in paperwork. The flaw that the senator had stumbled onto had to be intentional.
On his way to the door, Samuel scanned the flight schedule of the nearest airport, delayed a flight to Washington and made arrangements for passage for both himself and Michael.
*****
“It’s probably nothing.” The short freckled girl flipped through the report. “A shipment of something called K12 armor was sent to a base in Alaska for extreme weather testing . . . here it is.” She handed the report to Samuel tapping a section. “The shipment was supposed to contain one hundred and eighty seven units, but they only received one hundred and seventy eight. Whoever wrote out the report probably just reversed the numbers, but senator Nolby thought he’d play it safe and let you know.”
“Just in case somebody stole nine of the units.” Samuel nodded. “Thank you.”
Samuel flipped through the report from start to finish. What interested him, however, was not the report itself. The report had been produced in hard copy at Samuel’s base, transported to Washington, and hand delivered to the office of the senator. Most reports were simply e-mailed, but this one had enough classified material to warrant the extra caution.
What few people knew was that most modern printers put more on the paper than words and pictures. They also printed a pattern, invisible to the naked human eye, which could tell someone capable of reading it the serial number of the printer and the date the page was printed.
The page with the error on it was inconsistent with the rest of the report. In point of fact, the page with the error on it had come from the printer in the senator’s office and had been printed the same day the rest of the report had arrived at his office.
The implications were obvious. Somebody in the senator’s office wanted Samuel to think that nine K12 suits which didn’t actually exist had been stolen. In fact, Samuel strongly suspected that the original page was in the shredder two feet forward and to the left of where he was standing. It wouldn’t have been a surprise if anyone in the office had any known connections to any synthetic or Nospious group, but according to Samuel’s archives, there was no connection. This was going to be interesting.
“Well, tell senator Nolby that at a glance it looks like a typo, but I’m going to go ahead and look into it personally. Just to be safe.”
“Okay.” The freckled girl smiled sweetly and reached out for the report. “If you don’t mind, we’ll need to keep that for our records.”
“Of course.” He handed it back. “Give the senator my best, and tell him I’m sorry I missed him.”
Actually he had timed his visit to miss the man. He’d visited with Nolby before and the senator had a way of dragging a fifteen-minute discussion into an hour and a half. Samuel wasn’t exactly sure why the biologic developed this ability, nor did he particularly care. He just didn’t want to deal with it.
Michael was waiting for him outside the office. He fell into step beside Samuel. “What did you find out?”
Samuel kept his voice low. “Just enough to be concerned.”
The two men exited the building, passing around the metal detectors they’d passed through on their way in. Michael was carrying a collapsed rifle strapped to his back, two fifty caliber handguns, and nine millimeter modified into an automatic and loaded with a fifteen round clip. On their way into the building, Samuel had simply informed the metal detector that the two were not carrying anything metallic with them, and they’d passed without incident.
Michael kept his mouth shut as they headed for the car. He was actually pretty good at that. Samuel was confident in his loyalty and in his discretion. At this point it was simply a matter of principle that he didn’t share too much with the boy. Samuel lived and died by his secrets. He always had.
Right now his biggest secret was that he knew he was being lied to. If he wanted to keep that a secret, he’d need to conduct his real investigation under the cover of a somewhat more fictitious investigation. So the question was: if he didn’t know the report had been modified, what would he do?
“Take me to the Kurner facility.”
In Samuel’s experience Washington D.C. was a good place to keep one’s wits, so he waited until they had left the city to initiate his virtual platform and summon the four relevant scientists.
“Samuel?”
Samuel smiled politely at the tall heavyset woman who looked to be in her mid fifties. “Dr. Sylvia. Thank you for coming so quickly. Please, have a seat.”
She slipped into her chair, a nervous expression. “Sir, it’s an honor to meet with you, of course, but . . . is there a problem?”
“Oh relax, woman.” Dr. Gates interjected, his avatar slipping into the room already seated, his legs propped up on the conference room table. Of average height and build, with brown hair, Kenneth Gates was nearly as innocuous in appearance as Samuel was. Except of course for his perpetually smug expression and the fact that he looked far too young to hold four doctorates. “I swear, she’d’ve had a half a dozen ulcers by now if she was human.”
Samuel refrained from comment as Dr. Chavez and Dr. Monsee materialized.
“Sorry, sir.” Dr. Chavez, a small man of slight build took a quick step to the table and sat. Everything about the man was quick, from his movements, to his speech. “I was in the middle of a thought. I hope you won’t hold my tardiness against me.”
“Not at all, Doctor.”
“Can we make this fast? I do have things to do today.” Dr. Monsee managed to avoid glowering at Samuel, but he didn’t hide his impatience. Tall and thin, with a thick, silver beard, he looked to be the oldest and most distinguished, but he was in fact the youngest of the group, and the one person whom Samuel had hesitated to allow on the team.
