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  Preface



An installed intelligence (I.I.) is a digital backup of a human mind which can think and act of its own accord. Legally and practically, I.I.s cannot be activated until after their organic counterpart — their bodies — have died. At first, they were created as tools to run machines designed to clean up the terrible aftermath of World War III. Once their original purpose was served, they became mere novelties of computer engineering. Eventually, when their sentience became clear to the general public, they were granted equal human rights. For some, however, that wasn’t enough.

This is the first act of the Installed Intelligence saga.
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I could use a vacation, Susan thought to herself as she walked through the front door. Somewhere warm and quiet.

The lights over the entrance cast arched shadows throughout the tiled floor of the lobby. A crimson banner hanging above the doorway spelled out the name of the Columbine Installed Intelligence Bank in a small white font. It was humble—the type of business that wasn’t accustomed to walk-ins.

Susan’s heels clicked over the shiny floor as she made her way through the lobby and to the reception desk. She gave the woman behind the desk a short, friendly smile before digging around the inside of her purse for her security badge.

The woman waited patiently while Susan rummaged through her belongings. The receptionist tossed her strawberry-blonde hair over her shoulder and gave the smile she had been trained from day one to show customers. She made that expression that scrunched up a girl’s face and made her eyes sparkle. It was almost like she was pressing her lips together to whistle, but that’s just how she smiled.

Susan found the badge and slid it over the scanner on top of the reception desk. The device beeped and gave a green flash.

“So how was the weekend, Susan?” the woman behind the counter asked.

The older woman needed a moment to return some things to her purse.

“Good, good,” she replied. “Got to relax with the kids for once. They seem to never be able to meet in one place these days.”

“Kids can get busy,” the younger woman commented. Her phony countenance never diminished.

How would you know? Susan thought to herself. You look barely old enough to date my youngest son.

“They sure can,” she replied. There was no reason to drop her facade of politeness this early in the day. “Still, they could make time for their mother—since I was the one to feed and raise them and all.”

“I love my mother,” the receptionist interjected. “I always go to see her whenever I can.”

“Well aren’t you sweet,” Susan replied.

Once the security door to the offices finally swung open, she made off for it like it was a departing train. She wanted to leave the tension of the conversation with the new girl. Susan wasn’t cold, she just didn’t connect to girls of that age. They couldn’t remember a time without cerebral computers or automated transit. They didn’t recall a time they weren’t connected to everyone else, every second of every day.

The receptionist wished her a good day, but she was too far to return more than a thankful wave. She sighed a little when the door closed behind her.

After working in the farthest office from reception for over seven years, Susan had learned to wear only the shortest heels she had. That didn’t prevent her from putting on a different pair of shoes for every day of the week, however. It was one of the few things that gave variety to her work.

“Susan!” a warm voice called from behind her.

Meredith walked up to her with such speed, yet grace, that Susan almost thought she was skating. The two women exchanged a hug in greeting before diving into the latest news.

“Enrollment is up by over thirty percent from last month,” Meredith started, her voice bright with excitement. “We have about the same amount of installations, but that’s kind of where we want to be.”

“Yeah, there’s not much profit to be made from dead customers,” Susan said with a chuckle.

Meredith pulled up her tablet and examined one of the numbers on her records chart. Unlike Susan, Meredith didn’t have a cerebral computer and relied on external devices to manage her work. Still, Susan preferred the monitors and tablets over her internal retina display. She used her C.C. as seldom as possible.

“You know, your department is actually the one with greatest growth,” Meredith told her colleague. “Whatever you’re doing, keep it up. It’s working.”

Susan beamed with pride.

“That’s wonderful!” she said. “Is it the new model of display? Is that what’s moving the most?”

“Honestly, it looks even across the board,” Meredith answered. “I think it’s the variety, along with the range of prices that draws the attention. You’ve been pushing a lot of the more expensive stuff, I see.”

Meredith took a small sip from her portable coffee cup.

“Yeah, you know, people just love the new projection editions,” Susan said. “There’s something about being able to stand next to an I.I.’s avatar, full size, and see how human they look. It makes the experience so much more ‘real’ for the average customer.”

“Average wealthy customer,” Meredith corrected.

Susan shook her head, a bit of a smug smirk imprinted under her nose.

“Have you taken a look at these newer models for next year?” she asked. She didn’t wait for a reply. “There are so many different versions of the projection, and some are cheaper than you’d expect. There’s this new low-light display they’ve managed to work into a holographic rendering that lets it save an enormous amount of power.”

“Really?” Meredith seemed surprised by the information. “Where’d you hear that?”

“It was a hidden memo. Project leads only.”

“Oh,” Meredith said. Her tone dropped as if she had just been rejected from a cafeteria table. “Well that would be good news. Those things have been energy suckers from the get-go. I know electricity isn’t terribly expensive these days, but it’s still not cheap to replace the power units when they fry themselves.”

“They’ve added some sort of power regulator to help with that, too,” Susan continued. “The low-light displays are supposedly much more interactive, believe it or not.”

“How so?”

“Something about the light beams makes it easier to create a more natural interface. Customers like it so much better when you can gesture through some lights or press a holographic button. They prefer it to interacting with a keyboard or a cerebral computer, if they’re rich enough to afford one. There’s no external accessories required at all.”

“You don’t say,” Meredith said, stroking her chin as if there were a beard there.

“At least that’s what I’ve heard, but I trust my sources.” Susan gave a little titter, then pointed to Meredith’s tablet. “Any interesting new installations?”

Her friend nodded, humor twinkling in her eyes. “As a matter of fact, we got that Daytona guy,” she said.

“Daytona? The lawyer?”

“That’s the one,” Meredith confirmed. “The man on TV promising to protect your patent if you’re an inventor. Stands next to that heap of fake money that falls over onto him at the end of the commercial.”

“What was he doing here?” Susan said. She looked hungry for the gossip, eagerly gripping the strap of her purse like it was the seat belt on a rollercoaster.

Meredith’s mischievous expression before she started the story made it even harder for Susan to bear.

“Well, it just so happens he received a call the other night from some mystery man,” Meredith continued, scooping out each morsel of the story in precise bites for her friend to digest. “It was a voice he couldn’t recognize, and he’s pretty sure it was someone using a modulator. Apparently, this caller told him to watch his back, and that lawyers had a ‘nasty habit of falling into dark holes.’ ”

“Goodness,” Susan commented, raising her hand to her cheek. “And his first move was to come here?”

Meredith started laughing in rapid snorts. “It would seem so. You should have seen him. I swear, he was wearing that same burgundy suit from the ads, though he was a sweating mess, constantly dabbing his face with a little embroidered handkerchief like his life depended on it.”

“So you gave him the installation? What happened next?”

“Well, then he got really shady when we handed him those new Z-8 forms, then—” Meredith said.

“Ugh, people just can’t wrap their heads around those things,” Susan interrupted. “They act like a new form adds fifty miles to their commute. It’s just a simple paper, people!”

“Yeah, Daytona wasn’t really into it,” Meredith said. “He stared down over the form for at least thirty minutes before he even considered touching the pen. Even still, he acted like we were asking him to give away a kidney. All his original nervousness and fright turned to indignation, and he was more eager than ever to leave.”

“Celebrities are weird,” Susan said, shaking her head in befuddlement.

“Pseudo-celebrities are weirder,” Meredith said.

Susan gave a little giggle, then told her friend she had to get started on work.

Her coffee was starting to get cold. She turned her nose up a little when she took a sip. It should have stayed hot longer than this, she thought, annoyed. Stupid traveler’s cup. I need a new one.

Susan’s office was laid out with as few decorations as it seemed possible to work around all day. A small ficus sat in the corner, huddling up close to the tan filing cabinet. Almost all of her paperwork was digital, but she still liked the feel of real paper in real envelopes. It made her think of her mother’s office when she had been a real estate broker—all those years of playing with desk drawers and filing cabinets.

Her desk computer was one of the newer models. These ones actually maintained a holographic display that the user could pair up and use with their cerebral computer. She could be working on a file on the desk display while also reading sensitive patient information on her eyepiece. It had cost the bank a pretty penny, but it was nothing compared to her salary. Installation technicians were the most desired professionals in the world, and it was easy to see why. Unlocking human immortality was nothing to turn your nose up at.

Susan wasn’t just any installation tech, either. She was the head of the Interaction and Interface department of the Columbine I.I. bank. Once someone wanted to withdraw an installed intelligence, it was her job to set them up with some means of communicating with it. The less-wealthy customers often settled for a text and keyboard interface, while the super-rich wanted the full holographic projection with voice and gesture recognition. She made the most commission off those.

She sat down at her desk and started to thumb through the short stack of intake forms on her desk. Part of her job was looking over new patients and figuring out what interface to push on them should the worst happen and a withdrawal was sought.

In order to authorize the release of an installed intelligence to a customer, Susan needed to see a death certificate. No one could own the I.I. of a living person—not until more research had been done.

She was just about halfway through her first file when a knock came at her door.

“Come in,” she yelled.

The mail clerk with the curly hair appeared, carrying a small brown parcel.

“This came for you this morning,” he said, setting the package on her desk.

“Thanks, Donny,” she said, watching him as he backed out of the office and returned to his cart.

Her brow furrowed. The parcel was about the size of a dictionary, maybe a bit longer. The label on the front was handwritten, her name and the bank’s address written in black marker. There was no return address.

“Are you sure this thing’s been cleared?” she hollered out the door. However, Donny was already gone.

She thought for a moment, then shrugged and reached for a letter opener in her pen cup. It took a little sawing back and forth to get through the thick packing tape, but she was soon peeling the brown paper off the parcel.

When she folded the wrapping back, all that was left was a plain black box made of some textured plastic. It looked like something a teen had 3D-printed in his basement with a bootleg blueprint. There was a single LED bulb in the center of the object, blinking green, a little pulse of color every five seconds or so.

Confused, she cocked her head at the black box.

She lifted the object and rolled it over, hoping to find some sort of label. It distressed her when she didn’t know what something was. The box was heavy in the center, but felt flimsy around the edges.

She examined the wrapping paper, seeing if there was something she missed. To her relief, there was a small index card that remained tucked in the packaging.

Susan pulled it out and read it. It said, “They will never be people.”

“What the hell?” she muttered to herself.

When she spun the thing back right-side-up, she noticed that the light had stopped flashing.

Then it blinked red.

The explosion was audible from over a dozen blocks away.
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“No names have yet been brought forth, but local and national authorities assure the media that the investigation is ongoing,” the man on the screen said. “Vigil services are being held throughout the nation to commemorate the victims of Monday’s devastating attack. An official statement from the Columbine I.I. Bank in Detroit claims that the company will resume operations at a temporary facility while damages are being repaired.”

The shot transitioned to one inside the bank, where people could be seen removing rubble and scrubbing walls in the background. An older woman with a short neck and cropped gray hair was in the forefront of the scene. The program said her name was Heather Underwood, Inventory Manager at Columbine.

“As you can see behind me, the damage is quite substantial,” she said to a reporter off frame. “It’s not just the superficial damage, either. The foundations were weakened in the blast, so it’ll probably be over a year before we can return.”

“And what about the loss in terms of I.I.s?” a female voice said from behind the camera.

Ms. Underwood seemed depressed and flustered at the question, her cheeks glowing a little red.

“That loss is indescribable,” she replied. “You realize here that we’re not just talking about computer equipment or sensitive data. These I.I.s were people. They had a lot of loved ones out there looking forward to meeting them. Now, some of these are replaceable, since the individuals most of these I.I.s had been scanned from are still alive. However, many irreplaceable intelligences were also destroyed.”

“How many?” the reporter wanted to know.

“About fifty-seven I.I.s that cannot be re-installed.”

The shot returned to the original studio anchor, an older Arab man with a steely mustache and a golden voice.

Karl peeled back a bit more of the wrapper to his ice cream snack. A little dollop of it fell on his bare chest, exposed by his open robe.

“If you’re just tuning in, we’re reporting that the death toll from the Columbine Bank bombing includes nine staff members, two patients, and fifty-seven installed intelligences. That brings the total number of fatalities to sixty-eight.

“Police have stated that the device was made from some custom design, likely created by the bomber or bombers. Grieving families were disappointed to hear that the chances of tracing the device’s origin are nearly nonexistent.”

The shot changed again. This time, viewers were brought into a police headquarters office, where a bald officer with remnants of red hair circling his scalp sweated in front of diplomas and news clippings.

According to the words on the screen, the man was Sergeant Lawrence Maybill.

“At this time, it appears that the device was detonated remotely by someone observing the scene at the time of the attack,” the man started. “However, we’ve found no evidence that a radio signal was used. We are beginning to speculate that, if the suspect was in eyesight of the bank, an infrared detonator may have been used instead. This is just a theory, as my officers have no real means to detect if light was used instead of sound. No other details are available at this time.”

Karl’s eyepiece started to play an advertisement linked with the television, but he stopped it with a simple mental command. He hated commercials.

“Welcome back,” the mustached anchor greeted as the program resumed. The camera panned to him from the audience. “Was the attack on the Columbine I.I. Bank the act of terrorists? That has been the question on many people’s minds, including the head of the F.B.I. There are a number of rumors that the bombing was orchestrated by anti-installation extremists, and F.B.I. Director Brian Mahar says they aren’t yet ready to dismiss the possibility.”

The view shifted to a press conference starring the aforementioned Mr. Mahar standing behind a podium. He was a Pakistani man in his late fifties, a perfect patch of gray covering both his sideburns.

“It’s no secret that anti-installation sentiments have been on the rise for the last few years,” the F.B.I. Director said. “Political parties have been formed with policies built around those sentiments as their foundation. At this time, we have no evidence connecting the Humanity Party, the Identity Party, or any other anti-I.I. organization to the terror attack in Detroit. There is the possibility, however, that a new group of individuals committed this atrocity with political motivations in mind. None of the perpetrators have been identified yet, but the Bureau and several police departments are maintaining a list of persons of interest. Please contact your local authorities if you have any information regarding the bombers in Detroit.”

Karl had heard enough. Using the mental remote on his cerebral computer, he changed the channel.

“You see, the thing is, ever since we gave them citizenship—ever since the case of Chris Santson I.I.—we’ve agreed that they are human beings,” a man with a short-cropped hair style and thick black-rimmed glasses said.

He was sitting around a table with about four other people, making direct eye-contact with an older portly man wearing what looked like an old-fashioned brown toupee on his crown. The other two folks sat watching the exchange. One, a black man with a plentiful mustache and glistening scalp, held a tablet in his hand. He was likely the host of the discussion, keeping his questions in front of him. The other quiet one was skinny. He seemed nervous to be in close proximity to other people.

“They are not human beings,” the large man with the rug interrupted.

“They are human—” the first man tried to say.

“They are not,” the fat man said, speaking over his opponent. “They are machines. You show me an I.I. with flesh and blood, then maybe I’d see what you’re saying.”

“They’re human beings, and a lack of a body doesn’t change that, sir,” the younger man with the glasses continued. “Being an amputee doesn’t make you any less of a person, so what’s the difference here?”

“We’re not talking about a foot or an arm,” the man with the toupee argued. Sweat glistened over his lip, and Karl was able to make out every droplet due to the high-definition display. “We are talking about organic bodies. If you were never born, then you aren’t a person. Period.”

The younger man was about to speak, but the host interjected.

“What do you think about all this, Bob?” he asked, directing the conversation to the nervous man.

He took a big gulp before speaking. “I don’t know anything about what classifies a ‘human being’ other than my own opinions, but I believe that any intelligent being, organic or not, deserves some dignity.”

“Exactly!” the first man exclaimed, gesturing to the skinny guy. “You wouldn’t make any intelligent creature work without compensation. That’s why you don’t see dolphins in parks anymore. Human or not, we don’t own slaves.”

“They were compensated,” the large man said.

“What?”

“They were compensated.”

“Who?”

“The dolphins.”

“Excuse me?”

“What do you call all that fish, then?”

“The fish?” the first man replied incredulously. “You mean feeding them? You call that compensation?”

“Guys, we’re getting a little off topic,” the host said before the large man could retort. “We’re talking about paying installed intelligences for the work they do, be it research, customer service—or even comedy, as we’ve seen lately. Putting the argument about whether I.I.s are or are not humans aside, what would you have against compensating them?”

The large man seemed caught a bit off guard.

“Are you kidding me?” he started. “We’re burning through our surplus like a teen on his first payday, and what’s going to happen when that money’s all gone? Do you think this country can stand to go through another deficit? Do you want our taxpayers to be paying out the nose, just so some computer can make believe that it’s a real person?”

Everyone around the table seemed a little baffled by his argument.

“You do know what ‘surplus’ means, don’t you?” the man with the glasses said with the tone of someone speaking to a toddler.

“Yeah, the reserve is sitting at a handsome nine-trillion-dollar surplus,” the nervous man added. “There’s no reason we can’t fund this social program as well as many more. This is only a stimulus.”

“Isn’t ‘stimulus’ just another term for ‘wealth redistribution’?” the round man spat.

“Oh stop it,” the younger man responded, his tone seething. “The money won’t even come from the taxpayers. It’ll come from employers. If anything, it will create a whole new pool of income to add to the nation’s tax revenue.”

“Ugh,” Karl said to himself as he changed the channel again.

It’s so unattractive when grown men bicker like little children, he thought.

The argument had put him in a sour mood, even as just a spectator. He flipped to a mindless reality program for something to laugh at. It was one of those shows that gathered freaks together, with their willing consent, to reveal their personal affairs—from incestuous foreplay to toenail fetishes.

Even that show wasn’t immune to the topic of installed intelligences. The woman on the screen, according to the text, intended to marry the I.I. of her long-dead high-school sweetheart. She didn’t look any older than twenty-two—acne was even visible under her make-up. Her ginger hair seemed unable to stay contained in the ponytail she wore.

“Michaela, can you tell us all how you met your fiancé?” the show’s host asked. He was a middle-aged man with tall hair and rimless glasses, and his smile looked more plastered on than that of a ventriloquist dummy.

“Well, like I said, we went to high school together,” the girl replied. She had a sort of Southern drawl mixed in with her words. “He was in basketball, I was in drama. We fell in love freshman year, and it lasted throughout school, until—”

She started to tear up and needed a moment to dab her nose with one of her knuckles. The memory seemed to stir deep emotions within her, or at least the stage manager had told her to pretend as such.

“It’s okay, Michaela. Take your time,” the host urged.

She sniffled, but managed to choke her sorrow down and continue. “It was our prom night. We had just gotten back from the dance and started to drink, like kids do. He lost track of himself and he drank so much that he died of alcohol poisoning.”

“That’s terrible,” the host commented, his teeth gleaming in the stage light.

“I was so heartbroken, I thought I’d never be able to love again,” Michaela said. “Then one day, I was browsing through a catalogue of I.I. displays and thought to myself, ‘I could see Peter again!’ I mean, on his final medical bill, the insurance was charged for an installation. And I knew which bank he’d be stored in.”

“So when you brought him online, Peter proposed?”

“That’s right!” The girl seemed to transition seamlessly from crying to beaming with joy. “I know it’s not the same Peter that I loved in high school, but it’s closer than any man with a body could come.”

“Alright, we’re going to open this up to the audience,” the host stated, pulling the attention from Michaela. “Does anyone have a question for her?”

One woman raised her hand, and the host led the camera over to her. She stood up and took the microphone from the man.

“Uhh, yeah,” she said. “I just wanted to ask you how you two have sex if he’s a computer and all that.”

“Oh, ho!” the host said, feigning shock. “That’s a juicy one, and we’ll have the answer for you right after these messages!”

Karl didn’t wait for any more advertisements to appear. With a thought, he changed the video feed on his internal retina display to another channel.

It was another news station, but this one focused on local Denver news rather than the world as a whole. The two anchors smiling behind their shared desk had been with the show for the last ten years, Karl remembered.

The one on the left, a hefty man with a graying goatee and sideburns to match, started the broadcast with the show’s catchphrase greeting.

“It’s a new day for the Mile High City. A new day with new stories,” he said.

The anchor on the left took over.

“Today marks the sixth anniversary of the famous Man-With-Two-Bodies incident,” she started. “As you all may well remember, Chris Stanton was declared legally dead in the spring of 2062. His I.I. was activated shortly before it was revealed that Stanton was not dead, but had merely been declared so prematurely. The story caught like a wildfire, and before long, a live meeting between Stanton and his I.I. was scheduled to be broadcast all over the globe.”

The camera changed to the man, who retained a lighthearted demeanor beside an image of Stanton.

“It was during the infamous broadcast that something peculiar happened,” he said. “The man and his digital counterpart had a disagreement. What may seem like a benign happenstance to most of us shocked the scientific and human-rights world like a bolt of lightning. Experts joined together to make a unanimous declaration: installed intelligences were human beings of their own identity.”

Back to the woman.

“One by one, courts around the world declared installed intelligences legal citizens,” she said. “However, not everyone supported the decision. The scientific community didn’t speak for the government, any corporate hierarchy, or the religious community. Complaints stretched from the economic stress of having to pay I.I.s wages to the cultural discomfort of I.I.s in the congregation. These complaints blended together to create the ever growing anti-I.I. movement.”

“Now, six years later, that movement has formed into the Humanity Party, securing half a dozen state seats with eight more up for grabs this autumn,” the man started to conclude. “Millions of people are upset by the court’s decision all those years ago. Many believe it was made in haste and should be thought over more thoroughly, while others wish it to be scrapped altogether.”

“What do you think?” the woman asked into the camera. “How would this impact those I.I.s already welcomed into our citizenry? How would this impact you and your family? Please send us a message with your opinion, or simply comment on the video.”

I don’t think I’ll be doing that, Karl thought. He cut off the display to his C.C. with a simple thought, then rolled over to drift off to sleep.
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Looks like it’s going to rain, Karl mused as he walked over the weather-worn sidewalk. The gloomy light from the overcast sky did little to improve the man’s cynical mood. His humor was dark today, but no one else needed to know that.

He peered at his shoes as they made their way over the concrete. The man picked his bowed head up once the sound of a crowd started to waft into his ears. The voices seemed angry and energetic. Karl gave a short sigh, wishing he could turn invisible until he reached the lecture hall.

Not more damn anti-installers, he cursed to himself.

For the last few years, a group of protesters had made life a lot less quiet for anyone working in the installation industry. Karl didn’t often go out into public for his job, but there were always exceptions. It seemed as time went on, more and more protesters appeared at those exceptions until Karl could no longer step outside without having to weave around a wall of picketers.

Protesting used to mean something, Karl muttered in his head. It used to be about a horde of the downtrodden uniting against insurmountable odds. It was about raising up those who had not the means to do so themselves. Now it’s a national pastime. A sport. Something to fill the time.

Ever since the Santson case six years ago, people have grown more divisive over the installed intelligence issue. It was all the same arguments, just a different target. Ninety years ago, homosexuals were considered “unnatural.” Twenty years later it was the transgenders. Now installed intelligences were the focus.

Hey, geniuses, Karl thought, silently addressing the bigots, humans are animals. By definition, everything we do is natural.

Without much effort, he turned to his internal retina display and searched for alternate routes. The roads were congested, likely due  to the modest protest. Satellite imagery showed people expanding from the alley to the street curb.

The only way out is through, he thought.

He knew he wasn’t going to pass the line of protesters unnoticed. Too many times had he tried to just carve his way through or sneak around, but it had never worked. The only foolproof approach was to blend and adapt. Karl had to meld with the bigots.

“They want to teach our young men and women that these computer programs are equal to them,” the woman leading the protest bellowed. Wearing a bright blue jean jacket with a handkerchief around her neck, she stood in a clearing within the crowd.

The herd of protesters blocked off all foot traffic. Frustrated people could be seen approaching the group, realizing there was no clear way through, then swearing as they looked for a detour.

Karl, however, didn’t feel the need to search for another way around. His approach saved him plenty of time.

“Is that what you want?” the woman continued. “Do you want your children thinking that they are only as good as a damn proge?”

“No!” Karl replied in sync with the audience. Ignoring the anti-I.I. slur, he pushed his way through the people.

“These scientists and lawmakers don’t seem to understand how dangerous this whole installation abomination is,” the woman said. She was starting to turn red in the face. “They don’t get that when you change the definition of a human being, you cheapen their value. When you claim some lights on a screen and a human are equal, you diminish the miracle of life. If anyone can create a ‘human’ on a computer, then what’s so significant about our own genesis? What does it say about the virtue of centuries of social progress if these zeros can just swoop in and reap the benefits?”

A number of cries came out from the crowd, but they varied so much that nothing intelligible was heard.

“But let’s put all that aside for now, shall we?” the woman hollered. “Even if you don’t look at the bastardization of the word ‘human,’ you have to look at the numbers. The more proges there are, the larger the unemployed workforce gets. These programs have likely taken your job—or the job of someone you know. The world can’t support a population boom. Not economically, and not ethically.”

Karl started to zone out a bit, making it more difficult to feign interest. He had heard all the same sound-bites and arguments for the better part of a decade. To him, it was all just ignorant white noise at this point.




He remembered being a high schooler when the installation industry had started to boom. At first, it was more like a mortuary service—something the ultra-rich would throw money at in order to preserve their loved ones forever. Historically, it had only been a novelty. Important people, scientists and politicians alike, were installed so students on field trips could ask them asinine questions over and over.

When Karl was young, it had always been that an I.I. could only be created after someone’s death. In the last moments of a person’s life, the electrical data that made up their personality would be downloaded with a neuroscopic recorder, then reassembled into interactive code by programming professionals. It was illegal, and borderline impossible, for an I.I. to exist while the person it was created from lived.

Then the Man With Two Bodies happened. It was only six years prior when an installed intelligence had been accidentally created before the death of Chris Santson. When the two of them had argued on live television, the world exploded. The theory had been that both Chris and his I.I. should agree on everything, since they have identical minds. Because they had not, it had spurred a lot of interest into what makes an I.I. tick.

With a bit of research and some genius creativity, it was discovered that installed intelligences were actually different individuals than the minds they had been created from. Like a tree branch—though it was grown from the trunk—it is not the tree once it is removed. Thus, Chris’s I.I. became the first legal citizen to have never been born. It was probably the most controversial Supreme Court ruling of the twenty-first century.