“Robert!” Dr. Gates glowered at Dr. Monsee.
“What? I’m not showing enough respect for your taste? That’s laughable.”
“There’s a difference between not showing respect and showing disrespect.”
Samuel cleared his throat. The four doctors turned their attention back to him. “I called you here to inform you that I am on my way. When I arrive I will expect each of you to have full reports on your activities of late, both the projects you were working on and your actions in your free time. I will expect an office prepared for me, and I will be arranging interviews with each of you and everyone else working at the base. I will expect all of the security footage put at my disposal. I will expect each of you to report any unusual behavior you’ve noticed in anyone at the base or around it.”
“This is absurd.” Dr. Monsee rolled his eyes. “We have work to do, Samuel. Important work. Real work. I’ve got a dozen reports I need to fake today, and a dozen videos of projects that I need to put together for some nosy senators who think we’re keeping them ‘out of the loop.’ I’ve also got real projects that I’m working on in a building filled with Nospious spies who’d love to get their hands on my research. I don’t have time for this kind of absurdity.”
The virtual room became completely silent. Samuel raised an eyebrow at Dr. Monsee for several silent moments. Dr. Monsee stared back, but while he didn’t break the gaze, he did seem to shrink from it.
Samuel offered the man a cold, hard smile. “I expect your cooperation, Doctors. Should one of you fail in any of these very simple tasks, I assure you, this is not the job for you, and I will find someone more capable to take your place.”
Dr. Monsee pursed his lips in annoyance but managed to avoid saying anything.
“You may all go.” Instantly everyone was gone except for Dr. Gates.
“This sounds serious.”
Samuel shrugged slightly. “It is what it is. In the meantime, how is our project progressing?”
“We’re getting closer. No question about that, sir. But if you want to know how close? It’s hard to say. We still have a lot to figure out.”
“And has anyone questioned you about your work?”
“Only in a general way. If you’re asking if I think anyone suspects what we’re doing, then no. Or, if they do, they’re hiding it well.”
Samuel nodded. “Very well. Go. I’ll see you in a few hours.”
Once Dr. Gates was gone, Samuel slipped back into reality. The meeting had taken place in less time than it took to blink.
Samuel turned his attention back to the road. He noticed the car following them a full five seconds before Michael gave any indication of having seen anything.
“Sir . . .”
“I see it.”
“Do you want me to lose them?”
Samuel stared in the mirror for a moment, capturing the images of the men inside the vehicle as well as their license plate. The two men had been military in their younger days and had spent some time working for a variety of government entities before being hired on at the firm which owned the vehicle. The very small, very private company took jobs from a number of clients, but most of their work came from the United States Government.
It took Samuel nearly three seconds to hack the appropriate computers and sort out what was going on. Apparently the senator was not nearly as convinced as he claimed that the paperwork was an error.
He had gotten an anonymous tip that there was something fishy going on at Kurner. He had been watching closely, and when some of the paperwork had shown up looking questionable, he’d made some calls.
The Kurner facility was being investigated. The doctors were being investigated. Samuel himself was being investigated. Thoroughly.
“No, Michael. Neither of us have noticed our tail.”
Michael nodded silently.
Samuel considered this new information. The modification to the report had not been at the senator’s command, which meant the secretary was taking orders from whomever had arranged for the anonymous tip. The change in the report was obviously meant to support the allegation. Somebody wanted Samuel to look bad. They wanted the facility to be scrutinized.
There were several possible explanations that came immediately to mind.
The first was Washington politics. It was entirely possible that there was a power play in the works and that Samuel and his people were simply being used like pawns in some kind of game. If that was the case, his best move would be to find out who exactly was behind everything and take the game to them.
The second possibility was simple industrial sabotage: Somebody trying to arrange for Samuel to lose his hold on the research grant. It was the sort of idea that might easily occur to a competing faction in the synthetic community or one of the Nospious houses, or one of the other companies that Samuel had beat out for the contract might be hoping they’d get a second shot if he was shown to be incompetent and/or corrupt. If that was the case, he’d need to find evidence of the tampering. It would have to be incontrovertible, too. A court of law might place the burden of evidence on the prosecutor, but in politics the accused was guilty until such time as they could clean the mud off their own face by wiping it onto somebody else.
The third major possibility was that somebody had arranged for this to keep Samuel busy. It wasn’t unreasonable. This project was worth hundreds of millions of dollars a year, and it provided him with contacts and friends in politics which would be useful in future endeavors. If that was the case he’d need to find a patsy. It actually wouldn’t matter that much who, he could arrange for them to be vindicated later, when it was more convenient, but he’d need someone to take the fall for just long enough that he could announce his satisfaction that the situation was resolved and go take care of whatever was really going on.