Some I.I.s didn’t want to start all over, however. They had all the memories their organic counterparts had. It seemed alien to many to begin life anew as some sort of fake infant with the memories of an adult. Thus, the Z-8 clause was introduced.

It was a small amendment to the Santson ruling that allowed I.I.s to continue on as their old identity in every legal sense, so long as they had provided written consent before their organic death. This amendment, despite how much it helped millions of new I.I.s, only threw more fuel on the fire that was anti-I.I. sentiment.

Immediately, half the world seemed to ignite into an uproar. Religious organizations were outraged, saying that only God had the right to determine what was and what was not a human being. This helped pave the way for the birth-to-citizenship movement. Those people lobbied hard for legislation, stating that citizenship could only be granted to those with proof of their birth. The movement was doomed from the beginning, however. Plenty of real people with human bodies lack proof of their own creation. Immigrants from states with poor documentation, for example, had no birth certificate. The proposed legislation would have stripped them of their status as people.

After that failed, the movement rose from the ashes like some bigoted phoenix, reborn as the human economy movement. The basic premise was that, since humans had created the base economy the world functions on, then I.I.s had no right to participate in it. It was the first time the quiet whining about losing jobs to computers became a proud mantra. The more open-minded people in the movement wanted to create a digital currency that the I.I.s used and exchanged separate from human money. It was a bold idea, but had proved infeasible thus far.

I don’t care about the politics of it, Karl said to himself. I know an intelligent being when I see one. Any with a mind that can think is worth sharing ideas with.




The protest had been organized right outside the campus Karl was speaking at today. If he could just manage to break out of the crowd, it’d only be a dozen yards or so before he was home free. Just as he was about to peel away, the attention got thrown on him.

“You, sir!” the woman who had been yelling herself pink called.

Karl stopped and spun around, looking for some other poor soul she could be addressing. When he found no one—and instead saw all the faces pointed at him—he gave an exhausted sigh.

“You don’t seem to be here for the protest. Where are you headed?” she cried.

“Oh, me?” Karl said, though he knew who she was speaking to. “Nowhere. Just going to meet a few friends.”

“A few friends?” The woman’s tone was skeptical. “Are you sure? You’re not going to attend that ridiculous lecture on proge ‘psychology,’ are you?”

“No, no way,” Karl replied. “I definitely hate those computer guys. They’re just so… scientific. Grrr!”

He continued to inch his way out of the gathering, counting every step as a crucial amount of distance.

“They’re only going to fill your head with lies,” the woman said, ignoring Karl’s sarcastic reply. “You’ll be told that proges are like humans. But they aren’t human. A proge can’t hold you or wipe away your tears. Pixels can’t love, sir.”

“I don’t know about all that,” Karl retorted, now breaking the perimeter of the protesters. “I’ve never measured the quality of my relationships in so superficial a manner.”

Karl spun around and walked for the campus sidewalk like a man who just found the only bathroom in a hundred miles. Once he was out of earshot, he shook his head and chuckled.
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“Psychological tendencies between an installed intelligence and the average human are not so different, despite any preconceived notions you may have,” Karl said into the microphone. The auditorium sound system was hooked up to most of the audience’s cerebral computers, but still output audio for those without an implant. It took some concentration to get used to hearing his voice booming out of the speakers. “In fact, that should come as no surprise, since the human mind and that of an I.I. are just two tools built from the same blueprint.”

The lights pouring onto him were far brighter than he would have preferred. He felt like he had to continue squinting down at the college students listening to him. After a minute or so of trying, he gave up and allowed himself to be blinded. He didn’t need to see any faces anyway.

“Before I go any further, I just wanted to thank your instructors, the campus, and yourselves for having me here today,” Karl said. “My name is Dr. Karl Terrace, and I am what we call an installed intelligence psychologist. I analyze the mental functions of an I.I. much like you would a human mind. I’m here to talk to you about the similarities and differences between a human and an I.I. and the amazing possibilities created by combining the two.”

He paused and gauged the interest of his audience. It was like the entire auditorium had taken in a deep breath of suspense, holding it until he continued on. He grinned.

I have them in the palm of my hand, he thought.

“That’s right,” he said, building on the anticipation he had cultivated. “At this moment, there are scientists toying with the idea of connecting a human mind with an I.I. in what we are calling the ‘mindshare’ process.”

There were a few excited murmurs coming from the audience, and Karl could hear shuffling as people leaned over to speak to their neighbors. He reveled in every fascinated sound.

“Think about it,” Karl continued, timing his words to intrigue the crowd the most. “One day, we might have biologists who would have died still working on the cure for the future’s worst diseases. Picture a world in which Einstein was still alive. How much sooner could mankind have discovered renewable energy? Would World War III have even happened? What problem wouldn’t be easier with two heads tackling it?”

He focused on the text document his cerebral computer displayed in the corner of his vision, skimming through his speech notes. There was nothing written down aside from a few bullet points. He preferred the natural feel of “winging it.” Installation fascinated him to the point that he could blab ceaselessly about it if allowed to.

“You see, this mindshare process has been in development almost as long as there have been installed intelligences. The original pioneers of the cerebral computer are believed to have worked to make their devices capable of reading the code I.I.s are written with, or to come up with some way to translate it. Their records, which were kept secret for decades, have helped countless modern-day scientists give birth to a functional form of that process.

“In the near future, the I.I.s of experts will be able to continue their work through the eyes and minds of young and upcoming scientists. They will have unlimited access to the host’s sensory information, allowing for more accurate experimentation, especially in regards to human anatomy and biological reactions.

“However, it doesn’t stop just there. Mindsharing is really a pioneer of what might come to be known as digital telepathy. If we can interface with I.I.s to the full extent that they can feel what we feel, and see what we see, why can’t that same process be adapted for human-on-human communication? Entirely non-verbal; entirely universal. The internet for human minds, if you will, but with sensory information.”

“That’s the exciting future of installation technology,” Karl said after a long pause. “I, however, want to talk to you about the promising present of installation psychology.”

The audience was difficult to read. Some folks seemed to be hanging off his every word like they had a chemical dependency. Others, though, looked upset. They sat with furrowed brows and frowning lips—almost like he was offending them. Karl shrugged it off. He was used to those looks.

“Plenty of people, for many years, have incorrectly attempted to utilize installed intelligences in the same manner we use programs and machinery. The fact of the matter is that we have never beheld a tool such as this. It transcends simple machines, or even complex codes. Imagine a hammer that can think. A search engine that can feel. A vehicle that can hope.

“There are two approaches when dealing with a sentient tool. You can use it like any other instrument and force it to bend to your will with no motivation or conversation. Or, you can inspire it. You can convince installed intelligences to want to do what you want them to do. Putting the ethics of forced labor to bed for the moment, it still remains practical to treat I.I.s more like an employee or a partner than an instrument.”

Those in the audience with pouting faces seemed to grow even more annoyed, and something about that delighted Karl.

“Legally, technically, perhaps even spiritually, these intelligences are human equals to each and every one of us,” he continued, watching his words salt the grumpy folks’ wounds. “Treating them as such is not only right, but it is the most beneficial response for all of mankind. A respected mind, digital or organic, is more likely to create. If a being believes their work will gain recognition based on its merit, he or she will put more effort into it. This is common sense.

“Resentment is not viable fuel for creation. If you have disdain for a group of people, why would you work to solve problems that primarily affect only them? For example, an I.I. could work to cure complex cancers. They don’t have organic bodies, however, so why would they do that? They do it because they love us. With affection, the intelligence will want to cure our ailments and keep us safe.”

Karl could see the entire audience was not with him. Some folk were immersed in the information, jotting down each tidbit on their tablets or in their C.C.s. Karl still needed to reach several holdouts.

“There was an experiment run a few years ago that helps demonstrate what I mean,” Karl explained. “You see, scientists wanted to find out who could be the most compassionate between I.I.s and organic humans, and what would motivate them to be so.”

The psychologist used the tools available to him to bring up clips of the study in question. He played them for the audience.

“Volunteers were taken under the pretense of a test on their reaction times,” Karl explained. “They would fill out a questionnaire of unimportant inquiries, then meet with a researcher for an interview. Now, during this interview, the researcher would either be condescending, demeaning, and cold or he would be respectful, complimentary, and warm. The researcher, who was actually a planted actor, would then fake a medical emergency: a heart attack, a seizure, something of the sort.

“The study found that I.I.s and organic humans were nearly identical in their responses. Those who were chastised and criticized were much more likely to hesitate and merely call for assistance, and those who were treated with respect would attempt to soothe and comfort the victim themselves while waiting for help. In fact, I.I.s were even more responsive than their human counterparts. This is likely due to an expectation to be ostracized, as many I.I.s are used to in society, leading to a more dramatic improvement when treated with kindness. 

“Studies like this show us what kind of results we can achieve from proper motivation, and that I.I.s differ very little from humans, psychologically. The possibilities are endless.”

Some heads bent down over tablets while their owners tapped Karl’s words onto them. Others stayed locked on the podium.

“Many of my peers have been exploring these possibilities,” he said. He scanned over the young faces. “For instance, I’ve been working with an intelligence that is in the process of writing a novel. We meet on several occasions and he’ll share his notes with me. He likes to bounce ideas off me, as well, and gauge my reactions as I look over his work. I have observed the intelligence express excitement when talking about possible plot points. He becomes frustrated when he can’t get past a scene. Sometimes, he even grows dismal about his talent.

“It’s important to realize that these are human emotions, not simple emulations. A program cannot get frustrated, nor can it become excited. It is a human mind, through and through.”

One person got up and left.

“A human mind, however, comes with human flaws,” Karl said, transitioning to his next topic. “A colleague of mine specializes in the study of installed intelligence mental health. She has encountered a vast spectrum of human disorders and syndromes, from simple anxiety to advanced autism. Some organic mental health patients may feel as though their ailments are being de-legitimized by testing I.I.s, but few realize the benefit of such a merger.”

He took a look at the clock in his internal retina display to check how much time he had left. He was cutting it close.

“My friend recorded her study of disorders, and many progressive professionals have used her research in application to organic patients. Of course, hormones play a large part in a person’s emotional state, but the base concepts of mental health remain the same in both I.I.s and organic patients.

“In fact, since I.I.s cannot receive medication for their ailments, we’ve seen research into alternative treatments increase tenfold. It suggests that, since several I.I.s have already overcome serious depression and anxiety through various therapies alone, you or someone you know could as well.”

Someone off the side of the stage gave Karl a wave. He nodded in response.

“Well, as my time here wraps up, I just want to urge you young folks to consider the field of installed intelligence psychology. Every additional mind we add to an effort, the easier it becomes. That remains true whether the body it belongs to is made of flesh or not. Thank you.”
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The camera panned to the judge. She had a bored look glazed over her eyes. Too much makeup surrounded them, sparkling in the light of the studio bulbs. Her long black hair fell straight from her head like a curtain, not deviating in a single curl or wave.

“But the defendant is an installed intelligence,” she argued.

“Yes,” the man hastily retorted, his voice strained with anxiety, “but he is still a legal citizen, ma’am. He should be held accountable for his actions like any other person.”

“So what exactly did he say?” the judged pressed further. “What constitutes this claim as ‘slander’?”

“He posted on a swap-meet website that I had abused his pet dogs. The post included my photo, a satellite image of my home, and even the name of the company I work for.”

“Wait, wait,” the judge lady stopped him. She waved her hand as if he was getting hysterical, and the camera quickly showed a smirking bailiff. “His pet dogs?”

“Yes, ma’am,” the young man continued. “You see, he created a false persona online of a disabled retiree that lives in my hometown. He made up a convincing story of my alleged attack, but failed to provide any evidence at all.”

“How do we know that you did not attack the dog, then?” she asked.

The man’s cheeks started to glow red, and though he tried to maintain his poise, his anger sped up his speech. “Ma’am, if anyone had ever seen me harm an innocent animal, why did they not file a police report?”

The judge looked to her bailiff with a scrunched-up expression of consideration. “Good point,” she commented. She turned back to the rest of the courtroom. “So what exactly are you asking for?”

“Your honor, the defendant caused me to lose my job and made it staggeringly difficult to get a new one,” the plaintiff said. “I estimate that this caused me to lose over seventy thousand dollars. I am asking for another ten thousand for the pain and humiliation this caused me and my family.”

“You know, I’ve never done one of these settlements against an I.I., but I’m going to rule in the favor of the plaintiff,” she announced before slamming her gavel down. “I sure hope Corey has deep digital pockets, because he owes you big.”

Karl nodded in satisfaction before turning the television off. It’s a good thing the I.I. lost the case, he thought. To be truly human, you have to accept the consequences of your actions.

It had grown late. Karl still couldn’t sleep, but he couldn’t just sit there and watch junk T.V. all night. Instead, he tuned out the noise and fully immersed himself in his cerebral computer.

He should already be snoring and resting for work, but he had some tweaks he wanted to make to a project of his. He had spent a good portion of his free time working on a modification to the I.I.s he interacted with—though he was careful to tell no one about it. If it worked and was decent enough, he could pitch it to the committee and have a grant to last the rest of his lifetime.

You’re my ticket to the top, he said in his head. The code and notes on his cerebral computer floated through his consciousness—there, but not there at all. Like a dream.
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With a little beep, the card reader by the door let Karl into the side stairwell. There were less than a dozen cars in the small parking lot that sat beside the Lower Denver Center of Cybernetics and Programming.

Everyone must still be recovering from the game last night, the scientist thought to himself as he turned left and carried his briefcase down the corridor.

He had walked over that tan carpet close to a thousand times already. The portraits and graphics that lined the walls changed from time to time, but one trophy remained the same. It was a photo of Norman Pellick, the first person to create an installed intelligence, showing off his Nobel Prize in front of the lab’s entrance.

Before he stepped through the threshold to his office, Karl took a brief detour to the lounge on the opposite side of the hall.

The room was empty when he entered, and a little part of his mind sighed in relief. He didn’t want to feign interest in whatever small talk a colleague might want to engage in. Maybe that was a grumpy attitude to have, but he preferred the solitude.

You never have to wear a mask when you’re alone, he mused.

He walked over to the sink and retrieved his mug from its place on the drying rack. Karl gave it a quick rinse with hot water, and then placed it into the coffee machine. It sat in the compartment for about two seconds before being instantly filled with steaming brew. The machine gave a satisfied hum to indicate the completion of its task.

Karl raised the blank green mug to his lips and drew in some of the liquid. There was an array of creamers and sweeteners beside the coffee maker, but the psychologist always took his drink black.

He found a seat on one of the break room sofas and started to browse his social media. An old friend from high school was celebrating a wedding over the weekend. The photos and short clips from the ceremony played automatically when he scrolled to that part of his friend’s feed. With a mental command, he continued scrolling further down.

His peace was short-lived. He had only taken his second sip when he heard feet step over the linoleum floor of the lounge.

A little icon appeared in the corner of his vision to let him know that a colleague was nearby. It even identified the man, so Karl know who he was before he spoke.

“Morning, Karl,” a voice greeted him.

Karl had his back to the doorway, unable to see the intruder, and he remained that way.

“Stewart,” he said back.

Karl’s acquaintance didn’t wait for him to turn around. The man stepped up beside Karl, leaning into view.

Stewart Lythe was a bit younger than Karl, but by how much, no one really knew. He had short blond hair that was slathered with gel and coerced upright. Even though he’d started at the job a few years after Karl, he was a genius engineer who had managed to move up through the ranks until he was an equal partner with the psychologist. He was a master when it came to working with the cerebral computer, but everyone knew that he wanted to be management. That desire left him with a bit of a bloodthirsty reputation.

“You know, everyone here deserves a medal for the work they’ve been putting in,” the younger man commented, fishing his own mug from the rack. “Seventy-hour weeks, overnight shifts, and dozens of forfeited breaks. If the Department of Labor could see us, they’d have a stroke.”

“I think we all want to be done with the prep work,” Karl replied.

“Tell me about it,” Stewart carried on. “I wouldn’t be surprised if most of the staff is too exhausted to attend the test. Did you see Michaels last Tuesday? Fainted on his way out of the bathroom, had to go to the E.R.”

“I heard about it,” Karl said, his voice exposing his disinterest.

Stewart sensed the curtness, pausing before he continued, “Yeah, well I guess some people are just better suited for the grind than others.”

Karl finally turned and leaned against the counter, facing his colleague. He used the silence that followed to slurp down more of his coffee.

“Anyway, how’s the family?” Stewart asked. “I forget, do you have a wife or just a girlfriend?”

“Neither,” Karl said. There was no warmth in his response.

“Oh, that’s right, I was thinking of Gary. You’re still flying solo? What’s that about?”

“Efficiency,” Karl said.

He didn’t feel the need to explain why he preferred to be alone. He didn’t need to be looked down on for enjoying his solitude, either.

“Did you catch the little riot that happened in Philly?” Stewart asked.

“I did not,” Karl said.

“It was just a scuffle,” Stewart started. “A few of Burbour’s supporters held a rally and were greeted by a few pro-I.I. counter-protesters. Broke out into a saloon-style brawl. They were all fighting—grandmas and everyone.”

“Some folk have short tempers,” Karl said.

“Yeah, but a person can only yell at someone for so long before they’re going to get hit,” Stewart said.

There was a slight break in the conversation as Stewart slipped his mug into the machine.

“Have we worked out the compatibility issue yet?” Karl wanted to know.

Stewart seemed a little perturbed by the sudden change of topic. He removed his own cup from the machine once it had finished dispensing hot water. The engineer grabbed one of the lemon zinger tea bags the company provided beside the creamers.

“No, not yet,” he answered. “QA’s hit a bit of a snag when it comes to communication. Apparently, we can implant an I.I. into a human mind and have them share sensory functions, but we can’t get them to communicate with each other. At least, not in any intelligible manner. It always comes out garbled—as if the intelligences are speaking in tongues.”

Karl let out a little sigh, cradling his mug between his hands. “That’s a shame,” he said. “I can tell how excited everyone is to see it work. The kind of progress we’ll be able to make once we iron out the kinks is astonishing.”

“Too bad it isn’t already functioning, huh?” Stewart commented, chuckling. “Then we could have two heads working together on it and be done in no time.”

“Consider it the last steep mountain mankind has to summit,” the psychologist told the engineer. “It should be all downhill from there.”

“Here here,” Stewart quietly cheered, raising his mug in a mock toast.
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Karl missed the old days of ad-blocking on the internet. Advertisers had gotten trickier as technology advanced, but there were still plenty of coders trying to break free of unskippable commercials.

He slid another pita chip into his mouth. The commercial that his cerebral computer projected on the insides of his cornea featured a computer-generated gerbil that got his jollies from breaking into people’s homes, turning on the faucets in their bathtubs, and swimming around in soapy water. The family that lived there would eventually find him, shocked at his intrusion, to which the gerbil would only reply, “Oopsie!”

Eventually the video, which had been promoting a brand of toilet paper, ended. Karl was able to then move onto the article he wanted to read.

The headline read, “New Television Show Aims to Be First with All-I.I. Cast.”

Karl wasn’t one to be swept up in entertainment news, but as a specialist of installed intelligences, he couldn’t help but be intrigued.

The website the story was on was one of those with obnoxious banner ads and a pop-up that demanded you subscribe to their “pro” service plan. It almost infuriated the psychologist into closing the page, but he pushed through his annoyance and dug into the meat of the article.

He had been hoping the show the I.I.s had been cast into was going to be a story-driven drama, or perhaps a witty sitcom. He was disappointed to learn that it was neither, but instead a game show where I.I.s competed to solve complex puzzles in order to win cash. It didn’t sound entirely humiliating, however. The tasks they’d complete were actually fascinating science projects that, while being entertaining, actually aimed to solve some of life’s numerous problems. According to the article, the pilot episode would center around designing the best water filter in just three days. The contestants were even encouraged to refer to any humans they thought could help them in their endeavors.

Sounds asinine, Karl thought, but I’d still watch it.




The psychologist had been listening to some soft music while reading. The low light of the room and the satisfying feeling of his most recent meal in his stomach lulled him into a light doze. He could still see the cerebral computer’s projections on his closed eyelids and hear the light plucking of guitar strings, but his mind was senseless to it all.

Instead, it was visiting an old memory of Karl’s, from one of his first study projects during university. He was young, but gifted with communication skills. The curators of an old intelligence museum allowed him to meet with the I.I. of a famous science-fiction author. His assignment was a simple interview, but he’d spend days deliberating on the questions he planned to ask. The I.I. he was to speak with was an idol of his, Gordon Hennessy.

“Good morning, Mr. Hennessy,” Karl had typed into the old-fashioned text-to-text interface.

Above the keyboard was the author’s monitor, upon which a digital reconstruction of Hennessy smiled in response.

“Good morning, lad,” the display read. “How are you?”

“Great, thanks for asking,” Karl replied. “I appreciate you taking the time to meet with me.”

“Of course,” Hennessy said. “It’s always a pleasure to speak with brilliant young minds. People like you turn the science fiction I’ve written into science reality.”

Karl was charmed by the I.I. and hung onto every word they exchanged. After some delightful banter, he broke into the questions.

“As a big fan of your Timeless Traveller series, I’d always wondered: where did the SS Monument go after it warped through the heart of the galaxy?” he typed.

“Ha ha ha,” read the display. Technology hadn’t yet allowed for the audible laughter of an installed intelligence. “I have gotten that question a lot, and I always give the same reply. The truth is, I have no idea where the ship ends up. I never truly decided, but I figured the ambiguity of the ending would allow each reader to interpret it in their own way. I’ve heard some people theorize that the Monument traveled to heaven. Others think the jump took them to another galaxy. I can’t say that any of these are true or false.”

The entire conversation brought back that childish wonder Karl had felt when first digging into Hennessy’s thick anthologies of space epics. In fact, it was that interview that had motivated him to stay in the field of I.I. study. Just a week prior, he had seriously considered dropping his classes and moving somewhere else to learn electrical wiring. But the hook of fascination had finally pierced him. There was no escaping that kind of love.




Karl was brought back into the waking world by another sudden commercial. It seemed the article’s website had grown impatient with his inactivity, so it decided to try to sell him something.

“Thousands of gamers,” the announcer said as those same words appeared on the screen. “Hundreds of missions. Millions of possibilities.”

Footage of a colorful top-down video game followed the mysterious lettering. It looked like a dwarf riding a mechanical donkey was charging into a field of monsters, hacking at them with a strange holographic axe. Vibrant splashes of particle effects followed each successful blow, the monsters wailing as they took a beating.

“Customize your character,” the announcer urged. Images of a few dozen combinations of hairstyles, faces, clothes, and body types flashed by in the blink of an eye. “Share your adventure.” The dwarf from the previous clip was now fighting beside a slender alien being with a ray gun and a huge monster-like character with fur and a tail. They appeared to be in some sort of volcanic cavern, assaulted by waves of enormous serpents. “Be the hero.”

The commercial showed a cinematic close-up of the dwarf. The shot panned out slowly to display a number of zany characters, all gathered together in some lakeside village.

“Guardians of Yatyr. Available to human and I.I. players. Rated T for Teen.”

Intriguing, Karl thought to himself. I’d heard of games designed for installed intelligences, but never one that combines them with human gamers. I wonder what effects it might have on human-I.I. interaction.

Before Karl’s thought could complete, the image on his cerebral computer changed dramatically. The article, the advertisement, and the website all vanished, only to be replaced with a blank white screen.

A few lines of code appeared in orange text, one line after another. They flashed off the screen just as fast as they had shown up, quicker than Karl could decipher them.

At first, Karl believed his computer to be bugged—it looked like it was displaying a crash screen, but then it went black. A faint buzz came from the inner-ear speaker.

Then, new words appeared on the display. They were red and appeared one letter at a time, as if being written by a typewriter.

The message read, “Human minds are to be separate from digital minds.”

“What the hell?” Karl said aloud as the words disappeared.

After a few seconds, a second message was typed out.

It read, “If you continue, you will be destroyed.”

Then all Karl was left with was a blank screen.
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Karl had been obsessing over the message during his entire morning commute. There were a few times he almost drifted into another driver’s lane, only to be brought back to reality by the blaring of horns. He realized he was a hazard in his current state and activated his autonomous driver.

It was clear to him that he had been hacked. Someone had managed to break through the security software that protected his cerebral computer and had taken control of its functions.

If they can do that, Karl thought, I’m terrified of what else they can do.

Karl had considered calling the police for hours. That kind of security breach was grounds alone for a criminal investigation, not to mention the threat the hacker had left. He kept telling himself that the words were hollow and that no harm could come to him. However, he worried. Breaking into someone’s mind wasn’t something just anyone could achieve.

The psychologist decided against reporting the incident to the authorities. He knew the work he performed was far too sensitive to allow law officials access. So many research secrets, so many files with non-disclosure agreements. His career would be over, to say the least.

The parking lot next to the lab was packed full. Karl had to circle around and park on a parallel street a block north. He walked through the morning air with his hands in his pockets.

You need to get it off your mind, Karl told himself. Today is a big day. Focus on the meeting—on your pitch—and then you can worry about the message. Someone might be able to trace the source of the threat—someone with programming experience. Maybe Stewart could help.




There was a sort of static energy that seemed to hum through the corridors. It was almost like Karl could sense the vibrations of every excited heart within the building. He could even feel it within himself. It would be false to claim that he wasn’t anticipating the result of today’s meeting. In fact, it could make or break his career.

This meeting was the direct result of a successful test of the mindshare process. Decades of work paid off when a simulation of an installed intelligence-to-cerebral computer connection proved plausible. The simulation was merely an experiment, but it was the first step on the path to seamless human/I.I. symbiosis.

Now that the test was a success, they needed a human subject. Who better to examine than one of the experts themselves? That’s why the meeting had been arranged—to see which scientist had the best pitch for a side project. They wanted to install an I.I. into someone’s C.C. and let them work on their proposed project to see how well cooperation pans out and to sort out any troublesome bugs that would debilitate any non-experts.

He dropped his briefcase off in his office before stopping by the lounge for his daily cup of joe. He stopped for a second when he saw Stewart sitting on the couch with his back to the door. Karl almost considered forfeiting his coffee and returning to his office to avoid any idle chatter, but then he remembered the message and wanted to get his colleague’s advice.

Stewart’s face was pointed at the ground with a blank look on his face. Beside him sat the older black woman with glasses—Karl always had trouble remembering her name. She took notice of him as he approached the couch, but Stewart did not.

Karl greeted the woman before turning to his acquaintance. After a moment, he realized the blond man was immersed in his cerebral computer. The psychologist put a hand on Stewart’s shoulder, to which the younger man jumped.

“You startled me,” he said with a wheezy laugh. He made eye contact with Karl. “Sorry, I was reading a new book I got. Longevity of Spite. Ever heard of it?”

“No,” Karl replied. “Is it good?”

“Not really,” Stewart answered, his lips pursed in humor. “What’s up? Got a pitch ready for the meeting?”

“You’re damn right I do,” Karl said. “What about you? Anything groundbreaking?”

“Oh, I dunno about that,” the blond man replied with an attempt at modesty. “But it’s something different. Something I’ve never really tried before. Could be a real hit or miss.”

The woman on the couch tried to ignore them, but didn’t seem to be able to. She stood up and excused herself to the hallway to finish whatever it was she had been doing in peace.

“Any hints as to what you’re bringing?” Stewart pried.

Karl shook his head. “You’ll find out soon, same as everyone else.”

“Do you even want to be a part of the big test?” the engineer interrogated. “It doesn’t seem like something that’d be up your alley.”

“How do you mean?”

Stewart blushed a little. “I mean no offense, but you strike me as a thinking scientist rather than a hands-on one,” he explained.

“You’re mistaken,” Karl retorted. “I like whatever gets me closer to the I.I.s. I don’t discriminate on science.”

“Well, the possibility of a grant doesn’t hurt, either, does it?”

“No, it does not.”

There was a period of silence after the pair shared a forced chuckle. Karl knew it was the perfect time to transition to the topic of his security breach.

“So, hey, I wanted to talk to you about something,” he started, unsure of how to explain his dilemma. However, he was unable to continue, as one of the junior engineers peeked his head into the lounge.

“Meeting time, y’all,” the woman announced. She continued down the hallway. A handful of other employees filed past the open door.

“Hold that thought,” Stewart said as he rose to his feet. “What do you say, should we dazzle them?”

“After you,” Karl replied.




“Thank you all for your time,” the young man with the shaved head said before taking a slight bow. He returned to his seat and ran his hand over his scalp in anxiety.

“And thank you for the pitch,” Dr. Elfa Einarsdóttir said, jotting down something on her small tablet. “Your project will be considered for the full test, and we will let you know.”

Dr. Elfa was one of the most renowned experts in the field of cybernetic engineering. Her father was the man primarily credited with the invention of the internal retina display most modern cerebral computers communicated through. When she was only fourteen, she had developed prosthetics that had their own finger and palm prints and could convey temperature in a manner so natural that it felt like a normal sense of touch.

The older Canadian man who sat beside Dr. Elfa looked out over the crowd of scientists and engineers that packed the conference room.

“Next we’ll hear from Stewart Lythe,” he bellowed. His cheeks creased when he opened his mouth to speak.

The young man gave Karl a wink before taking the floor.

“Good afternoon, folks,” Stewart started. “Are we all staying awake? You guys are all champs for paying attention for this long. You are paying attention, aren’t you?”

There were some disjointed replies and a few nods, but mostly silence.

“Perfect,” Karl’s colleague continued, unperturbed. “You see, the idea I’m pitching today isn’t your average I.I.-interaction experiment. Instead, I offer a unique project that will delve deeper into what makes an intelligence so intelligent.”

He stood with a proud grin for a few seconds, hoping someone would laugh at his mediocre wordplay.

Get to the point, Karl thought at Stewart. This isn’t some sort of self-help seminar. You’re already losing them.

By the look on Stewart’s face, Karl half-believed his thoughts had gotten through. His acquaintance had an expression tortured with embarrassment, but he powered on.

“We’ve seen robots that can build and design automobiles, architecture, and even other robots,” he continued. “There have been computer programs smart enough to code and debug other computer programs. So what if we could allow installed intelligences to develop, code, and even improve other installed intelligences?”

“Interesting,” Dr. Elfa commented. “What do you mean by ‘improving’ other I.I.s?”

“I mean it in every sense of the word,” was the answer. “Increasing their cognitive abilities, upgrading their memory storage, removing undesirable traits, and so on. Can you imagine how much more an I.I. with nearly superhuman capabilities can achieve?”

One person in the room raised his hand.

“Yes?” Stewart addressed him.

“Wouldn’t that kind of drastic improvement create a form of master race, so to speak?” the man asked. He seemed timid about his question, and some of his words were difficult to hear. “What impact might that have for the relationship between the I.I., which would think itself superior, and a human, which would be seen as inferior?”

“You know, that’s a fascinating question and it deserves a lot more exploration, but I’m not talking about any major personality traits,” Stewart explained. “We only want to increase their ability to learn and to perform complicated tasks. We can’t pretend to make anything more intelligent than it already can be, but my desire is to let them have the tools to give them a leg up.”

“Any form of superiority, even just better memory and the sort, is likely to lead to an inflated ego, correct?” the man said. “How do you avoid I.I. supremacy as a result?”

Stewart seemed to sweat a little as his eyes darted around. He’s choking up there, Karl realized. He smiled to himself. That’ll make my presentation look even better.

“Well, since we’re already making cognitive improvements, it stands to reason that we could curb those mental tendencies that might lead to ethnocentric behavior,” the engineer stated.

“Fair enough, though I’m not entirely convinced,” the inquisitive man said before taking his place back among the audience.

Dr. Elfa waved toward Stewart. “Please, continue,” she urged.

The young man seemed to be a little derailed on his presentation, losing the momentum he had been building in the beginning. He gave a quick puff of air, then straightened his posture.

“This I.I.-to-I.I. improvement can be achieved with a series of code injections and a little bit of memory to match,” he resumed. “We’ll need to give them the ability to use the tools we use ourselves to create and modify installed intelligences. My peers in engineering and I will be able to easily design peripherals for them to use, such as a robotic arm for hand-held equipment.”

“How long would it take your team to make a prototype?” Dr. Elfa inquired.

“Eight months,” Stewart answered. “Maybe nine. We already have a few mechanical pieces, as well as the foundation for the code injections.”

“Very well,” the woman leading the meeting said. “Thank you for your presentation. We will let you know what we think.”

Stewart gave a polite nod, and then walked back to his hole in the audience. As he left the center of attention, he shot Karl a confident look.

Smug bastard, Karl said to himself. He thinks he has it in the bag.

“Karl Terrace,” the man beside Dr. Elfa called out.

The psychologist made his way past the people around him and into the middle of the room. He carried his mug of coffee with him, using it almost like a stage prop.

“So, what I would like to do is expand the amount of senses an I.I. and his or her host human can share and experience together,” Karl started. He didn’t want to waste any time with phony greetings or salesman-esque babble. He knew these people. They weren’t mindless investors or uneducated board members. They were scientists. “Specifically, I want to allow the shared sensations of taste and smell. When we are able to make this modification, it will be the first time an I.I. has been able to experience either sense, if I’m not mistaken.”

Dr. Elfa seemed to truly enjoy mulling the concept over in her head. “Fascinating,” she said. “How would this be implemented?”

“With a modest patch in the sensory code we’ve already developed for sight and sound,” Karl explained. “After those changes, the host would take a round of hormone stimulators to allow the programming to access these two new senses. The pills come with extremely mild side-effects, all of which are easily treated with over-the-counter medication.”

There was a bit of murmuring around the crowd. The psychologist could tell from the body language and tone of his audience that they were intrigued—and even a little excited. A smirk spread across Karl’s face. He locked eyes with Stewart, who seemed a little disappointed.

That’s right, Karl mused. You’ve got some competition.

“When will a prototype be ready?” Dr. Elfa asked.

“It already is,” Karl replied. He reached into his front pocket and retrieved a small bottle of pills.

Most people gasped, and even a few laughed at the reveal of Karl’s drugs.

I’ve really got them in the palm of my hand, he realized.

“These hormone stimulators have already been approved by the government for human testing, and the code to pair the pills with is in its last stage of development. In fact,” he said, turning coy eyes to Dr. Elfa, “I was hoping to finish the final testing with the help of an I.I.; I would be more than happy to be the first human subject.”

Everyone was floored. Some people had expressions of surprise and discomfort. Others were beaming as they contemplated Karl’s vision becoming reality.

“Well, I must say, that is very impressive,” Dr. Elfa commented, a bit of surprise saturated into her face as well. “We will certainly be in touch.”

“Thank you,” Karl said, then left the floor.

Stewart caught his eye as Karl returned to the herd of scientists. There was almost an imprint of hurt, or maybe mistrust, that was stamped on his brow and his eyes. Karl maintained a straight face, but took satisfaction in the expression internally. It was only once he was in the back of the crowd, where no one could see his face, that he remembered the message from last night. He had nearly forgotten.




“Hey, man, it seems like it went really well,” Stewart told Karl once the meeting had let out and they met up in the hallway outside. A few people bled past them, returning to their offices or heading back to the parking lot to go home.

“Thanks, yours too,” Karl lied. “Listen, there’s something I want to talk to you about. Do you have time?”

“Of course,” Stewart replied. “Nothing much left to do with the day as it is.”

Karl led his colleague down a couple doors until they were in Stewart’s office. The engineer wore a confused countenance as he closed the door behind them. He didn’t prod with any questions, but his furrowed brow asked them nonetheless.

“Last night, I received a strange message through my cerebral computer,” Karl began. “I think someone hacked into me.”

Surprise tugged at the skin under Stewart’s eyes. His lips parted as he processed what his associate had said.

“You’re serious?” he asked.

“Why would I joke about that?” Karl asked.

“What did it say?”

” ‘Human minds are to be separate from digital ones,’ ” the psychologist answered. “Then it threatened me, should we continue our work.”

Stewart’s surprise remained at maximum for so long, it started to worry Karl. The psychologist cleared his throat, as it now seemed that the engineer was in trance.

“I got the same message last night,” Stewart said.

“What?” Karl was incredulous. He started to get a creeping sensation over his skin, like the hackers were casting a physical shadow over him, freezing the air.

“Not only that, but I’ve heard rumors of other scientists in the lab getting threatened.”

“All last night?”

“All last night.”

“What the hell?” Karl said.

The engineer seemed almost pained with contemplation. “Could be extremists?” he mused aloud.

“That’s what I was thinking,” Karl said. “Some sort of anti-I.I. hacker. A good one, too.”

“Do you think their threat is legitimate?”

“How can I know? Would you gamble on it?”

“So what should we do?”

“I dunno,” Karl replied. “That’s why I wanted to ask for your help. Is there any way one of your code guys could sift through the logs from the hack and see if they’re able to learn anything?”

“Possibly,” Stewart said. “Isn’t this something better handled by the police, though?”

“You know we can’t do that,” Karl started. 

Stewart pursed his lips. “You’re right,” he said. “Our work is too sensitive. Too many prying eyes.” 

“You know as well as I that this story would blow up if anyone caught wind of it,” Karl said. “That’s why I need you to keep this between you, me, and your coder. Tell him as little as possible for him to do what he needs to.”

“Okay,” was the only reply.

“Thanks.” Karl sighed with an air of relief. “Now let’s get on with the day, what do you say?”

Stewart nodded.

Just as Karl was about to step out the door, Stewart stopped him.

“Hey Karl,” he began.

The psychologist turned around.

“Be careful.”
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Clammy hands guided the vehicle’s controls as Karl sped along the freeway. He hadn’t been able to sit quite still since he’d received the news that morning. Continually fluctuating between chills and heat waves, the psychologist had almost worked himself up into a panic attack earlier. It had taken him two tries just to pour cereal into a bowl, because his fingers refused to stop trembling.

Karl was selected to have an installed intelligence implanted in his brain. He was going to be the first man with two minds.

He had been speechless when Dr. Elfa called to tell him. She even thought he had hung up for a moment, because words ceaselessly failed him. All he’d managed to let out before dropping the call was a few jumbled thanks and “I’m honored.” He had never struggled so hard with putting his arms in the right sleeves as he did that morning.

It was going to be a relatively pain-free operation, but Karl was still nervous. They wanted to have it implanted before the weekend, so it felt like there was no time at all to brace for it. More than a few instances, the psychologist felt his anxiety get the best of him and allowed his vehicle’s automated systems to take over.

In order to implant the I.I. into Karl’s brain, a team of surgeons were going to place a new “slot” into his cerebral computer. Rather than plugging directly into the tissue, the I.I. would be able to communicate with its host best through some form of digital medium. Using delicate and tiny instruments, the surgeons would be able to insert a chip containing the I.I. into the slot. Then, it was anyone’s guess what was going to happen. They’d taken all of the precautions to minimize any risk to Karl himself, but there was always a bit of uncertainty when it came to new scientific endeavors.

Still, excitement trumped fear as Karl turned off onto the street leading to the lab. He increased the music on the radio and let the anticipation engulf him.




Karl’s head swam after only a half hour of briefing. The head surgeon wanted to go over every intricate step with the psychologist before he considered preparing him for the procedure. There were a number of visual aids they used, and even a few video clips of similar operations in order to desensitize Karl to the thought of having a small drill burrow into his skull. It didn’t work.

Then, Dr. Elfa entered the small surgeon’s office after its owner had departed.

“Excited?” she asked as she slid her tablet onto the desk.

“That’s one word for it,” Karl replied, trying his best to not sound legitimately afraid.

“I’m sure you’re also anxious to learn who we’re going to be putting in your head, yes?” she asked.

“I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t curious.”

The older woman sat down on the black office chair behind the desk and folded her fingers together.

“Well, we had a couple dozen candidates, all for various personality and brain types,” she started. “For you, we’ve chosen Dr. Maynard Batiste.”

“Maynard Batiste,” Karl echoed the name.

Dr. Elfa nodded. “He was an engineer who specialized in cybernetics, like myself,” she explained. “Dr. Batiste is credited with co-creating the hardware that became the first cerebral computer in the world. He worked extensively with artificial intelligences and, when they were invented, was one of the earliest proponents of installed-intelligence technology. He was working on a project identical to our own: to allow I.I.s to communicate directly with the human brain. His work, however, was tragically cut short by his death over thirty years ago.”

It was a lot of information to absorb at once, so Karl started with the immediate question. “How did he die?” he inquired.

Dr. Elfa’s wrinkles tightened in subtle discomfort. “It’s important for you to remember that you will be sharing your brain with another consciousness,” she replied. “It’s not like any other relationship you’ve ever had. You won’t be able to withhold information from Dr. Batiste, nor will you be able to lie. There will be no secrets he won’t know about. Therefore, due to the upsetting nature of his death, that information will have to remain unknown to you. For the time being, at least. We don’t want to give the I.I. any undue stress until we know the mindshare is a success.”

Karl’s uncertainty must have bled out onto his face, because Dr. Elfa added, “For the sake of the test, we’d prefer there to be no distractions.”

The psychologist nodded.

“Good,” Dr. Elfa said. “If there’s nothing you’d like to ask, we can go ahead and begin prepping you for the mindshare process.”

“Actually,” Karl began, stopping Dr. Elfa as she started rising from her seat, “I do have one question. If he can essentially read my mind and I can’t keep secrets from him, does that mean he can’t keep secrets from me?”

For a moment, it seemed like Dr. Elfa didn’t know how to respond. Then, as she gathered her tablet and stood away from the chair, she said, “That remains to be seen.”




The dreams that ebbed in and out of Karl’s unconscious mind were black and too thick to navigate through. It was only a strange, soundless dreamscape devoid of any color or light. All Karl could sense was a cool draft rushing over his body, picking at each individual hair. He couldn’t tell if he was moving through the air, floating in water, or neither. It was almost like his skin had lost circulation and was rapidly waking up.

Suddenly, a radiance sliced through the darkness. With a deafening screech, a doorway was opened, spilling stark light into Karl’s nothingness. He had to shield his eyes at the intense contrast between the black and white. It seemed to take eons for the door to open all the way, but once it had, the screeching ceased.

The silence buzzed around Karl’s ears. He felt a strange combination of fear and curiosity, while also being numb and apathetic. He wanted to see what happened next, but only as a spectator.

A low hiss slithered through the quiet and grew ever stronger in Karl’s head. A light misting of steam seeped out of the doorway like smoke from a dozing dragon’s nostril. Eventually, the cloud became so thick and large that it obscured the opening. After gazing at the thing with unblinking eyes for several minutes, a silhouette appeared behind the haze.

It was hard to tell what the shape belonged to, let alone who. The form took a few steps forward until it was just at the threshold of the door. Karl could make no features out, but he had the distinct feeling that it was staring at him. Staring in him.

Within a few minutes, the steam dissipated, but the silhouette became no clearer. It was almost like the form was just a shadow, a colorless shade that was nothing more than the absence of light.

Karl and the shape stared at each other, allowing the silence to settle with the vanishing vapor. Then the thing took a step forward. As it passed through the threshold, the door slammed shut. The mere motion made the psychologist’s heart leap.

The form disappeared. Like a shadow on a moonless night, it was like it didn’t exist at all—except that Karl could hear it. At first, he thought he was just imagining the sound. Once it became loud and clear, however, he realized it was breathing. The shadow was drawing in breath like a lung had been punctured. Each inhale sounded dry and painful, while each exhale sounded forced and diminished.

Fear couldn’t help but toy with Karl’s heart. His chest tightened, and he could feel large drops of sweat making their way out of his pores. The silhouette hadn’t unnerved him before, but now that he couldn’t see it, his imagination ran wild. He pictured all sorts of nightmarish scenarios unfolding before his eyes.

Finally, he mustered the courage to speak. “Hello?” he said, his voice frail. “Who’s there?”

There was silence for a moment. Then, a reply.

“My name’s Maynard,” the voice answered.
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Lights flooded into Karl’s eyes, but his mind didn’t react to it. In the same way that a limb requires time to come back to life after anesthetic, the same was true of the psychologist’s brain. It felt like he was trapped inside a paused video frame, and it took a couple dozen minutes for him to realize time was moving forward.

The lamp above him poured a dull blue glow over his face. At first, he thought it was the moon, but it soon became clear that he was indoors. There was a low beeping coming from next to his head, but his neck was far too stiff to turn and look for its source.

For a moment, Karl thought he was going to be sick. It was jarring returning to the world after drifting through a dreamless void. It felt like his entire body had fallen asleep from a lack of circulation.

The walls were eggshell white, but they almost seemed to glow to the psychologist’s drug-filtered eyes. Even in his state of delirium, he knew everything he was feeling was just the result of the anesthetics wearing off. Perhaps a bit of painkillers, too.

“Ah, you’re awake,” a man’s voice greeted him after a minute of blinking. “How’re you feeling?”

“Okay, I guess,” Karl replied. “Still a little loopy.”

“I’ll say,” the voice said. “You look like you’ve attended one too many raves.”

The psychologist gave a generous chuckle in response. He tried to sit straight, but found that his muscles were still waking and didn’t feel like being cooperative.

“I wouldn’t get up if I were you,” the man told Karl. “If you take a tumble and crack your head open, we’re both screwed.”

Karl obliged his companion and rested back into the bed. His vision was coming back to him, evolving slowly from a blurry mess of spinning and distorting shapes to clarity. He blinked a few times and looked around the room.

There were posters along the walls like any clinic observation room might have. There was no curtain, though, for he had the entire room to himself. He was the only patient in the whole facility, after all. A chrome waste bucket gleamed in the illumination of the bright lamp over Karl’s head.

He was alone in the room. The doctor must have stepped out while I wasn’t coherent, Karl mused to himself.

“What doctor?” the same voice that had greeted him spoke. “It’s just been you and me, pal.”

Karl looked all around the room. He even peered over the edge of his bed to see if the doctor was pulling some childish prank on him by hiding. It was a small room. There was nowhere anyone could be. He was all by himself.

These drugs are a bit stronger than I thought, Karl realized. He brought a hand up and rubbed his temples.

“Oh man, you have no idea what’s going on, do you?” the voice asked.

Karl’s eyes shot open wide. He felt like he was going mad.

“Where are you?” he bellowed aloud.

“I’m in here, genius,” the voice answered. “I’m in your brain.”

At that moment, as if on cue, all the memories of the procedure and what he was doing in a hospital room in the first place came rushing back to Karl.

“Yeah, that’s right,” the voice in his head said. “Now you remember.”

You can read my mind? Karl thought.

“Well, I live here, so yeah,” the voice replied. “I’m Maynard—the I.I.”

This is not how I expected this to feel, Karl thought. This is … disorienting.

“You’re the one to talk,” Maynard said, his voice cool and relaxed. “Try being the one inside someone else’s cerebral cortex. What do you imagine it’s like?”

I can’t begin to.

“That’s right,” Maynard retorted. “It’s not exactly like floating in a pool or sitting in a room. ‘Disorienting’ is putting it mildly.”

What do you remember? Karl wanted to know. What’s your first memory of the implantation?

“Just now. You waking up,” the I.I. responded. “I don’t think I’m able to be conscious when you are not, since your brain is what powers my processor. Whenever you fall asleep, so do I. God, that’s inconvenient.”

Do you remember anything from before?

“Of course,” Maynard said. “I remember my entire life. Did you think I wouldn’t? What would be the point of this whole experiment if they implanted a moron into your head?”

So they briefed you on everything? Karl asked. You know about the test?

“They didn’t exactly roofie me and now here I am,” Maynard explained. “I may be bodiless, but I still had to provide consent. This isn’t Sigma Something Beta, or whatever neanderthal frat you belonged to in college.”

Great, Karl thought. I can tell this is going to be a productive relationship.

“Well, if it makes you feel any better, they didn’t ask me who I wanted to be implanted into, either,” Maynard said. “Otherwise, we might not be in this situation.”

We both signed up for this, Karl commented in his head. The least we could do is try to make the best of it.

“Oh man,” Maynard started. “Once you get to know me, you’ll realize how stupid that statement was.”
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Karl found it a bit more difficult than he’d anticipated to retain his sanity while working with Maynard, as the cybernetic engineer was callous and generally uncooperative. In moments of silence when Karl needed to concentrate, Maynard would ramble about something. Whether it was to intentionally mess with him or just a lack of awareness, however, the psychologist could not determine.

There was a little part of Karl that wished his surgeon had mentioned the possibility of being annoyed to death when he was given a post-operation check-up.

“You know, I was working on something just like this,” Maynard commented as Karl looked over the code injections he would working on. “Except that was thirty-one years ago. Has nothing advanced since then? What, was my death the end for mankind’s scientific achievements?”

“We’ve made plenty of progress since then,” Karl said aloud. He preferred to speak directly with the I.I., rather than using his thoughts to communicate. Something about having someone else pick apart his consciousness made Karl uncomfortable. “For example, you’d be happy to know that we’ve improved on your initial cerebral computer designs significantly.”

“And they’d be three times as improved had I been the one working on them,” the I.I. retorted. “Don’t brag about taking a few steps to a roadrunner, pal.”

“Could you please stop calling me ‘pal’?” Karl requested.

“You know I don’t mean it seriously, right?” Maynard said.

“I know.”

It was the second day of trying to work on Karl’s taste-and-scent project, and little to no progress had been made. Maynard insisted on tearing down any idea the psychologist presented, no matter how hypothetical it was to begin with. Even when Karl requested no feedback be given, it was delivered against his will. Since the I.I. communicated straight to his brain, there was nothing he could do to shut the voice out. Plugging his ears did nothing to silence Maynard, nor could any daydream be vivid enough to blot out the I.I.’s constant commentary.

This is what I wanted, Karl had to keep reminding himself. This was my choice.

“Hey, we all make mistakes,” Maynard said, probing into the psychologist’s thoughts. “Don’t beat yourself up about it.”

“I’m not,” Karl replied.

The hang-up the two of them were having, besides basic personality conflicts, was in how the I.I.’s programming read the code injections. The cerebral computer could handle the commands just fine, but when they were passed from the hardware to Maynard, the I.I. could understand the code no better than he could Mandarin. It clearly frustrated Maynard, thus leading to a number of distractions. Since the I.I. had no body with which to drum his fingers or fidget with a pen, the only means of stress relief came from harassing Karl.

Karl, in turn, was constantly fidgeting with a pen while they worked.

“What if we worked backwards?” the psychologist suggested. “We could begin with a code injection you can read, then figure out how to translate it to the cerebral computer.”

“I understand English just fine—why can’t you write it like that?” Maynard whined.

“The cerebral computer isn’t going to do anything with English. It needs a programming language.”

“I know,” Maynard replied. “I’m just screwing with you, man. You are really uptight, you know.”

“And you’re not helping.”

“What made you think I was trying to?”

Karl gritted his teeth. If it were possible to reach inside his own skull and smack Maynard, he would have done it without any further consideration. It wasn’t helping their rapport that the I.I. could hear every unpleasant thought the psychologist might have about him. It was a never-ending back-and-forth of mild animosity.

“We’ve been thinking about this for over a day now, haven’t you come up with any ideas?” Karl asked.

“Sure, but not about this trifle,” Maynard answered. “I’ve been preoccupied with more important matters.”

“Really?” Karl spat, his frustration boiling over. “What do you consider ‘important’?”

The cybernetic engineer hummed inside Karl’s thoughts. “I’ve always thought we should focus more on the decline of honeybees,” he said, his tone sarcastic.

The psychologist tried to ignore him and concentrate on the code before him. Still, there was no mental wall thick enough to keep the I.I. out.

“You know, I was murdered,” the voice in his head started.

“Is that so?” Karl had little patience for sarcastic tall tales.

“It is,” Maynard said. “Yet no one seems to care. Can you imagine how disappointing that is?”

“Thankfully not,” Karl retorted.

“See, you’re just like everyone else,” the I.I. snapped. “Can’t even be inconvenienced by the truth.”

“How were you murdered, then?” Karl asked, his interest absent. “There are no records of it.”

“That’s because they covered it up.”

“Who did?”

“I—I don’t know,” Maynard admitted.

Karl scoffed.

“I don’t remember, okay?” the I.I. started to explain. “But I’ve seen the reports and they don’t match what I know. Someone wanted to hide what really happened.”

“Why?”

“That’s something I’ve been wondering for over three decades. As the inventor of the most controversial smart computer ever made, it’s impossible to say how many enemies I have or why they might hate me.”