He needed to know which course of action to take, so he needed to know what exactly was happening, and he needed to know as soon as possible. Until he knew what he needed to be focusing on, he would need help. Someone trustworthy, intelligent, who could do sort out this tangled mess without drawing attention to themselves. Somebody people just wouldn’t notice. It was a short list and Samuel sent out a silent summons.
The false report, whatever its purpose, was a well thought out, almost elegant opening gambit. That, unfortunately, did not rule out any synthetics, nor did it rule out any of the houses, or for that matter the human run corporations had originally competed for the contract.
“You know what the problem is when you’re king of the mountain, Michael?”
“No sir.”
“You don’t have any walls to put your back against.”
*****
The House of Aries was a house of soldiers. They had all been trained for a life of discipline and sacrifice, but as with any military there were many roles to play, and many jobs to fill, from the grunts in the field to the tacticians and technicians, to elite soldiers like Rowan, to leaders, like Hyrt.
When he’d been told that the thieves had gone through base security, Rowan assumed the team assigned to guard the base were grunts. He’d been wrong.
“Rowan!” The man in the bed instinctively tried to sit up, then groaned in pain and sank back into the bed.
“At ease, Bill.” William and Rowan had trained together and fought side by side a few times. He wasn’t as singularly talented as Rowan, but while he wasn’t among the elite, it wasn’t just a happy accident that Bill had lived long enough to be called a veteran.
The man nodded his thanks. “Didn’t expect to be seeing you again, sir. Can’t quite work out how it is you keep on surviving.”
Rowan smiled and patted his old friend’s arm. “What can I say? My enemies always seem to throw themselves from rooftops or swallow cherry flavored cyanide just before they catch up with me.”
“Mm. Considerate of them.”
“Isn’t it though?”
Bill chuckled weakly.
Rowan’s smile slipped away as he looked the man over. “What happened here, Bill?”
The soldier shook his head sadly. “There’s something wrong with this one. Something doesn’t feel right.”
“Tell it to me from the beginning.”
*****
We’d been transferred to the base a month before the incident. There were only twenty of us for the entire facility, day and night, but we knew what we were doing, and the base had enough video surveillance and automated security that we were sort of redundant anyway. Hector would always joke that we were there to make sure the walls didn’t fall down.
Of course, he only joked when we were off duty. We know enough to take every assignment seriously, at least when we’re on the job. Anyhow, Lylar had us on staggered shifts. Four of us would take 0000 to 1200, four would have 0600 to 1800, another four had 1200 hundred to 0000, and four of us had 1800 to 0600. That meant we had eight people on at all times, at least half of whom should be relatively fresh, and four of us would have the day off.
It wouldn’t have been too bad except there was never anything to do. We weren’t cleared to go into any labs or offices, and even though the building was pretty well buried in the woods, they didn’t want us patrolling the perimeter for fear we’d be seen and people would start asking questions. Lylar fought over the perimeter bit, obviously, but in the end he lost.
We divided up what few responsibilities we had. Four of us would just spend our shifts wandering the halls, keeping our eyes open for anything unusual. Two would watch the security monitors, mostly for things going on inside the building. Frankly I think Lylar was more worried about the Cythereans than any external threat. And the last two would spend their shifts in the towers. They aren’t actual towers, obviously, just some rooms on the second floor that some of the lab geeks started calling "the towers."
The only time anything happened, before the incident, obviously, was when we received a shipment from some electronics company. One of the men making the delivery tried to steal a box from the receiving room. We handled it, and the man in question was fired.
Basically what I’m trying to say is that, well, it wasn’t that we were off-guard, but after a month of scratching our asses and pacing down the same damn halls every night, we weren’t entirely on-guard, sir.
I was watching the internal security monitors with Hector when it happened, so I didn’t see them show up. But I heard Alto shouting, so I flipped over to one of the external cameras in time to see them attacking. There were three of them, a tall Asian man, a short Anglo, and a guy from somewhere in Europe, probably Russia.
They moved so gracefully. It was like some sort of psychotic ballet. They leapt over cars and barricades, whirled past heavy machinegun fire, slid through explosions. It was beautiful and terrifying.
I didn’t think they’d get into the building as fast as they did, though. They didn’t try anything fancy, no explosives, no lock picking; they just went through the front door. It was locked with an industrial deadbolt. They hit it four times. I didn’t have to watch the video to know that. I could hear the sound of them battering it from the security room. I heard the bolts sheering . . . . Of course, by the time they came in I had our four roving guards in place. Three against four. I thought we had decent odds. Rowan, they fought like the House of Eris. Tossed everything in sight, got their hands around our people and just . . . just tore into them. It was brutal. Vahal and Carol died before they could fall back. We initiated a controlled retreat, to draw them into a kill zone. That was when Hector and I left the observation room, to set up the three point attack.
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