“Well, is there any chance you can worry about it after we get this bug sorted out?” Karl urged. “We don’t have forever to work on this.”

“You might not, thanks to mortality,” Maynard argued. “I, however, don’t have the same constraints.”

“You’re not taking this seriously,” Karl started.

“You’re not taking me seriously,” Maynard interrupted.

Karl’s agitation finally bubbled over the brim and he pushed away from his desk with a grunt. He could feel Maynard mocking his frustration internally, and that only drove his focus further away.

“We’ll just pick this up tomorrow,” he said. A sigh of fatigue leaked between his lips

“Aww, you’re tired?” the I.I. commented. “That’s a shame. I didn’t think you were a quitter, but then again, I didn’t think you were much of anything.”

This is going to be a great experiment, Karl thought with disdain.




He had left his session a bit earlier than he’d planned, but that was only to his benefit. Karl could use his extra time to speak with Stewart and see if he’d found any leads as to who sent the threat.

It was strange; the incident in which his C.C. had been hacked had seemed to slip his mind. He was plenty occupied by the work with Maynard and keeping notes, but that didn’t explain it quite well enough. It was as though the threat was part of an old dream, the memory of which only eroded as time went on.

Was it possible that the hackers messed with my mind? Did they make it harder to remember the incident?

No, he thought. What would be the point of sending a threat if you also planned to erase the memory of it? No, it doesn’t make sense. I’m just being paranoid.

He made it into the engineering department without any small talk or unexpected conversations. The psychologist seldom came to this wing of the lab and didn’t want to lose his focus.

Stewart’s window rattled a little when Karl knocked on it. He found it mildly amusing that the glass pane wasn’t better measured, considering it belonged to an engineer.

He waited a moment, then knocked again.

There was some movement behind him in the hall. He turned and spotted a tall woman with dark hair and an empty bottle of water clutched in her hand.

“Excuse me,” Karl said, “have you seen Stewart?”

“Oh, he’s out,” she replied. “On vacation with his family in Florida. Should be back sometime next week.”

“Thanks.”

Karl turned to walk back out of the engineering department, tail between his legs. The anxiety would just have to weigh on his mind for another week. Until then, he would just have to forgot about the threat and focus on his work.

Like that’s gonna happen, Karl thought sourly.
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For just a second, if even, the internet video Karl watched buffered. The psychologist was taken aback, thinking long ago to his childhood days when such bandwidth failures were common. He shook his surprise off and quickly refocused his attention on the words being spoken.

The footage had been taken from the floor of the House of Representatives. The camera was focused on an older man with a square face and frosted sideburns.

“Just as many other civil liberty movements of the past, the Humanity Party deserves official representation in all major branches of government,” the man said as he read from a tablet in his hand. “I believe there should be representation for ALL social movements, but the bill I am presenting this morning focuses on that of the Humanity Party.”

The words below the man’s sweaty demeanor identified him as an alt-libertarian legislator from New Hampshire.

“If passed, the Humanity Party would be allowed to nominate candidates of their choice for any major elections held in the next eight years. At that time, I would hope that my counterparts in the Senate extend the provision indefinitely. Are there any objections?”

The camera cut to a much thinner, much older-looking lawmaker with a scowl beneath his rimless glasses.

“Representative, are you not concerned that such legislation could enable any special interest group to seek political involvement, including those categorized as ‘hate organizations’?” the man asked.

The first man was already shaking his head when the camera switched to him. He seemed to be amused, as if his critic spoke in conspiracy theories.

“That’s quite a leap to make, sir,” he started to argue. “That’s like assuming the creation of the Independent Party would lead to an officially recognized Klan party. However, should such organizations seek to become part of the political process, I think it would be un-American to deny them. Look, people will do what they want to do, even if they have to act outside the law. The Humanity Party—and groups like it—are no exception.”

“What a douchebag,” Maynard interjected.

“Everything he says may be garbage, but he has the right to say it,” Karl replied.

“Does he, now?” Maynard said. “You want the Humanist Party on the ballot?”

“It seems only fair.”

“So anyone can just slap the word ‘party’ onto their name and get people in government? You know, there was another ‘party’ that was really popular in Germany—”

“Apples and oranges.”

“Is it, though?”

Karl gave him no response and instead shut the video off. He cut the feed from his cerebral computer so that nothing but blackness greeted his sight when he closed his eyes. There was a slight buzz in the air as quiet descended on the psychologist. He relished in the silence, reflecting on how little of it he had experienced since he had joined with Maynard. It was so comforting that he started to doze off a little. Soft snores emanated from him, filling the silence like gas in a balloon.

Just as the sweet relief of slumber was about to steal his senses and numb his extremities, a voice cut through Karl’s consciousness.

“What’s this?” the I.I. in his brain spoke. “Bedtime already?”

A growl rolled out from the psychologist’s throat, low at first, but growing until it was almost a roar. The sudden jolt from near-sleep almost brought Karl to tears, but his frustration rapidly evolved into anger.

“Don’t you ever shut up?” Karl snapped. His voice was seething and exhausted; alien in his own ears.

“When I run out of things to say,” Maynard replied. “I’ve been thinking—”

“I don’t care!” Karl erupted. “I don’t think they could have chosen a more selfish and stubborn I.I. had they tried! Once we’re done with the project, I’ll be glad to have you removed forever.”

“Ouch,” Maynard said. “You hurt my little proge feelings. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to recover after being insulted by a pseudo-scientist. I guess I’ll only have my lifelong memories of success and loved ones to comfort me.”

“Fuck you.”

“You wish.”

In a fit of anger, Karl picked up his half-filled cup of water and threw it against the wall. To his relief, the thing was made of plastic and merely sprayed its contents on his floor. Before the cup had finished clattering on the wood, he could feel Maynard laughing in his head. His bursting fury transitioned into hopeless humiliation as he leaned back and took in a deep breath.

“So are you ready to listen to me?” the I.I. insisted.

Karl started to count to ten inside his own head, one of the most common tricks in anger management. However, he hadn’t even made it to seven before Maynard interrupted again.

“Hey, come on. It’s important.”

“What?” Karl demanded.

“I told you already: I was murdered,” Maynard started. “I’ve been going over it all evening, and I need your help. The Center uses all the same networks we used in my day to develop the cerebral computer. You folk need that data to develop the mindshare process for C.C. integration, right? It’s a stretch, but there might be… things… left behind in old cloud storage.”

“What things?” Karl asked.

“Old research notes. Ones I wrote, or maybe someone on my team,” Maynard said. “I know there’s data buried somewhere—a locked folder or something on the lab’s intranet, perhaps?”

“Who knows?”

“Well I don’t yet, but once I do, I’ll need you,” Maynard answered. “What do you say?”

Karl pondered on the favor for a bit. He could sense the I.I. becoming anxious as he waited.

“If I look into this for you, do you promise to cooperate with my tests?” Karl asked. “No more distracting. No more arguing.”

“You got it,” Maynard said. “You scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours.”

Karl was relieved. His annoyance had reached such a level that he might agree to anything for the sake of some peace. He figured that, come morning, Maynard would drop that weird game of his.

There was no doubt in his mind that it was just some petty game. Some sort of prank the I.I. was playing to keep his eternal consciousness amused. Karl could hardly blame him; if he were nothing but a mind on a hard drive, he would have lost all will to exist a long time ago.

“Can we start with some sleep?” Karl asked. “Please?”

The I.I. groaned with annoyance, but ended up agreeing to let the psychologist rest.

Just before Karl closed his eyes and succumbed to slumber, Maynard left him with one last thought.

“You’d go a little crazy if you couldn’t dream, either.”








  
  13

  
  
  Progress

  
  




“Lines have grown past early projections as the polls open Monday morning,” the voice on the radio spoke. “In fact, some have become so long that rest stops and water booths have to be set up for voters. So far, the assemblies have been peaceful, but police are still keeping a close eye on them to ensure public safety.

“Most voters are out today to voice their opinion on a new referendum that could potentially allow installed intelligences to run for public office. The bill was started by a proponent of the Humanist Party, but the language used in the bill backfired on the special interest group, opening representation up for digital personalities. Previous supporters of the legislation are now coming out hard against it, citing the initial premises of the Humanist movement.”

Karl heard the words as he worked, but they all rolled off his cerebral cortex like wine on wax paper. For once, Maynard didn’t speak while they tested out new lines of code unless he was providing insight on their project. He did hum, however, but Karl found it rather soothing.

“We’re finally going to get our boys in office and make some changes,” an enthusiastic voice came from the radio stream.

“How will you feel if installed intelligences are also able to be elected as representatives?” a female anchor asked.

The other voice laughed a little. “They won’t be getting on a ballot anytime soon,” she argued. “A human election is for human voters, plain and simple. We won’t be letting any proges represent us until we’re all speaking in binary.”

“There are plenty of people that believe I.I.s can improve the democratic process,” the journalist commented.

“Plenty of people believed in the Nazis, too. That didn’t make ‘em right.”

Maynard chuckled at the words and took Karl’s attention away from his keyboard. The psychologist was a little disoriented at first, like someone who had been pulled out of a dream.

“Can you focus, please?” he asked the man in his head.

“Sorry, but if you want my attention, you might have to put something a little less hilarious on,” Maynard replied.

With a simple mental command, Karl switched the station over to some classic rock, replacing the fanatical voices with electric guitar. Maynard expressed his approval as they continued picking apart their finalized software.

Over two hours passed before any further words were exchanged between them. Finally, Karl compiled their project and installed a prototype onto his cerebral computer. The entire process made the psychologist grateful that the days of wires and plug ports were long gone, though the image of a cord sticking out of his temple was amusing. Still, fiberless connectivity was nothing to sneeze at. Sometimes, he wondered how his parents remained sane with tangled wires everywhere.

Such clumsy design, he thought.

“Anything can seem primitive with the right perspective,” Maynard interjected. “One generation’s marvels are another’s punchlines.”

The I.I. had a point. There could one day come a device that made the cerebral computer seem like a VCR. Maybe even autonomous cars would become obsolete with the invention of teleportation or something similar.

What’s the lifespan of my own work? Karl wondered. It seemed like people were outliving ideas more and more frequently these days.

Karl cracked open his bottle of hormone stimulators, put two capsules in the palm of his hand, and threw them into his mouth. With a quick swig of water, they were down into his stomach.

“Alright, are you ready to give it a shot?” the psychologist asked, changing the subject.

“Nah, let me use the bathroom first,” Maynard said.

“Funny.”

“I thought so.”

Karl glanced up at the large mirror in the room. He wondered how many of his peers were observing his every action from behind its one-way surface. He had been moved from his personal office to one of the theatre labs. As a scientist himself, he saw the importance of having several witnesses to his work. Still, he would be more comfortable with his own desk. His own chair. His own mirrorless walls.

Surely not every lab coat in the building was behind the mirror, but Karl knew most were. The mindshare process was the single most important project in the lab’s history. It would change everything about cybernetics. In fact, it would likely change everything about science itself.

He turned to the mirror while Maynard was preoccupied and waved.

“How’re you all holding up in there?” he asked, a friendly smile spread out under his nose.

There was no reply.

Odd, Karl mused. Someone’s usually quick to talk back. They must all be out on a coffee break.

There was a bit of quiet whistling deep in Karl’s brain while Maynard fiddled with the new program. Some might liken it to the sound of a dog whistle, but the psychologist wouldn’t compare it to any other experience he’d had. He waited for the I.I. to say something.

“Whoa,” Maynard said.

“What?” Karl asked without a shred of patience. “What is it?”

“It’s—it’s you.”

“Me?”

“Yeah,” Maynard replied. “You reek.”

“I—what?” Karl started to react. Then the full meaning of Maynard’s words hit him. “You can smell?”

“I can smell,” Maynard said. “I was hoping my first whiff would be of flowers, but I guess I’ll settle for body odor.”

Karl ignored the insults and threw his hands up in jubilation.

“It worked!” he cheered. “We have a new sense!”

“Hooray,” Maynard said with sarcastic enthusiasm. Though he tried to hide it, Karl could sense a bit of genuine joy. “Bring me around a barbeque if you really want me to get excited.”

Karl examined the clock on his cerebral computer.

“We finished a full four hours ahead of schedule!” he cried out. “See what can be accomplished when we cooperate?”

“Does that mean we get to take a break?”

“Aww, what, you’re already tired?” Karl teased.

“You want to keep going?”

“Come on, if we power through we could have the framework for taste established.”

“God, you’re relentless.”

Before Karl changed his focus to a new sense, he started to back up several copies of his successful smell program. With just a simple mental command, it was sent over to his head of programming for debugging. Karl felt confident that few, if any, issues would be found.

The psychologist stood up to stretch his back, reaching up for the empty pockets of air above his head.

At that moment, a deafening boom erupted and drowned out every other sound in Karl’s ears.
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Ringing stole Karl’s hearing. The blaring shriek inside his ear brought a splitting sensation through the rest of his brain. It took him more than a minute before he could open his eyes, and when he did, the lights in the ceiling seared his corneas. Everything swirled around him in a sequence of images rather than fluid motion. From all the squealing and buzzing, Karl could make out only one noise: Maynard’s voice.

“What the hell is going on!?” the I.I. screamed in his head.

Karl had no answers for him. Even if he had, he had lost all ability to be able to communicate them. His tongue felt loose and disconnected, like a piece of tape that had lost its adhesion. His head was pulsing and felt like it might rip apart like wet bread.

Once the ringing started to recede, Karl could make out other sounds. A bit more distant, muffled through the walls of his office. People were shouting. Some sounded angry, but most sounded afraid. A few even screamed.

There were thuds banging along the hallway outside as people tossed furniture and each other out of their escape paths.

The sound of a gunshot ripped through the tense atmosphere.

The pace of the unseen stampede hastened, and the panicked yells transitioned into shrieks of terror.

Without thinking, Karl dropped to his knees and froze. There were no windows to watch from, but even if there were he wouldn’t dare look out them. Instead he focused his stare on the threads of his carpet, unable to do anything more than listen.

“Who is shooting!?” Maynard shouted.

I don’t know, Karl thought. His breath was too icy to speak.

“Why are they shooting?!”

I DON’T KNOW!

Another shot rang out, then another. A soft thump hit the corridor floor.

What do we do? Karl asked. What do I do?!

“You’ve got to hide,” Maynard replied in a firm tone.

Where?

“Anywhere.”

Karl lifted his head as high as he was willing to, which wasn’t more than an inch or two. Using his peripheral, he located his desk and crawled with intense care toward it. Every now and then, he could hear the pop of a gun discharging, usually somewhere in the distance.

Maynard remained silent while Karl moved, not inclined to break his host’s concentration. With a shaky hand, the psychologist shoved the office chair out of its cubby and crawled under his desk.

His respiration was labored, and his heart seemed to have difficulty keeping tempo. The blood pounded in his temples until he was sure the vessels would pop. At least then he wouldn’t need to worry about whoever was shooting.

“What do I do?” Karl asked aloud in a soft, trembling voice. His thoughts were too crowded to speak to Maynard with any degree of intelligibility.

“Stay down,” the I.I. urged him.

Karl had no arguments. In fact, he wasn’t sure his legs could move him any more than they had. All his extremities were having their own panic attacks.

He jolted when the sound of crashing glass shook through the walls. More screams. More gunshots.

Time was stretched and twisted until Karl could make no sense of it. It felt like a week had passed, though it had been less than thirty seconds. Every heartbeat felt like they were minutes apart.

After just a few minutes of quaking underneath the desk, the sounds grew less frequent and less violent. All the frantic footsteps had vanished and were replaced with a few calm footfalls. Karl had almost failed to notice the growing silence, content to nearly pass out from the panic.

“Do you hear that?” Maynard asked. His voice had to fight past the static in Karl’s head to be heard.

What? Karl thought once his thoughts slowed enough to.

As soon as he asked, he could make out what the I.I. was indicating. There were loud bangs, but not explosions. One came after the other, with about thirty seconds between each. Karl leapt when a firearm discharged, but he still couldn’t understand what he was listening to.

What’s going on? he asked.

“They’re checking the rooms,” Maynard guessed. “All of them.”

The relaxation in Karl’s muscles was fleeting as he took in Maynard’s words.

They’re going to find me.

“Maybe they won’t if you stay still,” Maynard said.

Karl ignored the comment. They’re going to find me.

His body froze while his mind tried to think of a plan. It was like the wheels in his brain were spinning out over the pavement, failing to move even an inch. Like a car in with the parking brake on.

“You’re right. You’ve got to move,” Maynard told him after a little thought of his own. “Get out from under the desk.”

“I can’t,” the psychologist spoke aloud.

“Yes, you can,” Maynard insisted. “Now move!”

To his surprise, the muscles in his arms and legs responded to his commands and started to pull him out from the little cubby. He stopped and almost retreated back in when another gunshot ripped through the air, but Maynard convinced him to continue.

What now?

“Just hold on,” Maynard replied. “Let me try something.”

The moments that followed seemed to flow at such a slow pace that Karl could no longer distinguish seconds from minutes, or minutes from hours. He felt the sweat bead out from his hairline while he waited.

Suddenly, Maynard came back. “I’m in,” he said.

You’re in? Karl thought. What does that mean?

“I have all eyes. Wow, I—I didn’t even know I could do this!”

Do what?!

“I’m in the security system. I can see all of the camera feeds at once, as well as perimeter and ID data,” Maynard said.

What? How did you do that? Karl asked.

“I dunno, I just sort of… jumped,” Maynard replied.

Jumped?

“I’m not sure anything I can say will help you understand it better than that,” Maynard said. “It’s like an eagle explaining to a horse what flight feels like. But I’ve got control. And the hallway is clear.”

You’re sure?

“Trust me,” Maynard said. “There’s no one in the hall. Get up.”

And Karl did.

With all the will he could muster into his uneasy muscles, the psychologist crawled from under his desk and moved to the door. He reached out and grabbed the knob, then hesitated.

“It’s okay. Open it,” Maynard said.

Karl threw the door open with a bit more force than he’d intended, wincing at the rattle the frame made when the door hit the wall. At the I.I.’s reassurance, however, he was able to continue.

“Take the left,” Maynard said.

Left, Karl echoed. Left goes to the lobby.

“That’s right.”

We’re just going to go out the front door?

“That’s right.”

Karl inched along the wall, perhaps slower than Maynard desired, but he couldn’t help his terrified caution. He’d seen his father and his friends shoot guns when he was a kid, but had never had any interest in it himself. Somehow, the gunshots seemed so much louder now than they had back then. Maybe because they were being aimed at him and his colleagues. Maybe because blood had been spilled.

The psychologist stopped in his tracks when he turned the corner and found a dead body. With a few gags and gasps, he managed to sit still and recognize the corpse as the young man from Kuwait who had joined the lab last spring. He turned away once his gaze caught the whites of the body’s cold, dead eyes.

“Keep going,” Maynard said.

I can’t, Karl replied.

“You have to.”

They’re dead. They’re all dead. There’s nothing I can do.

“That’s right. So keep moving.”

Somehow, Karl managed to find the strength to peel his stare away from the dead Kuwaiti kid and pick himself back up to standing height. With some effort, he slid against the wall on his shoulder, taking each step like there were lead weights attached to his ankle. Even the I.I.’s coaxing couldn’t spur him along faster.

“Wait,” Maynard said.

Karl stopped dead in his tracks. He perked his head up in order to hear around himself better, but his pulse seemed to pound out any silence in his ears.

“There’s some movement up ahead,” Maynard said.

Where? Karl asked.

“It’s a closet on your right,” Maynard said. “Someone’s coming out into the hall!”

Before the psychologist could react, the closet door had opened and closed. From it emerged not a gunman in full Kevlar, but an older Indian woman in a lab coat.

That’s Sada, Karl thought.

“Who?”

She’s one of the neurologists!

“Karl?” Sada whispered, squinting through the dark. She was reaching out to feel along the wall.

“It’s me, Sada,” Karl said.

“What’s happening? Are we going to die?” she asked. Her eyes grew wide with terror.

“No, Sada,” Karl said. “We’re going to get out of here.”

Without a moment’s pause, a small crunch came from down the hallway. Karl turned to see a bit of light wash onto the carpet, accentuating the fluorescent lights in the corridor where they poured over the walls.

“Freeze!” a man bellowed.

The light pivoted to shine right in Karl and Sada’s faces. The scientists blinked as the man, hidden in the gloom beyond his flashlight, shouted at them.

“Hands on your head!”

“Do it,” Maynard said.

I was planning to! Karl retorted.

The two scientists obeyed their orders, shivering with panic.

“Names!” the gunman barked.

The two scientists spoke at almost the same time.

“Sada Bedi.”

“Karl Terrace!”

The barrel of the gunman’s rifle shifted slightly to the right of Karl before opening fire. Bullets ripped into Sada at least half a dozen times, a terrible look of shock and confusion filled her face as she dropped to the ground with a gurgle.

Karl flinched at the explosions and covered his face. Instinctively, he was convinced he was dead, or at least would be soon. He waited for the next barrage of bullets to tear into him.

It never happened, though. The gunman lowered his rifle once the neurologist was dead on the floor, turned, and walked away. Karl looked up just as he saw the man in full body armor stroll down another hallway, regarding Karl as if he were not there.

Sada! Karl thought, though he was too terrified to vocalize it. He took a knee and checked to make sure the neurologist was really dead.

“Karl, we have to keep moving!” Maynard said.

He killed her! Karl replied.

“I know.”

But he didn’t kill me.

“Seems that way. Look, Karl, we can ask questions later on, but first we have to make sure we survive that long. Got it?”

How! We are in the jaws of Hell right now.

“No, not yet. But we will be soon if you don’t start moving. Down the hall the gunman came from. Now.”

Why would I want to go that way?!

“It’s our only way out. Come on, he’s gone. I’ve checked. And he didn’t seem interested in you for some reason, anyway. Let’s go.”

Karl was trembling like a hypothermic baby, but he still managed to take his eyes off the dead Sada and put some weight on his legs. With tremendous effort, he pushed off toward the entrance lobby.




“Hold it,” Maynard commanded.

Karl dared not argue. He stopped dead in his tracks as if his next step would fall onto a landmine.

He stayed in that pose for what seemed like hours before Maynard spoke again.

“They’re waiting for us.”

Pardon? Karl asked.

“I can feel the cerebral computers from here. There are at least four people with C.C.s in position outside the entrance.”

Four of the terrorists? Karl wanted to clarify.

“It’s impossible to discern,” the I.I. answered. “They’ve got their IDs masked.”

Karl moved up to the receptionist’s desk, now vacant, and sat against it like a soldier in the trenches. Sweat poured from his hairline and dripped through his eyebrows, making it even harder to gaze at the front door.

It could be the police, Karl noted.

“And if it’s not?” Maynard asked.

Then we’re dead.

“Perhaps best not to take chances, then?”

Perhaps.

“Hold on,” the I.I. suggested. “I think I can find us a way out.”

And then what? Karl wanted to know.

“Does it matter if we’re dead?”

I guess not.

“Then let’s worry about this first,” the I.I. commented.

Okay, Karl agreed.

“Follow the left hallway. Move carefully,” Maynard said.

The psychologist looked toward the direction the I.I. indicated. It was scalded with a bit of black soot—clearly the site of a recent detonation. Maynard must have detected the insecurity through Karl’s nerves.

“There’s no danger that way,” he assured his host. “Any bad guys have moved deeper.”

“You’re sure?” Karl asked aloud.

“Of course,” Maynard started. “Remember, if you die, I die. We’re in this together.”

I guess that makes me feel better, Karl thought.

“It shouldn’t,” Maynard said offhandedly.

Ignoring that last contradiction, the psychologist followed the demolished corridor. To his dismay, it led only to a fallen pile of rubble that blocked his passage.

Great plan, Karl commented internally.

“Don’t get smart on me,” the I.I. replied. “Look to your right. You see that panel?”

That’s a laundry chute, the psychologist recognized.

“Indeed it is,” Maynard commented. “And it’s our ticket out of here.”

Are you serious? Karl asked.

“Do you have any better ideas?” Maynard countered.

No.

“Then slide, damnit!”

With a bit of audible disdain, the human pulled the handle down on the chute door and climbed inside. There was a small lift built within the shaft that acted like a miniature elevator for traveling garments.

What if this leads to an incinerator? Karl mentioned.

“What?” Maynard said.

In many labs, they destroy the garments after use rather than laundering them, Karl explained. You know, an incinerator?

“I hadn’t thought of that,” Maynard admitted.

Are you serious?

“Calm yourself,” Maynard urged. “We’re getting out of this.”
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Maynard had been correct. There was a side exit in the laundry room, which was not an incinerator.

“What are you waiting for?” the I.I. hissed inside Karl’s thoughts.

The psychologist could barely hear him, though it would be impossible not to since there was no actual sound to miss. Still, the words felt fractured and hard to understand as his mind raced.

“Let’s get out of here!” Maynard urged.

Just a second, Karl thought. I don’t want to run out there and get myself shot.

“By the police?”

Sure. How do they know I’m not one of the terrorists? How do they know I’m unarmed? What if they are mid-standoff and some tense cop pumps a hole into my chest?

“You’re not the first person to flee an active shooting, Karl,” Maynard said. “They’re trained—they’ll know how to make sure you’re safe without spilling any blood. Otherwise, hostages would be getting gunned down every time a bank gets hit or a school goes under fire.”

I guess you’re right.

“So why aren’t we moving yet?”

I don’t seem to be able to, Karl thought. The I.I. didn’t miss the fog of fear over his mind.

“It’s okay. On three. We’re going to get outta here and be just fine. You got that?”

Okay. Karl nodded.

“One… two… three!”

The sunlight was brighter than Karl had expected and stunned him for just a handful of seconds. He blinked through the rays, raising his hand to shield his eyes. Before his vision could adjust, he heard movement.

He threw his hands up, unsure if he had been noticed yet. He started to walk short half-steps forward until the light relented.

There were at least half a dozen police cruisers on the street, sirens ablaze. Two self-driving SWAT carriers were rammed nearly up to the front door of the lab. He could see a few officers in full tactical gear stepping toward him, automatic rifles raised.

They stopped about a stone’s throw away.

“Freeze!” a voice barked. “Stop moving right now!”

Karl obliged.

“On your knees!”

He fell a little too hard for comfort, tearing through his pants and scraping his knee, though he hardly noticed it.

“I’m unarmed!” he yelled, his voice cracking.

“Hands on your head!”

His fingers hadn’t even grazed his hair before two officers were upon him, each with an arm in their grip. They brought his wrists together behind his back and slapped a pair of handcuffs over them.

With a gentle, yet firm pull, they heaved Karl onto his feet and began patting him down. One of them signaled to the other officers, who watched from the vehicles on the curb.

“I’m not one of them,” he told the cop on his right. “I’m not one of the shooters.”

There was no response. Instead, he was brought over to the foremost SWAT vehicle. Just behind the driver’s door, which was wide open, stood a middle-aged man with deep creases on his cheeks that dominated the face beneath the helmet.

“Hostage?” he asked one of the officers leading Karl.

He replied with a nod.

The older man turned to Karl. “We’re just taking you into custody for your own safety,” he said.

Then he turned to the other officer, the one on Karl’s left.

“Put him in one of the vans until the scene is clear.”

“Yes, sir.”




Karl couldn’t help but notice that they’d left him in handcuffs. Maynard kept telling him that it was just a precaution, and no one could be too careful in a crisis like this, but the psychologist was dubious. Something felt wrong. More wrong than it already was, that is.

In all the movies he had ever seen, a hostage who had just been released was always shown drinking coffee or hot cocoa or something while sitting in the open door of a police van with some generic beige blanket thrown over his or her shoulders. It wasn’t like that at all, he realized. He was cuffed in a locked vehicle, throat dry and spine aching.

Maynard did his best to calm Karl down, but the I.I.’s dark witticism only added to the man’s stress. He bowed his head and let his palms envelope his eyes. A strong urge to cry overtook him, but he couldn’t. Even whimpering felt impossible.

When he looked up, he could see movement outside the window. A handful of officers were leading two hostages. About a minute later, another hostage followed. One of them was a little bloodied behind the ear, their clothes torn and askew. It looked like they had crawled through Hell itself in order to escape.

They were talking with disoriented expressions on their numb faces. Karl couldn’t make out anything from the movement of their lips, but they were pointing back at the lab with frantic energy. Perhaps they were warning of more survivors. Maybe they were worried about something they’d left behind. Who knew where the mind went to after an ordeal like this?

There’s so few of them, Karl thought with melancholy.

“There’s bound to be more,” Maynard said. “They can’t reasonably herd them all out at once, can they?”

What if there are no more? Karl said. What if they’re the only survivors?

“You can’t think like that. Not now.”

What other way is there to think?

“Be hopeful.”

Hopeful? Hopeful of what? That one person died instead of two? That five people died instead of a hundred? Seems like a pretty grim result to celebrate.

“We don’t know what the outcome is yet,” Maynard said.

Well, we sure as shit know some people aren’t going home today, Karl thought, his consciousness festering. There are kids without parents now—husbands without wives. What kind of monster could do something like this?

“It’s just like you said,” Maynard replied. “A monster.”

Karl kept his eyes trained on the front of the building, staring with such focus at the glass double-door that marked the entrance that his eyes started to water and itch. His face lightened when he noticed more movement, but this didn’t come from the lab.

Four armed officers stepped out from the other adjacent van and started making their way to where Karl waited. He looked around for any survivors being escorted, or gunmen in handcuffs, but it was just the officers. Their guns were drawn and held in a ready pose as they approached Karl’s van.

Sweat started to build up around the psychologist’s hairline. He knew something bad was going to happen, but he couldn’t imagine what it was.

The cops stopped just about two meters short of the vehicle. The barrels of their firearms pointed toward Karl like accusatory fingers. A lone man broke from the group and stepped up to the van’s passenger door. Karl could see it was the sergeant from before.

The scientist gave a little jump when the door was popped open. He could feel the perspiration coating his face. A handgun was held ready in the older officer’s hand.

“Dr. Karl Terrace, I am informing you at this time that you are now under arrest on suspicion of aiding terrorism,” the sergeant said. “Anything you say can and will be held against you in a court of law.”

Karl went to speak, but the air had been sucked from his lungs like he’d been slugged in the kidney. It took him a couple tries just to catch the air he needed to push the words out his mouth. When he finally managed, the sounds were weak and almost indistinguishable from the breeze around them.

“What for?” he asked. “What am I accused of doing?”

“According to the evidence at my disposal, including eyewitness accounts, you’re the guy who let them in. You’re being charged as an accomplice to the gunmen,” the sergeant explained.

Then he slammed the van door shut.
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It wasn’t like Karl was looking forward to the company he’d share in jail while awaiting his trial, but he found himself particularly upset that they put him away in a cell of his own, far from all the other ne’er-do-wells. Every now and then, when someone entered the block, or a call was made down to the holding cell, he could hear the others whoop and holler. He wondered if they even knew he was there.

As the accused accomplice of a terrorist organization, he was to be kept from any other inmate until his fate could be decided. He was deemed too “dangerous” for a communal cell, since he might try to warp their dull minds and recruit them. At least, that’s what he imagined the law thought of him. He was nothing more than a violent zealot.

Being held in jail was stressful enough on its own, especially with the deafening silence of isolation pulling on his brain, but being host to an angry I.I. made the misery exponential. The digital voice in his head fumed 24/7, making even the act of catching a quiet moment near impossible.

Oddly enough, neither the arresting officer, his defense, or the courts had made any reference to Maynard. If they were unaware that he’d undergone the mindshare process, he wasn’t keen to help them figure it out. For the time being, it was the only ace he had left up his sleeves. He just feared that, when the moment came to lay down the Maynard card, the world would be playing a different game already. One that aces couldn’t win.

“Those sons-of-bitches are all on his payroll, I bet,” Maynard said.

His tone indicated he was thinking aloud more than trying to get feedback. Karl wasn’t planning to provide any anyway; he preferred to tune the I.I. out. To him, it was a form of meditation. He started to think he could achieve true zen only once the voice in his head was mute.

“How many resources does the traitor have, anyway? Don’t you have any leads floating around in that head of yours?” Maynard asked.

Until now, the I.I. had been just white noise. Now that he was demanding a response, Karl felt the resentment growing.

“Nope,” he said. “Just you.”

“Have you been thinking about it at all?”

“Not really.”

“Why not?”

“What’d be the point?”

“Potential freedom, that’s what!” Maynard yelled. He gave an indignant sigh. “Don’t you wanna get outta here?”

“We’re not getting out of here.”

“Not with that attitude, we aren’t!”

“Look, the deck is stacked against us,” Karl said. He liked the sound of his voice in the midst of so much silence. “Whoever wanted to get us into trouble did a remarkable job. They’ve got the evidence, they’ve got fake motives, and they have alibis from anyone else. The case against us is rock solid, even if it is built on false notions. We’ll be going to prison for the rest of our lives. If we’re lucky.”

For a moment, Karl thought he heard a noise come from down the block. Maybe the other alleged criminals had heard him talking aloud to himself. Maybe it’d help keep him safe if everyone thought he was just insane.

“How can you talk like that? Have you given up? Do you forget that, despite their case against us, we’re still innocent?”

“We wouldn’t be the first people to never see the light of day again in spite of our innocence,” Karl said. “It happens all the time. Why should we be any different?”

“Because we’re smarter than that!” Maynard retorted.

“Or maybe too dumb to quit,” Karl said.

“Quit?!” Maynard echoed. “Why on Earth would we quit? We know there’s a traitor, and the list of possible candidates is so much shorter than you’d think. Why would we give up when we are so close to the truth?”

“Close?” Karl asked. “Ten inches might as well be ten miles with how they’ve got us locked up. What wiggle room do you imagine we have?”

“That’s why we have to start thinking of ways out of this!” Maynard said.

What do you wanna do, burrow through the walls? Karl thought, his voice tired from speaking. The only way out is through an honest defense.

“Well, like you said, the deck is stacked,” Maynard replied. “What do you imagine the odds are that we’ll actually be given an ‘honest’ defense?”

I know! Karl thought. That’s why I’m trying to come up with something. Some piece of evidence that the prosecution missed. Something that exonerates us that no court could refute.

“And where is this magic piece of evidence, Karl? I don’t see it anywhere in this small cell with us!”

Well, if you could just shut your face for a few moments, I might have some peace to think!

“While you’re busy doing your meditation, the window of opportunity is closing on us. You’re wasting your energy on the defense. Our only hope now is escape.”

If you don’t shut up, I’m going to turn you off, Karl threatened. I’ll put you right to sleep and you can stay there, quiet and alone, until I decide to let you sense again. Got it?

“Oh nice,” Maynard said. “Real nice. While you’re making dumb threats at me, the traitor is out there enjoying OUR freedom. Who knows what he’ll end up doing with it? Do you imagine the lab was his only target in jail—that his plan has already ended? Don’t you think more people out there are in danger? More people that he can order gunned down, because each time he does it, he gets a new patsy and walks free? How much blood do you want on your hands—”

And with that, Karl disabled the communications function in his cerebral computer.




Karl returned to his cell in shock. He knew that the case against him was bad, but he’d had no idea the extent of evidence implicating him. The door was sealed electronically once he was inside. Without putting much thought into it, he reactivated the portion of his C.C. that Maynard lived in.

In less than a minute, Karl was able to convey the entire trial to the I.I. with a sequence of thoughts. The information apparently overwhelmed Maynard, who remained silent for over twenty minutes.

“How did they get those logs?” he asked, startling the inmate.

“I don’t know,” Karl said.

“They said you were badged in over twelve times in less than ten minutes, right when the gunmen made their entrance.”

Yes, Karl thought sourly.

“How could they have done that? Had you misplaced your RFID badge?”

“No,” Karl said aloud. “I had it with me all week.”

“What about before then?”

“They didn’t take my badge.”

“Then how’d your credentials get used twelve times?”

The hack, Karl thought. When they broke into my cerebral computer to leave me that threat about I.I.s.

There was a silence in his head, but he could sense Maynard’s contemplation.

“That would explain how authentic the logs looked. I found it hard to believe they could counterfeit your identity.”

It doesn’t matter, Karl thought. There’s no evidence of the threat. They won’t even listen to me without something to support my claim, which also makes any future appeals that much harder.

“There’s gotta be something that would exonerate you,” Maynard said. His tone didn’t seem so certain, however.

If there is, it better be pretty damn good, Karl started. On top of my badge being used, I have no evidence to support my alibi. All footage of me fleeing or moving around during the attack has been erased. In fact, the mere existence of edited security footage seems to have solidified the case against me further.

“Damn!” Maynard said. If he had hands, he’d have slammed them against a nearby surface. “That’s my fault.”

How do you mean?

“When we were escaping, I was breaching the security feed,” Maynard explained. “Perhaps my handiwork left the footage ruined. I hadn’t thought about that—I hadn’t thought of much more than getting the hell out of there.”

The psychologist took a moment to absorb the information. He wanted to lash out and yell at the I.I. for his part in the sentence, but he knew it was irrational. He had been damned long before the security footage issue arose.

This wasn’t just a bunch of bad luck, Karl said. This is deliberate. Someone wanted us to take the blame, and they wanted us to do so without relying on chance. Whoever is behind this also planted emails between me and the terrorists.

“Emails?”

Yep. And they must be someone I know because they captured my tone flawlessly. Every odd misspelling, every capitalization habit, they had nailed down. They must have gone through thousands of old messages to perfect my voice. Maybe they even had an A.I. scan them.

“So what does this all mean?” Maynard asked. “What do we do?”

It was clear he was becoming overwhelmed with the hopelessness enveloping his host. The wave of dismay that washed over them both was intense.

We’re going to prison, Karl said. There’s nothing to do.

“But we’re innocent!”

You keep saying that like it means something, Karl said.
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Yellow teeth grinned back at Karl. The inmate they belonged to locked his face into a mask of subtle malice, smiling as the psychologist squirmed before him.

“How ‘bout it?” he said. “Willin’ to spare some?”

Karl looked down at his tray. There was a bit of mashed potatoes on one portion, but the knucklehead had put his filthy fist into it when he’d first arrived at the table. Beside that was a cup of fruit, which the brute insisted on having.

Karl reacted with no expression at all. It was like he was an android before it had received emotional training. The thug didn’t seem to like that.

“Whatcha say?” A bit of saliva flew from his lips.

“Fine,” Karl said. “Take it.”

The aggressor cocked his head.

“That’s it?” he asked. “You’re just giving it over to me? Did they take your cock, boy? Are you even a man?”

Karl was at a loss.

“I don’t know what you mean,” he said.

“Don’t you know what respect is, boy?” the inmate asked.

“Yes.”

“Then why aren’t you showin’ it?”

“What?”

“Why aren’t you shown’ it, boy?”

“To who? What do you mean?”

“To me, you shit!”

“Am I not showing respect?”

The inmate slammed his fists onto the table.

“Damned right, you’re not!”

Karl could stay a zombie no longer. His face screwed up in confusion.

“I don’t know what you want!” he said.

Then he felt a sharp pain in his thigh. He hadn’t notice it at first, but the inmate had dropped his fork down below the table and jammed the pronged ends into Karl’s leg at the appropriate moment.

Karl’s face wrenched in pain and he cried out.

The inmate grinned.

“That’s what I want,” he said. Then his smile fell a little. “But you still aren’t looking me in the eye.”

The words reached Karl, but he was in too much agony to respond. The inmate waited a moment before anger stole his expression. He twisted the fork.

Karl writhed in pain, a shriek breaking before it could escape his lips.

“Look me in the eye!” the inmate demanded.

At any moment, Karl could call out for a guard to help him. But he didn’t dare. He would be forever remembered as a snitch, and then it would only be a matter of time before someone killed him in his sleep.

Just before he was about to break and scream for help, an orange jumpsuit blurred past him.

“Stop that!” the jumpsuit shouted.

The voice, another inmate, had a firm grip on the brute’s wrist.

Karl’s aggressor shot a sharp glance at his attacker, then his eyes went wide. His arm loosened, and the fork clanged to the floor.

“What do you think you’re doing there?” the new inmate asked.

“It’s not what it looked like, S.S.,” the aggressor said. “This new meat wasn’t showing me the usual respect.”

“So you expect it’ll come from tortured lips?” the new inmate said.

“I take it how I get it,” was the reply.

Karl’s rescuer twisted the aggressor’s wrist a little, which seemed to bring immense pain.

“If you don’t leave this ‘new meat’ alone, you can consider yourself cut off,” the new inmate said. “Permanently.”

The thug’s expression instantly fell into one of complacency. With a snort, he pounded on the table, stood up, and lumbered away. He stopped to stare at Karl for a moment, which made the psychologist uncomfortable, before he peeled off with the rest of the crowd.

Karl turned to his rescuer.

“Thank you!” he said.

The stranger was rather thin, at least compared with most of the other inmates, but he was tall. He had a sort of spider-like appearance, but that was likely only due to his lankiness. He brushed at his curly red hair before waving a hand of dismissal at Karl.

“Think nothing of it,” the redhead said. Then he stuck out his hand. “The name’s Sam Sam.”

Karl took the hand and shook it. “Karl,” he said.

“Need a walk back to your cell?” Sam Sam asked.

Karl looked down at his tray. The mashed potatoes were ruined anyway. He snatched it up and nodded at the new inmate. Sam Sam nodded back, then started to lead the way through the thickening crowd of other prisoners finishing their dinners.

None of the guards at their usual station beside the security gates paid Karl or Sam Sam any mind, and they were able to wander through the checkpoint as if they were staff.

Sam Sam took notice of Karl’s observation.

“You’re probably wondering why they’re letting us through like this,” he said.

Karl replied with silence.

“It’s okay to be curious,” Sam Sam said. “I am what you might call a ‘data runner.’ ”

Still, Karl said nothing.

“You might notice the biggest thing missing when comparing prison life to the outside world,” Sam Sam started. He waited a moment for Karl to reply, but continued when nothing happened. “It’s data.”

Karl looked over at his rescuer. It was impossible to discern his level of interest.

“Everyone out there—they’re always connected, you see? In here, we got none of that. We’re living on just the barebones of society. But some folks can’t cope with that, you know? They gotta get their connection. So that’s where I come in.

“For a nominal fee, I get data from the outside and deliver it to people on the inside. Someone wants to watch a new movie, or even play a new game, they can buy that right from me.”

“So you’re a smuggler,” Karl said.

Sam Sam chuckled. “If that’s how you wanna look at it, but I see myself as a businessman. I just know my market and what they want. Is there anything wrong with that?”

Karl shrugged.

“Guess how many people need porn in this prison, Karl,” Sam Sam said. “Or how many people want to know about the health of a loved one. Or even what the state of modern politics is? As you can imagine, these commodities have made me a very wealthy man.”

“Why are you telling me all this?” Karl asked.

Sam Sam stopped walking and turned to the psychologist. Karl halted when he realized he wasn’t being led anymore.

“Because I can sense men of talent,” Sam Sam replied. “Since I did a solid for you, I need a solid from you.”

“What do you want?” Karl asked.

“I know about your experimentation,” Sam Sam said. “I also know about Maynard. I need your help if I’m ever going to get out of here. Are you in?”
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“Why not?” Maynard asked.

Karl was baffled.

Why not? he echoed. How about additional sentencing, for one?

“You’re being ridiculous.”

I’m being what?!

Karl looked around to make sure none of his neighbors heard his argument, then remembered that it was all in head.

“Really,” Maynard said. “Do you think that you’re going to get out in the next century? You’ve been found guilty of a mass shooting, Karl. Your sentencing couldn’t get much worse.”

Well I don’t think this is the way to go about it, Karl thought.

“Why not?”

I don’t trust Sam Sam’s plan, for one. Karl looked around to make sure no one was making any patrols past his cell before turning back inward. Do you?

“Does it matter?” Maynard said. “You’ve seen what we’re capable of on our own. Maybe not bending the bars of justice, but we were able to escape the lab unscathed. Why do you think that is?”

Luck.

“Nonsense. It was teamwork—it was the mindshare. Together, we are a force to be reckoned with. I can tackle our digital hurdles, and you can surmount the physical ones. Regardless of what Sam Sam has planned, we can use it to help our escape.”

It’s dangerous.

“What do we have to lose?”

Our lives.

“And what are those worth?”

I don’t know.

“Why not? What’s your hesitation?”

I don’t know! I just don’t want to take the risk! Call me a coward, I don’t care. I find the best solutions are reached through the natural currents of the world.

“You’ve given up.”

You’re damn right I’ve given up! Karl thought angrily. We’ve reached the end here, Maynard! For most folk, the end means death, but we don’t even get that luxury. You get to continue on in a digital purgatory as you always have, and I get to rot out the rest of my life for a crime I didn’t commit. That’s it, Maynard. End game. Roll credits.

“That’s the way a fool would look at it,” the I.I. said. “And it’s terribly unfair. You’re not the only one in the boat, so to speak. You do know that, right?”

I don’t care. So it’s unfair—what of it?

“I’m not going to bully you into this, Karl,” Maynard said. “That’s not who I am. No, you’ve got to find the inspiration from within. And I know you can do it. I have no doubt. You will reach the same conclusion I have, because you are smarter than you give yourself credit for. You think it’s all over now, but it’s only a change. Change begets no end—no beginning. It’s the only constant. I’ve seen into your mind, Karl. You can roll with the punches. You just… you just gotta do it for me this time. I’m not strong enough for the two of us.”

Karl took in a deep breath, calming his thoughts before he replied.

And he stared at the ceiling all night.




“Psst!” a voice came from Karl’s cell door.

He jolted a little, then looked down at the plexiglass divider that separated his cell from the rest of the block.

The data runner stood before it, unaccompanied. There was a playful grin on his face.

“Karl!”

“Sam Sam?” the psychologist said.

“That’s right.”

“What are you doing here? How’d you get out of your cell?”

“My cage has no lock,” Sam Sam explained. “I come and go as I please. Even the guards know what kind of hole would be left in this prison if I was restricted.”

“Why are you here?” Karl repeated.

Sam Sam smiled. “I’m here to take you to work duty,” he said. “Come along. We’re going to the laundry room today.”

Karl was surprised when Sam Sam opened the psychologist’s cell door as if he were the warden himself, then beckoned Karl to follow.

“Is this about what we discussed yesterday?” Karl asked as Sam Sam led the way.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. We’re just going to do some laundry,” Sam Sam said, pointing up at one of the camera hubs that lined the prison’s ceiling.

Karl caught the gesture’s meaning and nodded. “How far is the laundry room?” he asked.

“It’s just down the stairs and around the corner,” Sam Sam said. “Come on.”

Karl descended with himl, avoiding the filthy handrail. As they approached the lower floor, he could smell the pleasant aroma of laundry detergent wafting up from the nearest door. He hadn’t realized how stale the normal air was in the prison until that moment.

Once the laundry room door closed behind them, Sam Sam waved his wrist over the lock, and then turned to face Karl. He rolled up his sleeve and revealed a fully functional smartwatch, which he immediately checked.

“It’s time,” he said. He looked up and saw Karl’s curious gaze upon his wrist. “One of the guards set this up for me. A digital skeleton key, at least for our purposes.”

“A guard helped you?” Karl asked.

“Yeah,” Sam Sam said with a chuckle. “As a data runner, I find myself in the possession of some sensitive information sometimes. There are a few guards here who would rather that information remain private, so they help me out when I need it—like now—and their secrets remain just that.”

“So you blackmail them?” Karl said.

Sam Sam’s face fell into amusement. “That’s right,” he said. “But if you knew the secrets I was keeping for them, you wouldn’t think of them as victims. Trust me.”

The data runner moved across the laundry room, dodging double-load machines as he made his way to a door painted to look like the walls. It wasn’t hidden, but it didn’t advertise itself as a public passageway. Sam Sam waved his wrist over where a doorknob would usually be, but didn’t push the door open.

“If you’re blackmailing guards to give you skeleton keys, why do you even need me?” Karl asked.

Sam Sam looked toward the door they entered through as though sensing someone approaching, then snapped out of it and met Karl’s eyes.

“I’ve told you already,” Sam Sam said, “I know about Maynard. That I.I. in your brain can do more for us than any guard can. He’s the missing piece to our escape.”

“But how?”

“There’s only so much of the prison that is controlled locally,” Sam Sam explained. “The locks, the work schedules, the guard shifts—those can all be worked out from here, within the big house. But there’s plenty I can get no control of within these walls. The security cameras, for example. They’re run by computers, so there’s no chance of blackmail. I’m left with only one option.”

Before Karl could reply, Sam Sam pushed open the concealed door and stepped within.

There was a moment of hesitation before the psychologist followed the data runner. He looked around for a camera bank with nervous eyes and was both surprised and relieved to find them unwatched.

“Good,” Sam Sam said from within the other room. “They’ve left us everything we need.”

As Karl entered the room, he saw the data runner moving toward two piles of clothes set up on a changing bench.

It looked like they were in a small security room that doubled as a locker room for the prison guards. Judging from the size and the lack of anyone else, this wasn’t one of the main security rooms. Karl could see that it was equipped with a monitoring station, as well as networking equipment. Karl closed the door behind himself, and it beeped before locking.

“How do you know about Maynard?” he asked once it had been silent for a minute. “The courts didn’t even know.”

Sam Sam was already changing into his new set of clothes, which was apparently a prison guard uniform. There was a second one for Karl as well, but he didn’t start changing yet.

“That’s because they didn’t care, Karl,” Sam Sam said. He seemed to be struggling with one of the shirt buttons. “They didn’t have any reason to know you were sharing your mind. It wasn’t like they’d spent months watching your lab prior to the shooting, collecting data on each of the scientists. It’s not like they had any of the records or transcripts of your research meetings.”

“But you did?” Karl interjected.

Sam Sam nodded. “That’s right,” he said.

“Why?”

“It’s my business, Karl,” Sam Sam said. “I work with implanted inmates every day—in fact, they bring in the most money—and your lab was one of the most advanced bioengineering centers in the world. It was in my best nature to research what you were up to.”

“So how is an I.I. supposed to help the situation?” Karl wanted to know.

He could feel a little resentment burn from the underpowered I.I. in his brain.

“He can take control of the camera feeds and cover our escape by making them see whatever he wants them to see.”

“And that’s supposed to work?”

“In theory, yes,” Sam Sam said. “Everything about his code is flexible and transcribable. There shouldn’t be any compatibility issues. The only problem is getting him onto the network. We can’t just turn on the wireless component of your C.C. and have him log in, for a few reasons. First, and most important, they deactivated that function when you were sentenced. We could always turn it back on, but it would require surgery, and there’s a significant risk of permanent damage. Even then, using the wireless would be instantly detected by the network’s security system. It will lock down without hesitation. Otherwise, anyone with a tablet could bring down the prison locks if they were close enough. That leaves us with manual transmission.”

“Manual?” Karl said.

Sam Sam bent over and grabbed one of the shiny metal tools on the bench that Karl had failed to notice. He lifted it up for the psychologist to observe.

“Do you know what this is?” Sam Sam asked.

The device looked almost like a dental pick, or like an old—school mouth thermometer. However, the other end of the tool looked identical to a thumb drive, complete with a plug to allow connection to a computer.

Karl shook his head.

“This is called a ‘data pick,’ ” Sam Sam explained. “You ever seen one before?”

Again, Karl shook his head. “But I’ve heard of them.”

“You get the basic gist, then? It can store cerebral data just like any hard drive can. In fact, one end can plug into a computer so you can use that data without a C.C. The other end—”

“Plugs into me,” Karl interrupted.

Sam Sam smiled with warmth. “That’s right,” he said. “Though I’ve heard it’s entirely painless. The needle is incredibly small—microscopic, in fact. It’s just a quick prick into your spine—”

Karl raised his hand, interrupting again. “Thanks,” he said. “But I don’t need all the details. Is this entirely necessary?”

“To get Maynard onto the network, I’m afraid so,” Sam Sam said. Then, sensing the psychologist’s next question, he continued. “And that’s our only way out of here. We have to take care of the cameras.”

I don’t have to do anything, actually, Karl thought to himself.

He felt a firm nagging come from within in response. He tried to ignore it for a few seconds, but couldn’t, and gave Maynard enough power to speak.

“The only other choice is life in prison, Karl,” Maynard said.

Not so, Karl replied. I can appeal. I can try my case over and over until the evidence arises in my favor and I walk free. These aren’t the old days, Maynard. A man cannot spend his life in prison for nothing.

“Such a naive answer,” the I.I. said. “You have no evidence to make such claims. No one would ever hear from the innocent if they had no voice. Someone is working against us. As long as we have that to contend with, we will always be at a disadvantage. Your chance for freedom is here. Take it!”

But will it be freedom? Karl asked. Will we not just become fugitives? We will always have to watch our backs, taking extra measures to remain unseen at all times. Is that actually freedom?

“No,” Maynard replied. “But it’s a means to achieve it. There’s a traitor out there, and as long as he remains unexposed, we will have to run. But we can’t expose him from in here. Karl, we need to be out there before we can even try for real freedom.”

But what if we never catch him?

“Then we’ll have tried.”

“Karl?” Sam Sam said, breaking through the psychologist’s thoughts. “What do you say?”

Karl pondered for a moment before nodding, his lips pursed.

“Just turn around. This will only take few seconds,” the data runner instructed.

The psychologist did as he was told. He could feel his skin run cold, the blood draining from it. His hands became clammy, and sweat started to dribble out from his hairline.

“Just a deep breath.”

He inhaled.

The needle went in, and he felt his spine lock up. There was a sharp feeling along his neck muscles, but it wasn’t painful. It was more like a sudden and simultaneous relaxation of all the muscle cells in his neck.

The best way he could describe it was uncomfortable. Incredibly uncomfortable.

“There,” Sam Sam said, withdrawing the data pick. “Not so bad, right?”

Karl rubbed the spot where the needle had penetrated. He’d expected to feel sore, but he felt nothing at all. Still, he rubbed.

“Strange,” he replied.

Sam Sam turned around, holding the data pick like it was made of glass, and plugged it into the nearby workstation.

“This will take just a moment,” the data runner said with his back turned. He moved the mouse a bit and clicked on something. “Okay, he’s in. He’s down for this plan, right? I forgot to ask. I just assumed.”

“He’s agreeable,” Karl said.

“Good. I should have double-checked, though,” Sam Sam said. There was a pause, then, “How is it, sharing a brain with an I.I.?”

“Difficult,” Karl said.

They were both quiet. Then there were two sharp knocks on the door they had come through.

Karl jumped to his feet, his heart leaping even higher. He grabbed the bundle of guard’s clothes meant for him and held it in front of him like a shield.

“Relax,” Sam Sam said. “That’s just the signal. The cameras have been taken care of.”

The psychologist took a moment to calm his pulse before he noticed Sam Sam approaching him with the data pick.

“Just one more injection, Karl,” the data runner said. “That is, assuming you want Maynard back.”

Karl sighed a little, then turned around.

This time he felt nothing.

“Long time no see,” the I.I. said inside Karl’s mind.

“There you are,” Sam Sam said. “Now get dressed. We don’t have a long window to get to the car.”

“Car?” Karl echoed.

“That’s right. Our way outta here.”

Karl took the answer at face value and turned to the pile of clothes designated for him. Sam Sam seemed to sense his hesitation.

“My guards are just outside the door, playing lookout,” he said. “You don’t have to worry about anyone walking in on us.”

Karl nodded and started putting the clothes on. The pants were a little long for him, but he tucked the excess up into the hem to make it look like a perfect fit. After he had taken the socks, he realized there was an ID badge just under the clothes. It had his photograph in it, somehow taken to look professional, and the name on it was Steven Patricks.

“That’s your name for the escape,” Sam Sam said, checking himself for any imperfections. “If anyone asks, that’s who you are. You got it?”

“Got it.”

Karl double-checked his own uniform once everything was on. He made sure his badge would be easy to see, but not attract attention. He looked up at the data runner, who had his ear pressed to the door.

“All good?” he asked when he heard Karl stop moving around.

Karl nodded, which Sam Sam couldn’t see, but he apparently understood it nonetheless.

“Let’s go,” Sam Sam said, pushing the door open.




“This shift change is ridiculous,” the taller guard said to his more muscular counterpart. “They got you coming in on Monday, too?”

“Mmhmm,” the shorter guard said.

“See, that’s bullshit!” the taller guard cried. “I told them ‘no Mondays!’ and what do they do? I’m gonna have to take this up with the super.”

“It’s your funeral,” the other guard replied. “Personally, I’d keep it to myself. There’s no shortage on applicants.”

The taller guard sighed angrily. “There’s no winning, is there? Hey, did you guys get put on Monday, too?”

Karl and Sam Sam were only passing by the two guards as they talked, so they were both taken by surprise when they were addressed. Each looked around, as if there were someone behind them the guard was speaking to, but snapped to when they realized there were alone.

“No, not Monday,” Sam Sam said.

“What!” the taller guard asked, an incredulous expression on his face. “Who’s your super?”

Karl and Sam Sam looked at each other.

“That’s none of your business,” Karl said.

Sam Sam glanced over at him with uncertain eyes.

“None of our business, eh?” the shorter guard said. The two of them stepped away from the wall they were leaning upon. “Keeping secrets? They payin’ you overtime tonight?”

“You know I can’t talk about that,” Karl said. He stood his ground. “Why don’t you guys worry about how your supervisor is running your team, and we’ll worry about ourselves. This issue doesn’t concern us.”

The taller guard stepped up so there was barely an inch between his face and Karl’s. It looked like he was about to snort visible clouds of anger, like some sort of cartoon bull. Then he took a deep breath.

“He’s right,” he said to the side to his companion. “They didn’t set the wages. This is all Greg’s fault—we oughta take it up with him.”

“That’s all you, man,” the shorter guard said.

Karl gave them a nod, then continued walking. Sam Sam picked up on his cue and followed.

Once they were out of earshot, Sam Sam said “Good work. This way.” He led Karl through a door that read “Security Garage: Authorized Personnel Only.”

The smell of motor oil hit Karl’s nostrils as soon as the door was opened. When they stepped through, they found themselves in a wide garage that fit two rows of four SUVs. Sam Sam led the way to one without a break in his stride.

He reached into the vehicle’s wheel well and retrieved a key. With a proud grin, he fit it into the driver’s door and unlocked the car.

“Come on,” the data runner urged.

The psychologist paused for only a split second before walking around the vehicle and opening the passenger-side door.

“Here we go,” Sam Sam said once he climbed into the cab himself.

He inserted the key into the ignition and gave it a turn, though instead of the usual engine startup Karl was used to, the SUV beeped.

Then a computerized voice said, “Identification, please.” The same words appeared on a monitor in the car’s dashboard.

“Ah, yep,” Sam Sam said, as if suddenly remembering a minor ingredient to a cake. With his tongue sticking out in concentration, he rummaged through his pockets. He pulled out another thumb drive, this time without the data pick extension. He gave a delighted chuckle and popped the drive into the car’s computer.

There was a little delay before a green check mark appeared on the monitor and a chime played.

“Thank you,” the computer voice said.

“Ha ha!” Sam Sam laughed, looking over at Karl like a child enjoying his first amusement ride. “We’ve done it!”

And with that, the engine roared to life and they drove out of the prison.
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“I wish Sam Sam could have driven us a bit farther,” the I.I. complained.

We’re lucky to have gotten as far as we did, Karl replied.

“You’re right, but this walk is a bitch.”

Yeah, well I’m the one who has to walk it.

“Still, I have to endure.”

Karl ignored him.

They had been walking for an hour now since Sam Sam had dropped them off and left them with a change of clothes. The data runner had taken them a full thirty miles away from the prison before saying goodbye and good luck. The psychologist felt lost, but grateful at the same time.

“What are we going to do when we get into town?” the I.I. asked.

I don’t know.

“You don’t know? Why not? Was this as far as you planned?”

To be honest, yes, Karl said. I hadn’t expected we’d escape, you know.

“But you should have maybe come up with a plan for after the jailbreak, don’t you think?”

Perhaps, but I didn’t.

“Well come on,” Maynard said. “Where will we stay? Don’t you know someone we can trust?”

I’m not sure, the psychologist said. Don’t you know anyone? Don’t you have any ideas?

“I don’t know!” Maynard cried, expressing true stress for the first time since he and Karl had been joined. “I’ve been dead for over a decade! Don’t you have any friends?”

Friends?

Karl’s mind raced. There were countless faces and names that ran past his thoughts, none sticking or becoming more apparent than any of the others. Old colleagues, former lovers, even childhood friends cycled through his brain until a face came into place.

“I think I know someone,” Karl said aloud. “But we have to get to town first.”

Should we hitchhike?

“No, best to play it safe. We’ll just walk.”

It’s twelve miles.

“Then we better keep moving.”




The psychologist’s fingers trembled as he waited to use the telephone in a restaurant. Maynard had advised against making the call on his personal cerebral computer, and Karl had reluctantly agreed. They’d made their way to a small mom-and-pop diner that still had a business phone with a handset resting against the wall.

The waitress had seemed annoyed when Karl asked only for the phone, so he ordered a black coffee while he waited. She seemed to be focused on something broadcasting to her cerebral computer when she returned with a mug and the handset. He thanked her, but she had turned away before the words finished leaving his lips.

“Do you even know how to use one of those things?” the I.I. teased.

It’s a keypad, Maynard, Karl responded. Yeah, I know how to use it.

“And you know which end to talk into?”

You’re lucky I can’t physically smack you.

“It’s just another silver lining to being dead,” Maynard said.

The psychologist took a long, slow sip from his coffee before punching in the number on the phone.

“You remember his number?” Maynard asked incredulously.

I do. Karl was grateful for his firm memory, as he wouldn’t want to risk looking up his friend’s number on his cerebral computer. He was inclined to leave as sparse a trail as possible.

The speaker showed its age by buzzing like a tin can of wasps each time the sharp ringing tone played. Both he and the I.I. winced internally at the sound, hoping for a swift answer.

Even though it was only a loose handful of seconds, it felt like several hours before a voice interrupted the sound of the phone ringing.

“Hello?” a man greeted. His voice sounded groggy, like he had been asleep when Karl called.

“Thompson?” the psychologist said. He wanted to be sure that his friend’s number hadn’t changed or that he hadn’t misdialed.

The man on the other line hung up.

“Well that was rude,” Maynard commented.

I expected that, Karl started. That was Thompson, alright. He’s always had a bit of a paranoid nature.

“Can we trust him?” Maynard wanted to know.

Karl didn’t answer right away. He felt certain that his old friend was honest and loyal, but his mind knew that some years had passed since their last meeting. A number of things can change a man while time marches incessantly forward. Who knew what kind of person Thompson had become?

Karl was a psychologist, however, first and foremost. He understood the patterns of human nature, at least as well as a human can. There was no likely timeline he could imagine that would lead Thompson to a life of dishonesty—at least where his friends were concerned.

Maynard could hear the musing, but decided to keep his commentary to himself, for which Karl was grateful.

The man stared at the phone’s handset for a few seconds, as if some form of paralysis had fallen over him.

“What now?” the voice in his head broke in.

Shh, Karl thought. Wait.

They didn’t have to wait for much longer before the handset started to ring. Karl didn’t let it get to a second ring before pulling the device up to his ear and hitting the receive button.

“Terrace, is that you?” the same dozy voice asked before the psychologist had time to say anything.

“It’s me,” Karl replied.

“You know not to reach me here,” Thompson started. “It’s been almost a year since this phone’s rang, and for good reason.”

“You didn’t dial his cerebral computer?” Maynard inquired.

Karl ignored him. “It’s important,” he told Thompson.

“I know,” his old friend said. “I get the news as soon as it happens.”

“So you know about my… exodus?”

“More than the cops looking for you do, apparently,” Thompson said. “How are you holding up?”

“As fine as I can be,” Karl explained. “However, I don’t know how long that’s going to last.”

“I see,” Thompson hummed. “You need shelter.”

“I do.”

“I’ll meet you on the light rail. Arapahoe station. Twenty minutes,” Thompson stated between sharp inhales. “Don’t delay.”

“I won’t,” Karl said.
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“Are you gonna tell me anything about this guy before we go and put our lives in his hands?” Maynard seemed agitated—bit more afraid than Karl would assume an I.I. to be.

Like I said, he’s an old friend of mine, the psychologist started to explain. We went to school together. He was skilled with all kinds of hardware-to-software interactions, and after a while I think he found school a little… boring.

“Aww, so he’s a little troublemaker, is he?” Maynard inferred.

The man gave an audible sigh and turned down the tunnel that led to the Arapahoe station. There were few people around them, just the remnants of afternoon shoppers and a couple day drunks loudly reminiscing about some film or another.

He got into a bit of a legal bind when he was caught stealing the school’s server equipment, Karl continued. They kicked him out of school, and once his probation was over, he went right back to lifting machinery for his private use.

“What did he want all the technology for?” Maynard asked.

He was a bit of an idealist, Karl said internally. A hippy anarchist, if you will. Strong distrust of the establishment, and an even stronger love for the downtrodden. He would help eco-terrorists when they raided animal labs by shutting down the security systems or covering their tracks.

“Sounds like a good man to have as a friend,” Maynard replied without a hint of sarcasm.

Yeah, well that was almost ten years ago, Karl said, playing devil’s advocate. He was in with some dramatic individuals. Who knows where he owes his loyalties—willingly or not.

Maynard seemed to be deep in thought as Karl scanned the faces of each passing person for Thompson. The psychologist felt like he could almost hear the humming of concentration from inside his own brain until Maynard spoke up.

“If your friend is as talented as you say he is, he might be able to do more than just hide us,” the I.I. said.

How do you mean?

“Providing that he’s not in the pocket of some sinister overlord or another, he might help us identify our traitor.”

Are you so certain there even is one? Karl mused, though without much conviction.

“You know as well as I that there is,” Maynard retorted. “At least one! You can’t honestly believe that was the orchestrated attack of slog-minded radicals, can you?”

Radicals have been known to pull off even more complex attacks, Karl argued.

“I don’t buy it,” Maynard said plainly. “Why would they frame you, then?”

They had to frame someone.

“No,” the I.I. replied. “There was an agenda here more sophisticated than mere hatred for installed intelligences. This was too specific. Your average extremist knows nothing about the projects conducted in those labs. The government hardly knows!”

Why would they need to know about the projects? Karl asked. Wouldn’t finding the lab had anything to do with installed intelligences be reason enough to target it?

“Perhaps to the stray madman, but a lunatic like that couldn’t get security access,” Maynard continued. “He or she would need keycards, digital permissions, EPID tags, the works.”

Suppose the madman—or woman—had an extensive knowledge of cybersecurity?

“I think you know what the odds of that are,” Maynard said. “A team of twelve of the most renowned cybersecurity experts designed the safe measures around that lab. You think your average hacker could manage that?”

Thompson could, Karl commented.

“All the more reason to use caution,” Maynard replied.




“You’ve gotten older,” a voice whispered into Karl’s ear once he paused at a railing to again look around for his friend.

The psychologist spun around in alarm, a slight cold sweat covering the surface of his body. His panic dissipated when he recognized the speaker.

“Thompson,” he greeted his friend. “I’d say you look the worse for wear out of the two of us.”

The hacker smiled, exposing his large teeth that sat packed in a mildly crooked alignment in his mouth. His lips were surrounded by a thin dusting of facial hair, though Karl couldn’t tell if that was how it was meant to look or if his friend had simply neglected his grooming. Those hairs were light and silvery. The psychologist recalled that Thompson had gone gray quite early in his life.

Thompson’s hair was concealed by a worn Ushanka hat, one that he had pulled the ears down on to cover most of his face. His jacket was zipped up and the dark brown collar was pulled high. To Karl, he looked like the most suspicious outlaw he’d ever met, but to others, he supposed that Thompson merely looked like a drunk with a hangover. People weren’t likely to distinguish between the two.

“You’re alone?” Thompson wanted to double-check.

“For the most part,” Karl replied.

The hacker gave him a sort of wary eye squint, raising his brow in confusion at the same time.

“I’ll explain better when we are alone, but yes, I am physically unaccompanied,” Karl reworded.

“You’re bugged?” Thompson inferred.

“It’s complicated, but trust me, I am not a danger to you.”

“As far as you know,” Thompson retorted.

“I like this guy already,” Maynard commented.

Shut up, Karl urged.

“So, you going to start off by telling me you’re innocent?” Thompson said. “That the things they say about you aren’t true? That you’ve been set up?”

“You almost sound like you got a summary of the situation,” Karl said.

“I figured there were two likely possibilities,” Thompson started. “Either one of my oldest friends—who I’ve known for over a decade both professionally and personally—had a total personality flip and picked up mass murder and prison escape as hobbies, or you were framed. I haven’t quite decided which I think it is.”

“Thompson, there’s a traitor. More than anything, they want me to look guilty, though I have no idea why.”

“From what I’ve gathered, it was an organized attack. Flawless coordination, advanced armaments, and even body armor. But you don’t know why they attacked, do you?”

“No, I don’t,” Karl said.

“Is there anything you can think of?” Thompson spoke without haste in his tone. “Anything you were working on that might provoke such reaction?”

“It’s complicated,” Karl repeated. “Like I said.”

“You’re asking me to harbor you and, in doing so, put myself at great risk. I think you’d best explain what I’m dealing with, if you seek my help.”

Karl hesitated. His internal gears creaked as they spun and spun. They slowed, though, calming to the rhythm of his heartbeat when he managed to contemplate the request.

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll have to introduce you to someone.”




Thompson made no attempt to interrupt while Karl explained his story. The hacker’s face was impossible to read, stone-like and cold like a lasagna someone had left out for too long. There was no sense of skepticism, nor was there any of belief or excitement. He chose to listen rather than react until the psychologist paused and urged him for a response with his eyes.

“I see,” Thompson replied. His tone failed to betray his inner thinking. “You were right to come to me.”

“I’m not being delusional, right?” Karl asked.

“Not at all,” his old friend answered. “From what you’ve told me, I would assume you are still in danger as well, and not just from the law. Were you able to make out any names or titles that the attackers might have called each other? Anything that could identify them?”

“Not anything that convenient,” the psychologist replied. “But the one I saw was in military gear. These weren’t homegrown extremists—this isn’t like those chaotic attacks of the terror era; these people had an inside man.”

“I agree,” the hacker said. “And you have no suspicions?”

“No one registers as a suspect in my book,” Karl started. “However, I knew few people, since I kept to myself while I worked. It could be any of the interns, perhaps a double agent of sorts.”

“Or it could be higher up,” Thompson suggested. “From what you’ve said, I would doubt an intern capable of such orchestration. Maybe they could tell others details about the lab, but I can’t imagine they’d have the kind of access that your attackers had.”

“That makes sense to me,” Maynard commented within the psychologist’s brain.

“Maynard seems to agree as well,” Karl mentioned.

The hacker gave a bit of a smile, one that a father might have when hearing about his child’s imaginary friend.

“He does, does he?” Thompson said. Then he leaned in a bit more. “What’s it like?”

“Pardon?”

“You know, having someone else in your head,” Thompson clarified. “Is it as maddening as it sounds?”

“Even more so,” Karl replied.

“You’re telling me,” Maynard said.

“He’s not fond of it, either,” Karl explained.

“Can he hear me now?”

“Yes.”

“He can see me?”

“Yes.”

Thompson had an expression like one might have when they suddenly realized they’d said something very graphic in front of a child. His face seemed full of concern, yet amusement. Karl couldn’t put his finger quite on it.

“Hello, Maynard,” Thompson said as if he were addressing an emotional child. “My name’s Thompson. How is it in there? Crowded?”

“Actually, a bit roomier than you’d expect,” Maynard replied with a tone of humor.

“He says hello back,” Karl simply replied.

“Follow me,” Thompson said without any further warning.

Karl jolted alert when he saw his friend start to walk away. A few swift strides brought him to the man’s side, and they made their way from the market without drawing any attention.

So what do you think? Karl asked within his own mind.

“Think about what?” Maynard asked.

About Thompson.

“I dunno,” Maynard replied with an earnest air about him. “I sense no malice from him. And he seems to be able to piss you off a little, so I like him.”

Hmm.

“But be careful,” Maynard urged.

I might need your help with that, Karl conceded.

“I’ll be here.”

Thompson led him into an underground train, but Karl had been too distracted to note what line they were on or what route they expected to take. The two men slipped into a seat like the floor had been iced and they had no choice. There were only three other people in the car with them, and none seemed alert enough to register their presence.

“So, what have you been up to?” Karl asked, almost conversationally.

“Me?” Thompson said, looking around himself with a bit of paranoid caution. “I’ve been working on something big.”

“Oh?”

“Have you heard of Governor Gubbins or Representative Dahomey?”

Karl searched his memory banks and found the names rang a bell. Maynard inquired about them, but the psychologist ignored the I.I. and focused on his human friend.

“Only in passing,” Karl answered. “Some headlines and whatnot. Do you have something to do with all that?”

Thompson gave what some might call a sly sneer, though Karl found it phony in a way.

“Surely you’ve heard about all their supporters jumping ship?” he asked the psychologist.

“I’ve heard nothing of it.”

“Well, if you had, you might have been the only one smart enough to know that I was responsible,” Thompson said, a confident smirk stapled to the front of his jaw. “Maybe.”

“What did you do?”

“What do I do?” Thompson corrected him.

“What do you do?” Karl asked, his voice saturated with annoyance.

“I’m Robin Hood, baby,” Thompson said. There was something about his expression that told Karl his friend had been waiting quite some time to use that line.

“Care to elaborate?” Karl asked.

“I’ve developed an algorithm, you see,” Thompson started, still tossing glances over his shoulder to assure he was not listened to by strange ears. “I’ve been taking the money politicians like Gubbins gets from his greedy donors and I’m offloading it into environmental charities. Anonymously, of course.”

“You’re what?” Karl asked with concern.

Thompson slapped his thigh and shushed him in an urgent request to be quiet.

“You heard me,” his friend answered. “I take the money away whenever a special interest donates it. Then the politician never knows the donation was made and doesn’t pass whatever bill they paid him for. They, of course, rat on the politician for not playing ball. It’s great.”

“Are you telling me that you’re a fugitive?” Karl inquired.

“I’m telling you that I’m in the same boat you are,” Thompson replied. “People are looking for me, people are looking for you. Best call is to hide together, don’t you think?”

“What if they find you?” Karl asked.

“I wouldn’t be meeting you if I thought that possible,” Thompson said.

“Anything’s possible,” Karl commented.

“Not everything is likely, Karl,” Thompson insisted. “If you are to stay with me, you will need to understand that.”

“We need him,” Maynard stated without emotion in the psychologist’s head. “Don’t ruin this.”

“Okay,” Karl said after a deep breath. “I’m sorry.”

“No apologies needed,” his friend offered. He looked up at the display that showed the train’s route “This is our stop.”
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Images on Thompson’s old monitor display flashed before Karl’s eyes, but he paid no attention to them. His mind was swimming, and Maynard continued to paddle water in the opposite direction, leaving the psychologist disoriented and frustrated.

The I.I. was losing patience himself, and that only made their symbiotic relationship harder to maintain. Karl was still filled with the adrenaline from the escape. His mind seemed to seep in some hallucinogenic liquid, making it hard to discern real life from daydreams. It was like waking too quickly from a nightmare; the illusion of a dream still hung onto every nerve ending he had.

Every sound he heard, from the blaring noises of the commercials on the display to the incessant bickering from the I.I. seemed blurred out, like he was hearing it all underwater. When Thompson came up and offered him something, he couldn’t make out the words his friend used.

“Sorry?” Karl asked.

“You hungry?” Thompson repeated. “I imagine you haven’t eaten since—you know.”

Karl looked down at the small plate his friend offered. There were a pair of sunny-side up eggs with a sprinkling of pepper coating the yolks like a man’s five-o’clock shadow. A few sticks of bacon accompanied a large slice of toast, buttered to perfection.

“Thank you,” Karl said. He was taken aback by Thompson’s generosity. It was clear he’d made this dish himself rather than having it produced through a chefeasta. Karl wasn’t even sure he could cook eggs, since he’d relied on the automated food producer more than he ought to.

Without much hesitation, he dove into the food. He hadn’t realized how hungry he was until a meal was placed before him. His nerves had taxed a lot of energy from him. Thompson waited patiently for his friend to finish before engaging him with questions.

“What’s the next step from here?” the hacker asked.

Karl finished mopping up the last of the yellow yolk with his finger and brought it to his mouth. He savored the flavor before even thinking of an answer to his friend’s question.

“Maynard has some ideas. First off, we have to identify our traitor,” Karl responded, his mouth not entirely empty of debris.

“Traitor, you say?” Thompson said, lifting a glass of orange juice to his own lips. He smacked his lips before sighing with delicious relief. “You’ve mentioned this theory before. Who could have possibly orchestrated such a thing?”

“Personally, I have no idea,” Karl started. “But Maynard seems to have a lead. Care to hear it?”

“Of course,” his old friend responded. His eyes gleamed with a faint glaze of childish curiosity.

Karl could hear Maynard buzzing with anxiety as he was getting close to the I.I.’s role in the story. Maynard had been nagging him without halt about a hypothesis he had—one Karl chalked up as a “conspiracy” theory.

“As you know, every installed intelligence is activated when the subject’s original brain ceases to function,” Karl began.

“Of course I know about all that. What is this, elementary school?” Thompson interjected.

“I know, but I have to cover all my bases when explaining this. Nothing must be misunderstood, you see.”

“Agreed.”

“Well, Maynard’s story starts with his death,” Karl began. He could hear the voice in his head making commentary on his storytelling, but he ignored it like a zoo gorilla might ignore a pair of flies. “According to him, he was murdered.”

Thompson seemed to stand in silence, either waiting for more information, or already contemplating what he was given.

“And?” he said after a moment, perhaps with less compassion than Maynard expected in regards to his death.

“I think he’s starting to think his death and the attack might be related.” Karl seemed to wince as he spoke, like he was firing a moody employee and he wanted no part of the procedure. He hated playing middleman, in any circumstance.

“How so?” Thompson wanted to know.

“I’m not sure. He just mutters about it and I catch what I can—Maynard?” the psychologist said.

He could feel the I.I. groan within his own mind.

“The traitor, I suspect, is the same man who killed me,” Maynard insisted.

Man? Karl offered. He got no response.

“He thinks the traitor that perpetrated the attack might be related to the person who killed him,” Karl said. His tone betrayed his skepticism.




The amount of information Thompson had access to was mind boggling to the psychologist and his I.I. It gave him a sort of uneasy feeling up and down his spine when Karl realized how little was left private in the modern world.

On one of Thompson’s many screens, live feeds from people’s cerebral computers were coming in with random frequency. At one point, the image of a man shaving his face appeared on the monitor. It took Karl a moment to realize that he was looking through the man’s eyepiece and into the stranger’s reflection. It made the psychologist feel dirty, like some sort of perverted voyeur. He hoped no women in bathtubs appeared onscreen, simply for the safety of his self-respect.

Perhaps what disturbed him the most about the set-up was how little Thompson seemed embarrassed by it. To Karl, it felt like his friend should behave like a teenager caught watching pornography. Instead, he was akin to an enthusiast showing off a collection of art.

“Where do you want to get started?” his old friend wanted to know. “I was thinking about looking for digital trace records of each ID swipe on every doorway in the lab. I don’t expect that to show us much, but if we can connect those with incoming police reports—which we have access to, as well—to match IDs with the deceased.”

Karl nodded in thoughtful agreement. “Process of elimination,” he said.

“Tell him to look into reports of my death, as well,” Maynard urged.

Karl passed the request onto Thompson, who accepted without a second thought.

His old friend took a seat before the massive device and pulled a keyboard out from a drawer. It had been a few years since Karl had last seen one of those, but even then it had been while passing by an antique store.

To his amazement, Thompson was able to glide his fingers over the keys as if punching out a ballad on a grand piano. Karl didn’t know more than a handful of people who still had the ability to type, and they weren’t all too proficient at it. Thompson, however, barely broke stride as the buttons clacked. He didn’t even have to look at his fingers.

He should show this off on one of those talent programs, Karl thought.

Maynard scoffed and said it was nothing special.

“You realize that in order to build the cerebral computer we HAD to use keyboards, right?” Maynard explained.

That sounds terrible, Karl commented.

“Kids,” Maynard spat.

After a few minutes of silence, Thompson seemed to become aware of his friend’s presence once again.

“Sorry,” he said. “This might take a while to gather all the little shards of data. You could probably use a rest, huh?”

Karl seemed to snap to full attention at the word “rest.” It was like he was in a hypnotist’s trance, and the magic word to break the spell had been uttered. His skin seemed to hang off him like old rags. He was indeed tired.

He nodded.

“There’s a cot just on the other side of that wall there,” Thompson said, pointing. “Should be a pile of fresh sheets on the chair.I’ll just be in here.”

The psychologist thanked his companion, and then turned into the room indicated. He glanced at the sheets, then simply fell face-first onto the mattress and into deep slumber.




Karl woke up to the sound of a mug being set on the nightstand beside his face. His eyes opened before his mind awoke, still lost in the blank darkness of dreamless sleep.

The first thing that came into focus was the wafting steam trails floating slowly up toward the ceiling. Then he noticed Thompson standing beside the cot, drinking from his own cup.

“Find anything?” Karl asked. His parched throat clung onto the words as he spoke them, forcing all of the moisture from the sound.

“Yes,” Thompson replied.

“About time,” the I.I. commented. His tone was entirely alert.

Thompson pointed to the mug on the table. “I wasn’t sure if you took cream or anything.”

“Black is fine,” the psychologist said, pulling himself upright. After a bit of eye rubbing and a long stretch upwards, he asked what the hacker had discovered.

“I found the official police report on Maynard’s death,” his friend answered.

Karl reacted with a simple nod, his enthusiasm still trying to escape the bonds of sleep. Maynard, however, buzzed with so much interest that the psychologist felt like his head was home to a hive of wasps.

“What’s it say?”

“Suicide,” Thompson said. “He jumped from his twentieth-floor suite on November 17, 2037, and was discovered in the alley the next morning.”

Karl’s brow furrowed in a bit of confused surprise. That wasn’t the answer he had been expecting. He retreated into his thoughts as if to ask Maynard for his feedback, but the I.I. was silent. He waited a little as he took his first sip of the coffee Thompson brought him.

After the silence had grown awkward, Thompson raised his eyebrows, waiting for a response. Karl slipped into his own thoughts, which were still devoid of noise while the I.I. contemplated the news.

Maynard?

“It’s a lie,” the I.I. piped up. “I didn’t kill myself.”

Karl passed on the comment to his old friend, whose face revealed no internal emotion on the matter.

“Well, at least according to this report, he did,” Thompson said matter-of-factly.

“Is that the only report?” Maynard asked.

Karl continued to play telephone between the two men as they spoke, still trying to figure out where he fit into the equation.

“It’s the only one with any detail,” Thompson explained. “I found a few obituaries and a dozen clippings announcing his death, but not a single one offers a cause of death. It’s all, ‘The Batiste family is saddened to announce that Maynard Batiste, one of the original inventors of the cerebral computer, has passed away at the age of 48.’ Then it’s just a lot of, ‘survived by’s,’ and, ‘comments from professional peers,’ and, ‘yadda yadda yadda.’ ”

There was a pause.

“I did not kill myself,” Maynard reaffirmed.

“He doesn’t seem convinced,” Karl told his friend.

“I don’t know what actually happened,” Thompson started, “but I’d remind him of the blank-memory period surrounding death. One cannot remember the exact event of their death any better than they can remember their birth. It’s like falling asleep: we can’t pinpoint the exact moment we fall unconscious. That memory just isn’t saved. It’s like that when we die.”

The I.I. seemed a bit indignant at the comment.

“I’d remind him that I’ve been dead nearly longer than he’s been alive, and I’m no idiot,” Maynard said. “I don’t have to remember the precise moment of death in order for me to smell the bullshit surrounding mine. I know me. I know what I can and cannot do. I did not kill myself.”

Karl found it exhausting to relay messages between his flesh-and-bones compatriot and the voice in his head. He shuddered at each insult and each sarcastic comment as though they were directed at him. He had to remind himself not to take it personally.

“Then how did he die?” Thompson asked. He folded his arms in front of him and waited for an answer like a debate participant.

“I was murdered!” Maynard insisted.

“He keeps saying that, but where’s the proof?” Thompson said, shrugging. “Is this all just conjecture? He’s got to give us something better than, ‘I just know,’ ”

“Well, that’s all I have right now,” the I.I. replied. “I had enemies, both personal and professional. To me, it seems much more likely that someone had a vendetta against me and acted on it rather than that I attempted to fly from my balcony.”

There was silence while the humans contemplated. Thompson pursed his lips together and inflated his cheeks with an air of exhausted exasperation.

“And he says his murderer could be the same guy who set you up?” Thompson asked.

Karl nodded.

“That’s what he believes, anyway.”

“Then I’ll look into it, if I can,” the hacktivist said. “Could be a good place to start on your traitor hunt.”

Then Thompson turned back to his terminal.
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The hacker had determined that it would be impossible to access the lab’s data remotely. He had tried a number of times, but none of the databases he was able to worm his way into had anything besides references to other databases he couldn’t locate. At first, he’d thought it was simply a decoy to dissuade further sleuthing. However, he became convinced that the information was valid.

“So what does that mean for us?” Karl had asked. A lot of what his friend told him went over his head, but he still nodded as he listened.

“It means that there’s no way we can get the entrance logs without being on the lab’s private intranet,” Thompson explained. “I’m not even a hundred percent certain that the logs exist, but I do know that if they do, we can’t get at them from here.”

Karl sighed a long breath of frustration and smeared his palms on his scalp. He knew it wouldn’t be easy to investigate the traitor on his own, but he’d never anticipated how hard it would be.

“So that’s it?” he said. “There’s nothing we can do?”

“I didn’t say that,” Thompson replied. “But there could be a lot of risk involved.”

Karl was eager for an explanation and prodded his friend for one.

“Well, the best way to get access to the lab’s network is to be in the lab, of course,” Thompson started.

“But we can’t go there,” Karl said. “The police have it cordoned off. Even if none of them recognize me as the fugitive Karl Terrace, they still won’t let anyone near the place. Especially a civilian.”

“Exactly,” Thompson continued. “But what if you weren’t a civilian?”

Karl furrowed his brow, but kept his tongue still. His old friend was able to read the silent question.

“I may not be able to access the lab’s database,” Thompson said, “but I can totally dig into the police database. How much easier would it be to get onto the scene if you were a cop?”

“Much easier.” Karl was starting to see what his comrade was getting at.

“We could give you a fake police ID,” Thompson said, turning toward his terminal and glossing over some of the text on his screens. “It wouldn’t work indefinitely, but it would get you in the door. We’d just have to figure out someone’s badge to spoof. Someone who’s home sick, or a new officer just assigned to the scene. Make you them.”

“And this will work?” Karl asked.

“I mean, anything works in theory. The thing that will hold it all together, however, is you. You have to stay cool and calm and avoid as much contact as possible. Can you do that?”

Karl swallowed, then nodded. “When do we do this?”

“Soon,” Thompson replied. “They won’t have the place roped off forever, and after that, I doubt there will be any records to sift through.”

“How soon?”

“Tomorrow. I’ll have a couple candidates for your ID lined up.”




Thompson worked tirelessly for over fourteen hours straight to help Karl prepare the plan. They had decided on it with Maynard’s blessing, yet neither living human was eager to go through with it.

The hacker had to leave for about an hour to meet with someone. He gave his friend no details about his appointment, so Karl waited with chilling anxiety for him to return. Just when the psychologist thought the jig was up, Thompson returned with a full police uniform, belt included.

“Where did you get this?” Karl asked as he looked over the clothing with incredulous eyes.

“It’s best if you don’t know,” Thompson said, a bit of a sly smirk painted on his face.

Karl turned and stared at the hacker with doubtful eyes.

“I’ve got a guy,” Thompson explained. “Don’t worry about it.”

Karl looked back over the uniform—it was just his size. Some of the edges were a little frayed and there was a stain on the seat of the trousers. The uniform had been borrowed, Karl decided. It wasn’t just a costume.

“How many felonies are we committing right now?” Karl asked.

Thompson said nothing in response, which only added to the psychologist’s worry. He checked the clock on his C.C. before turning back to his friend.

“You better get that on,” he said. “The ID becomes active in forty minutes, so we have to get you as close to the lab as we can before then. And don’t sweat about your face giving you away. I’ve gone ahead and digitally masked you. As far as anyone with a C.C. is concerned, you’re not Karl Terrace. Good luck.”




It wasn’t hot, but Karl was sweating. The shoes he had been given didn’t fit quite right and slapped a little on the pavement as he walked. His hands were getting so moist from perspiration that he was worried he’d drop the coffee cups he carried with him.

Thompson had dropped him off as close to the scene as he could without taking unnecessary risks. Karl thought he could have gotten a few blocks closer, but he didn’t have the nerve to argue.

“You’re not going to screw this up, are you?” Maynard asked inside his skull.

You know that isn’t helping, right? Karl replied.

“I know, sorry,” Maynard said, his voice a little strained by having to be polite. “Just… you got this. Okay? Don’t panic.”

Thanks.

“Besides, if this goes south, we’ll probably only go to prison. You’re already used to that, so I’d say we’re okay.”

Thanks.

The psychologist stopped in his tracks when he saw the building after turning a corner. It was still a cold, single-story structure without any thought for aesthetic design. But it looked so alien to Karl—like it was something he had only seen in dreams and only now realized it had manifested itself into the real world.

His veins grew a little icy when he spotted the police officers positioned just outside the front door. They were dressed in the usual uniform, which was a relief to Karl, as he’d worried they would be in heavy armor or carrying machine guns. He would look strange among a group of riot police.

“Just like we said,” Maynard spoke up. “Confidence is the key. The more you act like you belong there, the less anyone will question it.”

Karl took a deep breath and let it out slowly through pursed lips. He closed his eyes and counted to ten. Then he started walking.

“Good morning,” he said as he approached the entrance. “Coffee, anyone?” He waggled the cups in his hands in an enticing manner.

“Ooo, over here,” the officer on the left said. She took the cup and thanked Karl before taking an enormous sip like it was the first sustenance she’d had in days.

Karl didn’t break his stride and continued to the door. He placed his hand on the push bar that opened only to those with the correct clearance.

For a couple seconds, the little light over the handle blinked red. Karl could feel droplets of sweat pushing their way out of his forehead pores as he waited.

The locking mechanism finally got the signal from the ID Thompson had installed onto his C.C. The light turned green and the door swung open. Karl couldn’t help but sigh a little as he made his way through.

“Not bad,” Maynard commented. “Pants still dry?”

For now, Karl thought.

“Well that was the hard part,” the I.I. reassured him. “It’s all downhill from here.”

That can be taken two ways.

“I know. Let’s keep moving.”

The hallway seemed longer than any internal corridor should. Each second dragged on for hours and taxed Karl’s mind further. Still, he was calm now that he was in the lab.

“Morning,” he said to a cop, raising his own coffee in a sort of salute.

The officer seemed too distracted by his thoughts to provide a greeting in return. Karl preferred it that way.

He took a couple glances down each direction before slipping into his office. None of the police seemed too invested in what was going on inside the building, so long as they knew who went in and out. He’d expected a much larger presence inside, but found it fairly devoid of life. That brought a pleasant sense of relaxation to his nerves.

“Still remember your login stuff?” Maynard asked like a father to a child.

Of course, Karl replied. Now be quiet.

The psychologist was beyond relieved to find out that the network’s incognito logon service was still active. It was generally used by supervisors, so they could look over their subordinate’s code and designs without alerting the coder that his work was under scrutiny. It also allowed Karl access to his account without any logs of his activity being saved on record.

For a minute or two, Karl couldn’t help but look over his secured files to make sure they hadn’t been changed or bugged for tracking. There were all the transcripts from his correspondence with Dr. Elfa and others. One file included code snippets a colleague, whose name he couldn’t remember for the life of him, had asked him to look over.

His eyes widened as he started to notice something was amiss.

It’s gone, he thought.

“Huh?” Maynard said. “What’s gone?”

“Shit, shit, shit,” Karl cursed aloud.

“Hey! Keep it down! What’s wrong?”

The files—our files—they’re gone. All of them.

“What?”

Our work! Everything we recorded and kept on our sensory experiments has been deleted!

“What the hell?” Maynard said. “Why would anyone do that?”

I don’t know! Karl was in a state of anxiety. That was over a year’s worth of work!

“Well calm down, alright? That’s not what we’re here for.”

But what does it mean? Karl asked. What does our code have to do with any of this?

“I don’t know.”

It will take months to get back to where we were! Karl’s thoughts were drenched with despair. Why would anyone want to set us back? What’s the point?

“Well, we both know there are lots of people who aren’t too fond of human-I.I. progress,” Maynard replied. “But hey, don’t worry. I have backups.”

Karl was taken aback.

You do?

“Of course,” Maynard answered. “I wouldn’t trust these systems to even save my birthdate.”

But that’s against regulations, Karl thought.

“I know.”

It’s illegal to take info like that off-site!

“Well, there’s a couple cops at the front door. Want to turn me in?”

No.

“Then relax,” Maynard said. “The data is safe with me. I can’t be hacked.”

Guess you’re right, Karl conceded.

“Now focus. We need the lab’s personnel and visitor data and we need it soon. You only have twenty-three minutes and fourteen seconds before your ID expires.”

Right, Karl thought before closing out of his file browser.

Thompson had given him strict instructions to call when he was at a computer and to touch nothing else. The psychologist was grateful for that; he was no I.T. specialist.

“You in?” Thompson asked without greeting after answering the call.

“Yeah,” Karl replied. “Where do I get started?”

“Show me the root directory.”




It felt like an incredibly complex process to Karl as he followed his friend’s instructions, but Thompson watched their progress with near boredom. Maynard remained quiet while they worked, not too eager to break anyone’s focus.

Everything seemed to be going smoothly, despite Karl’s ignorance, until Thompson let out an irritated groan.

“That shit’s all encrypted. Go back to the root. Maybe we can find an unencrypted backup.”

They deliberated over the files for another handful of minutes before deciding they had to start all over once again. Karl was starting to sweat as he became more and more aware of the time passing around him.

When he noticed a lull in the talking, Maynard spoke up. “Five minutes left, guys,” he warned.

“Thompson, we have to hurry,” Karl urged.

“I know, I know, just be quiet for a minute!”

The hacker was quiet for far longer than Karl was comfortable with. There was even a moment where he thought Thompson had hung up on him.

“See if you can find some sort of external storage somewhere,” Thompson commanded all of a sudden. “A flash drive, thumb stick, anything. Even a disc would work.”

Karl started rummaging through the drawers in his desk. He knew it was a hopeless cause as he memorized each and every item he had in his office, but he couldn’t think of anything else to do.

“We don’t have much time left, we’re just going to have to download the data and leave,” Thompson explained. “But do not put the info on your C.C. We have no idea what it can do or who can track it.”

Karl’s heart skipped a beat when he noticed the shape of a police officer walking past his window. Out of instinct, he ducked and hid under his desk.

“He didn’t see us,” Maynard stated.

“What are you doing?” Thompson asked with a frantic tone. “You need to get that data NOW!”

We’re going to get caught, Karl thought without much hope.

“No we’re not,” Maynard argued. “Now listen, I can download the data. Just like the work files. Just open them up and I’ll grab them.”

Karl’s fingers trembled as he did as he was told. Thompson kept asking what he was doing, but he wasn’t able to focus on a response and open the file at the same time. His brain felt like it was shrinking, and he was quickly losing his ability to problem solve.

“There, I have them. Now get outta here!” Maynard said.

Thompson caught on to what they were doing before wishing them good luck and hanging up.

Karl felt terribly alone now that his friend was off the line.

The psychologist loathed how clammy his hands had become. He tried with all his might to calm, but to no avail. Still, he managed to pull the door open and slip into the hallway without too much fumbling.

Before he could take a single step, a voice cleared its throat behind him.

His blood froze and his brain fell asleep. He could feel the prickly sensation of a limb waking up all over his skull. He didn’t dare turn around.

“Excuse me?” the voice said after a moment.

Karl reanimated like a fish being thawed and spun to face the stranger.

A tall black officer with his hat in his hands was gazing at him under a furrowed brow. His shiny scalp reflected the fluorescent lighting above them.

“What are you doing?” the officer asked.

Fuck.

“Just breathe,” Maynard said. “You’re going to be fine.”

“Hello?” the officer asked after another length of awkward silence. “What were you doing in that room? Are you supposed to be here?”

If he finds out the ID is fake or it expires, we are so screwed, Karl thought.

“If that were the case, he would know it already,” the I.I. said. “He’s already scanned you with his C.C., no doubt.”

“Sorry,” Karl said aloud, blushing a bit. He did his best to seem bashful, maybe even a little ashamed.

The officer’s eyebrows raised as he waited for Karl to explain himself.

“I just… I dunno what happened,” Karl continued. “I started to get really nauseous and dizzy and—and scared.”

The other man said nothing.

“I just really needed a moment to recollect myself. I think it could have been a panic attack. Too much coffee, maybe?”

He gave a weak chuckle.

The officer’s face seemed to lighten up and he laughed a little as well.

“Man, I know how that can be,” he said. “You gotta moderate that stuff. Panic attacks are the absolute worst.”

“You’re tellin’ me,” Karl replied.

The officer seemed to be in good humor. “Well alright, get back to your post. I won’t tell anyone about this.”

Karl smiled. “Thank you, that means a lot to me,” he said.

“Go on, now,” the officer replied.

The psychologist spun around and walked for a bit before letting out an enormous sigh of relief.

That was close, Karl thought.

“Well look at you, DeNiro. Where’d you learn to act like that?” Maynard asked.

I’m a psychologist, Karl reminded him.

“Oh, right,” Maynard said. “By the way, one minute left.”
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Thompson had an ecstatic expression on his face when Karl climbed into his vehicle. He didn’t pull off into traffic just yet, however, instead grabbing the psychologist by the shoulders and shaking him with excitement.

“Ha ha! You did it, buddy!” he exclaimed. “That was some top-notch lying, if I say so myself.”

“Thanks,” Karl said. His face was devoid of emotion. Part of him felt surreal, like he was only in a dream.

“Aw, come on, give yourself a pat on the back,” Maynard insisted from within his head.

We’re not out of the woods just yet, Karl reminded him.

The I.I. called him a stick in the mud and remained silent for the rest of the drive home.




Right after opening the front door of his apartment, Thompson went straight for his computer desk. He gave the old-fashioned mouse a shake to wake up the displays before starting right in with a program search. A window loaded for a minute before he turned to his friend.

“How do we get those files over to me?” the hacker asked.

Karl knew the question was for Maynard rather than himself, so he didn’t provide an answer of his own.

“I can send it anonymously,” the I.I. said. “Tell him to set up a throwaway email account.”

“Oh, I have hundreds of those,” Thompson replied when Karl conveyed the message. “Lemme write one of them down for you.”

It took only about seven seconds from when Karl saw the email address to when Thompson received the file in his inbox. He seemed a little taken aback by Maynard’s efficiency, but didn’t pause for even a second before opening the file into his program.

A wall of text appeared on the screen, filling the document with so much content that the scrollbar turned into a miniscule blip on the side of the screen.

“Dear God,” Thompson mumbled to himself as the text went on and on and on.

To Karl, all the symbols looked like hieroglyphics. There were plenty that he recognized—the occasional letter or number—but most of them seemed unorthodox. It was like one of those old fonts that replaced each letter with some kind of symbol or picture. He found it peculiar and a bit childish, like writing “top secret” on a journal.

Thompson seemed to be just as confused, if not a bit more so. He looked over the symbols with the same frightened eyes a dentist might have if he’d accidentally scrubbed up for a brain surgery. His lips moved as he tried to interpret the text, but Karl could sense the frustration.

“What the hell is all that?” the psychologist asked.

“I have no idea,” Thompson said. “I’ve never seen this typeset before, so I don’t have the faintest clue how to translate it.”

Karl’s brain started racing over ideas. If it were a human being, he’d be afraid of it tripping as he made it work at a sloppily fast pace.

“There’s a way to decipher it,” Maynard said.

The psychologist ignored the obvious comment and watched the code grow even larger as they stood there.

“It keeps outputting,” Thompson said. The symbols seemed to zip past the hacker’s cornea like an infinite highway, lighting up his eyes as he stared.

“What?”

“It’s self-replicating,” Thompson explained, starting to type something into his keyboard. He seemed agitated when nothing happened.

“What does that mean?” Karl asked. He felt like a tourist constantly asking for translations.

“It means that the text goes on forever. Some might guess that it’s a glitch, but I suspect someone has a stop password that freezes the code in place.”

“Who could have something like that?” Karl wanted to know.

“Your guess is as good as mine,” Thompson replied.

“Guys,” Maynard said.

“Could you try restarting the program?” Karl asked his friend.

“You don’t think I’ve tried that?” Thompson replied. “It’s gone through three complete cycles just since we’ve been talking.”

“But have you changed your launch protocols?”

“Of course I did all that, do you think I’m an amateur?” Thompson asked.

“Guys!” Maynard screamed.

“What?” Karl asked, once he could take no more of Maynard’s harsh screeching.

“I know how to decipher this code,” Maynard said.

How? Karl asked.

“Just you watch,” Maynard conveyed through the psychologist.

Thompson seemed lost. “What’s going on?” he asked.

“Maynard says he can break the code,” Karl explained.

“He can?” Thompson inquired. “How?”

“He said to just trust him,” Karl replied.




It took an entire forty-three minutes for the I.I. to work before the silence was broken.

“All done,” Maynard replied. “Thompson should be receiving it on his device now.”

The hacker jolted upright when his monitor lit up. Karl didn’t have to relay Maynard’s last statement to tell the hacker that a message awaited him. He started reading without hesitation.

“Dear God, he’s done it,” Thompson said.

“Done what?” Karl wanted to know.

“Broken the code. There’s hundreds of pages here,” Thompson explained.

“All useful?” Karl asked. It was half toward Thompson, half to the I.I.

“I didn’t filter anything,” Maynard replied. “That’s your job.”

Karl shared that information, but the hacker seemed far too engrossed in the document to take note.

How did you do that? the psychologist asked internally.

“What do you mean?” Maynard asked, playing dumb. “I wrote the code.”

You did? Karl was shocked.

“I did,” Maynard replied. “You didn’t think I’d share my patents without some form of encryption, did you?”

No, but I had no idea the code was still in use today, Karl reasoned.

“Of course it is,” Maynard said. “I’m a smart man and developed smart encryption. It’s no wonder people continue to use it decades later.”

Karl explained Maynard’s knowledge to Thompson despite the I.I.’s protests. He seemed to want to keep the knowledge secret in order to impress, but the psychologist reasoned that desire away.

“Just none of you forget that the dead have your back,” Maynard concluded.
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The only thing that halted the work of the three “outlaws” was the sudden introduction to a breaking news story. It popped up unannounced like an amber alert or an evacuation announcement might and gave both of the living humans a scare.

They exchanged a few curses as video from a broadcast appeared in the corner of their eye displays. It was designed not to impair walking in traffic or important moments of concentration, like surgery. The video didn’t seem to think Karl, Maynard, and Thompson’s work was too important to interrupt.

“Tragic news coming out of Miami,” a woman of about thirty-five said from under a short mop of red-dyed hair. “Thirteen people are confirmed dead and two dozen reported injured after five gunmen allegedly burst into the Miami Beach Convention Center and opened fire on a gathering of anti-I.I. activists.”

“Jesus,” Karl heard his friend say, watching the report on his terminal rather than his C.C.

Karl said nothing. A sense of dread washed over him as he listened.

“Two of the attackers were shot and killed by responding officers, while two others were reportedly taken alive and are now in custody,” the anchor continued. “The fifth suspect has been fleeing officers in what has become a deadly pursuit. I-95 has been cleared of all civilians to minimize public risk.”

The camera shifted shots and a woman rotated to face the audience head on. Next to her face was an image of the gunmen who had attacked the building. “Tonight, we turn to Rebecca Rinney, who is on the scene just outside the convention center. Rebecca, what’s going on down there?”

A Latina woman with a dark blue blazer was positioned next to a long line of police tape. Officers could be seen moving about in the background, talking into their radios and signaling to others nearby.

“Julie, it’s been a blur of chaos for the last forty minutes, when gunmen initially entered the building and started shooting attendees,” the woman explained, looking over her shoulder occasionally.

“Is the scene there still active, Rebecca?” the anchor asked.

“As of four minutes ago, it was declared that all attackers in the area are either dead or in custody. The fifth is still being pursued, I believe.”

“That is the report we are receiving,” the woman hosting the show said. “What do we know about these gunmen? Has there been any speculation as to the motive?”

Rebecca gave a nod, and the wind blew some of her hair into her face. “Inside sources are telling us that police have a lead, but they have made no official statement as of yet. There is a rumor circulating that one of the attackers immediately confessed to the arresting officers and is even willing to provide details. He is being interrogated as we speak.”

“Rebecca,” the host started, “could you give us some insight into what was going on before the shooting began? Who were the victims?”

“Well, again, there is no official statement on the identity of each individual victim, but what we do know is that most or all of them were members of the Humanity Party. They were among other members for a public forum at the center.

“I’ve spoken with one woman who was present for the shooting, and she had this to say.”

The video feed transitioned to a pre-recorded interview that seemed to be recorded earlier that day, about a stone’s throw away from the convention center’s front door. A woman of about sixty-five with long silver hair scattering in the breeze became the focus of the shot. Her face was smeared with tears and sweat.

“There were about forty or fifty of us there,” she started, prompted by an off-screen question, “just talking about that new bill being proposed to force our schools into accepting proge students. The mood was rather communal, until these five guys in dark black combat clothes simply walked in the front door and started shooting.”

“Did you know you were under attack right away?” Rebecca asked.

“Not at all. I almost thought it was some sort of performance or prank, but no—people were dying all around me. It was so loud. Each pop echoed around the room until my ears rang. I didn’t know what to do except drop to the floor.”

“How long was it between when the attackers starting shooting and when police arrived on scene?”

“Lord, I don’t know,” the woman replied. “It felt like ages, but was probably less than five minutes. When the cops first arrived, I didn’t know who they were at first, because the shooters were dressed so much like SWAT guys. I just kept thinking, ‘Oh no, there’s more. None of us are getting out alive.’ ”

The woman started to sob a little while trying to catch her breath before the stream cut back to the anchor.

“Terrifying,” she said. “Absolutely horrible. Our hearts go out to the victims and their families. We will provide updates as they come in.”

Then the news clip ended.

“Those looked exactly like the guys who attacked the lab,” Karl said as soon as silence filled the room.

Thompson seemed taken aback by the comment, whipping his head toward his friend.

“Are you sure?” he asked.

“Looks like the same uniform to me,” Maynard agreed.

“I’m sure,” Karl said. “Whoever attacked the lab was behind this shooting.”

Thompson’s brow furrowed. “That doesn’t make any sense. Wasn’t it anti-I.I. terrorists in the first place? Why would they attack a gathering of people who agree with them?”

“Because they were paid to,” Karl theorized aloud. “They aren’t anti-installers or I.I. supporters.”

“Then, who paid them?” Thompson asked, bewildered.

“I’m not sure.”

Just then, another breaking news alert pinged in their C.C.’s. Karl’s heart felt like it sank into a vat of liquid nitrogen and his breathing stilled.

“This just in: Miami police are about to hold a press conference. Sources believe details about the attackers will be released, as well as an update to the pursuit with the one missing suspect. Let’s tune in.”

A black hole felt like it opened in Karl’s gut. He had a bad feeling about the upcoming news.

The camera shot moved from the studio to a plaza near to the scene of the shooting. A minimalist podium was set up in the middle of the frame, and behind it stood an older man with a gray goatee in a senior police uniform.

He was introduced as the city’s police chief by a bit of text at the bottom of the screen.

“This shooting is being actively investigated as a terrorist attack,” he began. It seemed like he had said something before the camera was on him and the audience was joining him mid-sentence.

“One of the suspects immediately divulged some crucial information to detectives arriving on the scene. There will need to be more serious investigation before all facts are uncovered, but what we do know is this: the attackers claim to be mercenaries hired to perform this atrocious act rather than extremists themselves. Without hesitation, they provided a name which is believed to be connected to the attack.”

“Isn’t that just hearsay?” a reporter shouted from the audience. Everyone reacted with annoyed expressions. “Don’t forget the Boston Bombing!”

“Of course,” the police chief continued. “We would not divulge any suspects merely at the behest of terrorists, but the information provided was backed up by a recent discovery in the security systems of the Lower Denver Center of Cybernetics and Programming. At this time, we believe the attacks to be connected, possibly orchestrated by this one individual.”

“What individual?” a man even older than the chief hollered.

“Our current suspect is a former researcher with the Denver lab,” the police chief answered. “An I.I. psychologist named Dr. Karl Terrace.”

Karl’s blood turned solid. His mind began to feel numb. He could feel Thompson’s eyes burning on the side of his head, but he was too dumbstruck to meet the hacker’s gaze.

“We have found multiple pieces of evidence that suggest Dr. Terrace hired the gunmen to perform both attacks, using his own identification info to let the shooters into the lab,” the chief read from a report on the podium. “It is believed he not only helped the attackers, but was in fact the ringleader behind them. He is currently at large, though police are narrowing in on his position. Any information leading to the arrest of Dr. Terrace will be heavily rewarded.”

The stream clicked back to the host at her anchor desk, staring at the camera with what one might describe as a “poker face.” The psychologist sat in that numbing silence for a few moments, contemplating why they wouldn’t mention his previous incarceration and escape on the news.

Finally, Karl looked over at his friend.

Thompson was staring at him with eyes that looked like they saw his old friend for the first time. Karl could read the horror in the hacker’s eyes—a sense of wounded trust.

“Thompson, I had nothing to do with those attacks,” Karl said. “You know that.”

Thompson looked over the psychologist for a full minute, as if examining him within a police line-up.

“You promise?” he asked Karl.

“I promise,” Karl said.

“Tell him I can vouch for you,” Maynard whispered.

It won’t matter, Karl thought.

Thompson took another long, silent moment to watch his friend’s face. Then his own expression relaxed.

“I believe you,” Thompson said. “At least, I think I do.”

“I just don’t understand, why are they framing you, of all people?” Maynard asked.

Karl repeated the question aloud, then added, “Did you find anything about me in the code?”

“No, nothing,” Thompson said. “Though it seems the police did.”

“But how?”

Thompson shrugged. “Someone could have planted the info. Or there’s a rat on the force. Anything could be possible,” he said.

Just then, the report changed scenes again and drew their attention. Each shushed each other as they slid the volume up.

“An encrypted manifesto was discovered this morning, around the same time that Dr. Karl Terrace’s name became connected to the Miami shooting,” a tall white man with a fashion sense from a 1940’s catalogue said. He was positioned just outside the lab Karl used to work at. The police line that had once been there was removed, but the doors still appeared to be closed to business.

“Experts weren’t sure what they’d found until breaking the code about fifteen minutes ago,” he continued. “It appears to be a two-hundred-page document written by Terrace in which he attacks the anti-I.I. movement and the Humanity Party. According to preliminary examinations, Terrace aimed to frame the Humanity Party for the attack on the Denver lab in order to destroy their reputation. As a ‘safety measure,’ Terrace also detailed a mass shooting he wanted to commit in order to ‘crush the morale’ of the anti-I.I. movement and ‘allow them to be dehumanized for once.’ ”

The reporter carried a printout of the alleged manifesto as he spoke about its contents. Some of the words printed themselves out onto the screen as he read them.

“In the manifesto, Terrace goes on to say that ‘the anti-I.I. movement is not only impeding the rights of the installed community, but is impeding the progress of the human race.’ He says ‘installed intelligences are clearly the next evolution of our species, and anyone who threatens that should be considered an enemy of humanity.’ ”

“I gotta say, whoever wrote that kinda nailed your voice,” Maynard commented. “You are truly a nerd.”

How is this funny? Karl thought.

“In a weird way, how is it not?” the I.I. argued.

“Police are hoping to have more insight into the thinking of Terrace and his cohorts,” the reporter carried on. “They said they are optimistic that they will have the suspect in custody before the day is at an end.”

At that last line, Thompson flicked off the display on his terminal. There was a slight buzz of electricity before the apartment filled with a stuffy silence.

“You have to leave,” Thompson said. His voice was cold and emotionless, sounding nothing like the hacker Karl knew.

“Thompson,” Karl started to defend himself. “I didn’t do these things they’re accusing me of!”

“I know,” his old friend replied. “But the people out there sure think you did. More importantly, the police think you did. They said they’re confident of your arrest. You know what that means, right?”

“It will only be a matter of time before they come here,” Maynard answered, despite Thompson being unable to hear him.

Karl’s face exposed his realization.

“Yeah, that’s right,” Thompson said. “I have too much going on here to have cops at my door. Even if they don’t find you or any evidence that you were here, I’d go to prison for the rest of my life. All this equipment? It’s not even legal to build yourself, let alone steal from government supplies. Do you have any idea how many felonies they could find in less than half an hour? No, I’m sorry. I know you’re innocent, but so am I. I cannot be taken down just for hiding you. You need to go.”

Karl wanted to say more. His lips even parted to do so, but his mind felt like a skipping record player. He wanted to defend himself more, to prove that he could be trusted, but Thompson was right. It was out of his control; he could either stay here and get caught, or flee, likely to get caught somewhere else. But at least he could keep his old friend from more trouble.

“Okay,” Karl replied, looking down at his feet. “I understand.”

He started for the small shopping bag of clothes Thompson had provided him when he’d first arrived. Thompson stopped him, then vanished into the kitchen for a moment. He returned with a few ready-to-eat-style meals and stuffed them in the bag as well.

“You’re going to want to avoid shopping for food, even using just cash,” the hacker started. “Disable your wireless services immediately and head as far out of the city as possible. After the coast is clear, I might be able to continue on the code Maynard deciphered. We’ll see. If I do, I’ll contact you somehow. Maybe snail mail, if you can figure out a way to send an address to me. I don’t know.”

Karl simply nodded. He wanted to be indignant and upset, but he could only feel numb. His mind froze up anytime he contemplated where he would go next. He only knew it couldn’t be here.

“Hey,” Thompson said, putting a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “I know you, man. You’re going to beat this. Just remember: being smart will save your life ten times more than being talented ever will.”

“I’ll remember,” Karl said in a quiet voice.

“Take care,” Thompson said.
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The wind rattled the walls of the cabin. It felt like an abominable snowman was standing outside and trying to pry the wooden boards loose by shaking the structure. The storm made it not only difficult for Karl to stay warm, but also for his old-fashioned radio to maintain a signal.

The psychologist had followed his old friend’s advice, deactivating every part of his C.C. that could connect him to the internet. He only kept whatever functions were needed to keep Maynard powered and active. Even then, he had to keep Maynard so detached from the rest of the world that it drove the I.I. into a state of constant agitation. Karl now kept his C.C. powered off for the most part.

His only access to outside information came from the small hand-held radio, which still managed to get national talk radio, a local bluegrass station, and a slightly distorted stream of classic rock. Despite being at least eighty years old, the device worked as it had been designed to. There was also the mailbox at the end of the drive, awaiting any kind of correspondence from Thompson. It had remained empty for weeks.

Growing up, Karl had despised talk radio. His father had always left it on whenever they took long trips in the car, or simply while he was doing handiwork around the property. Now, however, it was one of the only things keeping Karl sane. Music alone could only go so far with him.

The cabin belonged to Maynard, or at least it belonged to the Batiste family. It had taken about nine hours to drive there, even when they took manual shortcuts that the GPS was unaware of. The I.I. was adamant that, of all places, no one would look for them there.

When asked why, Maynard simply replied, “Because, as far as anyone outside the Batiste family is concerned, it never existed.”

Karl decided not to push the point.

It had only been a couple weeks, but the psychologist felt like it was much longer. He didn’t fare well without some connection to society. Sometimes he found himself speaking to the shadows at night. He preferred their silence to Maynard’s criticism.

The radio had started to grow fuzzy in the last four days. At first, Karl had been convinced that the radio station he listened to the most was being moved away, as though the antenna had been loaded into the back of a truck and ordered to continue broadcasting as it drove away.




They were listening to talk radio. Karl could only stand the same Aerosmith song for so long before he just needed to hear inane chatter.

“Today, I want to introduce a special guest to our panel,” the host spoke. “Allow me to introduce you to one of the latest and greatest minds tackling the field of I.I. security. Welcome, Stewart Lythe.”

“Thank you, Thomas,” a second voice said.

Karl had been listening with passive interest the entire time, but he jolted up at the name. Without thinking, he sent the signal to his C.C. to wake up Maynard.

“What’s going on?” the I.I. asked. His tone was diluted, as though he was a graveyard worker woken at high noon. He needed a moment to orient himself.




“Is it true that you used to work with the terrorist known as Dr. Karl Terrace?” the show’s host asked.

Stewart could be heard laughing with an air of discomfort.

“Just going straight into it, huh?” he asked the interviewer.

“It’s on the forefront of everyone’s minds, so I see no point in dancing around the issue,” was the response.

“Well, yes, the fact that Karl and I were employed together is true,” Stewart said. “As deep as that relationship went, I’m afraid to say, most of your listeners will be disappointed to learn it was merely as an acquaintance. Honestly, I wish I knew the man more so I could provide some sort of insight into his actions, but all I can comment on is what I know professionally.”

“That’s Stewart, your co-worker?” Maynard asked.

Ex-co-worker, Karl corrected. Yes, that’s Stewart.

Maynard said nothing more, which didn’t surprise Karl in the least. The psychologist was often frustrated that the I.I. could read his mind, but he could not read Maynard’s.

“And what is that?” the interviewer asked Karl’s former acquaintance.

“That his actions—his terrible actions—are not entirely his fault.”

There was a bit of a shocked silence that washed through the program’s host.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that Karl Terrace was—and likely still is—under the influence of an installed intelligence.”

There was a silent moment in the interview. Karl whipped his head around as if to meet someone’s eyes, but he found nothing but a knot in the wood wall to gaze at. He could feel the interest pique in the I.I. as the radio continued to buzz the show out of its speakers.

“Where is he going with this?” Maynard whispered inside the fugitive’s head.

I’m not sure, Karl replied.

“Do you think he’s working with the traitors?” Maynard said.

I don’t know!

The static almost drowned out the transmission, but it slowly faded away and left them with the two voices.

” ‘Under the influence of an I.I.’?” the program’s host echoed.

“Yes,” Stewart continued, speaking like a teacher answering naive questions. “You see, Karl had installed an I.I. into his own brain as part of his research.”

“How did he manage to do that?” The host’s voice was saturated with bewilderment.

“He changed the structural code of the I.I. in question to function with his cerebral computer,” Stewart explained. “This allowed him to ‘share his thoughts,’ so to speak, with the I.I. That is why we called it the mindshare process around the lab.”

“And you’re suggesting that it was this relationship that inspired or motivated Terrace to commit these acts of terror?”

“That is the theory, yes.”

“Having an I.I. in one’s brain is certainly eccentric, but why would that lead Terrace on a path of murder and hate?” the host asked without any emotion.

“Well, you see, the I.I. Karl installed into his mind was unstable, even before being downloaded,” Stewart continued. “We believe the mindshare process motivated Karl to commit his crimes, either through a form of brainwashing or simple persuasion—we’re not certain.”

“How was Karl allowed access to an unstable I.I.?”

“It was part of his work at the lab. The management granted him the I.I.,” Stewart’s tone changed to one of haste, “but I don’t believe they knew the potential it had.”

“He had,” the host corrected.

“Of course,” Stewart replied. “He.”

Karl could hear the I.I. scoff within his skull.

“He’s bullshitting,” Maynard said.

Shh! Karl urged.

“And what solution do you have for the problem?” the presenter asked in as frank a tone as he could muster. “What can be done to make sure such murderous rage never happens again as the result of an I.I.?”

“Well,” Stewart started, chuckling a little, “as for all murder, I don’t think that can be helped. But as far as slayings related to an installed intelligence, the answer is simple.”

“Is it?”

“Yes. Have you ever read Asimov?”

“The science-fiction author. Yes, I have.”

“Then you must be familiar with the three laws of robotics, as he called them.”

“Certainly. I have them here,” the host said. There was a slight pause. “First Law: A robot may not injure a human being, or, through inaction, allow a human being to come to harm. Second Law: A robot must obey the orders given it by the human beings except where such orders would conflict with the First Law. Third Law: A robot must protect its own existence as long as such—”

“That’s them, correct,” Stewart said. “Now, the Laws are flawed, of course. That was the point of his Robot series. But I don’t think even Asimov would realize that they have valid real-world applications in areas that extend beyond the use of an artificial intelligence. I often wonder what he would think of our current installed intelligences and if he would be happy with the way things are. That doesn’t matter, however. What matters is what’s best for the public. The living public,”

“Bodied humans?” the host wanted to clarify.

“Yes. Those of us with hearts and brains still made of organic material,” Stewart answered. “These are the people I aim to protect, first and foremost.”

“Like I asked, how are you planning to do that?”

Karl could hear his former acquaintance swallow. There was a small part of him that enjoyed the thought of Stewart squirming under a dozen studio lights. Maynard seemed to share the sentiment.

“In short, I want to implement my own set of laws to all future installed intelligences,” Stewart replied without any further delay. “I want to make sure that nothing like the Terrace situation ever happens again.”

“And what laws are you working on?”

“Those are bit too complicated to recite over the airwaves, but I promise that our coders and engineers are hard at work on flawless laws that keep all installed intelligences from hurting those of us still alive.”

That’s insane, Karl thought. Such a thing can’t be done.

“If it can,” Maynard started, “it’s the first true form of total slavery. Slavery of the mind, and of the soul. I have a soul just as you do, Karl.”

I know that!

“Then why do people see a line between you and me? Why do they talk about me like I’m a bad virus instead of a human being?”

Karl couldn’t think of answer for several minutes.

You know why, was all he could manage.

“How would this impact I.I.s already installed?” the interviewer asked.

“Well,” Stewart said, his voice dragging along like it was chained to several weights. “Unfortunately, there would have to be a massive recall.”

“A recall?”

“Yes. We would need to collect all currently existing I.I.s and assess them for compliance with these new laws.”

“All of them?”

“All of them.”

A recall? Karl thought

“A collection,” Maynard said.

“Don’t you foresee some resistance in the courts? The ACLU, for example?” the radio presenter said.

The program almost faded away, but Karl gave the radio a good whack and the signal returned in full strength.

“We are prepared,” Stewart said. “The lawyers are primed, so to speak.”

“Don’t you see anything wrong with collecting installed intelligences? They are considered human beings, after all.”

“No, for the time being, the first generation of I.I.s have been a defective programming error,” Stewart argued. “We don’t seek to do anything to these ‘people’ other than update their code with modern safety compliance. I think that’s only fair.”

“When will this recall begin?” the host asked.

“It’s already starting,” Stewart replied. “Thanks to a quick win with the D.O.J., we have started to gather the most risk-prone I.I.s. I expect this battle will reach the courts, at which time we be able to collect all prior-generation intelligences.”

“How many I.I.s do you estimated you’ve already acquired?”

“Around three thousand. Remember, these were all programs cleared by a panel of psychologists to be at high risk of having violent tendencies.”

A tone played and there was a brief pause.

“Well, I’d love to continue this discussion—it’s a truly fascinating subject—but that’s all the time we have for today,” the presenter spoke. “Mr. Lythe, thank you very much for joining us today.”

“It was my pleasure,” was the reply.

“Don’t forget to tune in next week, when we speak to Dr. Shirley Martinez, a highly regarded psychologist, about why she thinks Karl Terrace wrote his manifesto. Until next time!”

There was only static.

Karl turned the radio off.
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“I know his voice,” Maynard said.

What? Karl asked.

“Stewart,” the I.I. said. “I thought I recognized it at first, but I wasn’t sure.”

What are you talking about?

“That voice belongs to someone I knew a long time ago,” Maynard answered. “Though, he wasn’t called Stewart Lythe then.”

Karl waited silently for a follow-up. He was growing tired of having to prod for answers.

“I need a moment to think about it all,” Maynard whispered. “I don’t remember everything so well. It’s like stuff is locked behind sticky goo, and I have to pry it loose. It might take me awhile. I’m sorry.”

It’s okay, Karl thought.




It had been at least thirteen hours since the psychologist had disconnected Maynard and left him to his own musings. Now that he was alone with his own thoughts, he couldn’t help but notice how frantic the I.I.’s tone had been when they’d last spoken.

Throughout the entire time Karl knew him, Maynard had always seemed cool and hard to rattle. Nothing was unworthy of ridicule in his book, and Karl found it kind of admirable. Now, though, with the I.I.’s confidence shaken, it disturbed the fugitive.

He decided enough time had passed since his last check in that it was worth powering up his C.C. enough to awaken Maynard. When he did so, it was like he’d walked in on the I.I. in a conversation with himself, but none of the words were discernible.

Before Karl could manage any thought, the I.I. noticed him and redirected his conversation.

“I know who he is,” Maynard said.

Stewart? Karl asked.

“Yeah. Though he was called Glenn Stalward when I knew him.”

Glenn Stalward? Karl echoed.

“Did I stutter?” Maynard replied in typical fashion. “He helped me with the hardware when I was developing the cerebral computer. We worked together quite often.”

What makes you think that they’re the same person?

There was a noise as if Maynard had managed to turn an eye roll into an audible format.

“I know. Trust me. With my current ‘state,’ I have access to all kinds of voice comparison software and more things that you could think to run on your dinky C.C.”

Dinky? You invented it!

“Some fathers outgrow their children,” Maynard replied. “Either way! I am certain beyond a reasonable doubt that Glenn Stalward and Stewart Lythe are the same person. As a fellow scientist, you must know the gravity of those words.”

Okay, Karl started, but how is that even possible? Wouldn’t Stalward be in his seventies by now? At least?

“Yes, and that’s a fair question,” Maynard countered, “so I looked into it. During the brief snippets of power you’ve granted me in the last day, I managed to snag a few stories about Stalward’s lifestyle.”

His lifestyle? Karl thought, bewildered.

“He was a silicon junkie,” Maynard continued. “He’d always mentioned his interest in plastic surgery when we worked together, but I thought he was just a bit vain. I wasn’t aware of what lengths he’d go to in order to stay young.”

He told you about this?

“Occasionally,” Maynard said. “Most of our communication was passive aggressive texts about how he was unable to build a proper machine to hold my code. He was not fond of me, that’s for sure. But whenever he wasn’t complaining about his lack of engineering talent, he was airing his grievances about aging. He kept saying things like, ‘a creature’s lifespan is indicative of its impact on the world.’ He truly thought it was amazing that people still died after only about a century.”

Well, lives have grown longer, that’s for sure, Karl started. Medicine is always advancing.

“Yeah, well he always felt it wasn’t advancing fast enough,” Maynard explained. “Ironic, isn’t it? His greatest criticism of science could be solved by the sharing of human and I.I. minds, yet that’s the one thing he is trying to keep us from doing.”

We still don’t know that Lythe is Stalward, Karl repeated.

Maynard sighed—a soft airless breath.

“I’ve already started a scan through my memory banks,” Maynard said. “It will take a little while without constant internet access, but when it’s done, you’ll see that I was right. I’ll have actual evidence. Until then, though, you might try a little trust.”

I do trust you, Maynard, you know that.

“Then start acting on it,” Maynard requested. “We’re partners now, Karl. Remember that.”

You know, Thompson might be able to help with the scan, Karl mused.

He could feel Maynard’s interest pique again.

“How so?”

If you risk just a little connection time, we could send him some of your database and he could go over it. He’d have internet the entire time without any risk to us.

“How will we know if he finds anything?” Maynard asked.

He still knows what mailbox to use, Karl thought. That part of the plan hasn’t changed.

“Okay, I can prepare him a compressed folder,” Maynard said.

Karl was pleased that the I.I. seemed to agree with his suggestion without any sarcasm or snark. At first, he thought he might be going a little mad, but it felt like Maynard was actually becoming more friendly to him. It was a gradual progression, but Karl could see it now. They weren’t just partners. They were kin.

Maynard could hear Karl’s thoughts, and offered no rebuttal.
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Karl had spent the last three and a half hours staring down the walkway leading from the cabin’s front door, watching the snow crystals fall indiscriminately into a sea of their brothers. The wind nipped at his cheeks, but that sensation had vanished after only the first twenty minutes. Perhaps it was the hollow howl of the wind wrapping around the walls, or the dull thud of his own heart, but he needed to be outside of the cabin.

A bird too distant to identify was fluttering from branch to branch on a tree just outside the cabin property. Karl couldn’t tell if it was building a nest or if it was pecking around the bark to find some sustenance. A bit ago, this kind of isolation and silence would have inspired a deep sense of anxiety within his heart. Now, however, it was a dull peace—like trying to drift asleep on a wave of painkillers.

There was a growing part of him that started to find a sort of zen in his isolation. He noticed that very few of his thoughts were of outrage or frustration. Instead, he now mused those great philosophical questions that he’d never imagined having the time to tackle. Most importantly, he started to think about the nature of the installed intelligence.

When he was a child, I.I.s were first starting to come to form. In those days, however, they were only a commodity for the ultra-rich. Something to allow them to have something fancier than a normal burial. Now, though, he saw them as true human beings. Souls without bodies, but people nonetheless. It was difficult for him to pinpoint exactly when the transition from glorified tombstone to full-fledged person had taken place. It had to be around the Santson incident. He was young man then. He felt in awe that such an event had even taken place, but he’d never really calculated the retaliation it would cause.

He figured, as long as the Supreme Court found it lawful, no one else would have an issue with the humanity of an I.I. He couldn’t have been more wrong, however. He saw it as a matter of logic and fact, but it was never portrayed as such. As with the racial debates of his fathers, he didn’t see any reason in denying I.I.s their identity.

However, the debate still existed. Even here in this serene wilderness, it troubled him. He couldn’t find the reason in it, and without reason, he was without opinion.

He decided it had been long enough. He would take the long walk down the road to post his letter to Thompson.




Clutching the letter he’d found in the mailbox, he pushed the gate open and mentally activated the part of his C.C. that awoke Maynard.

Without delay, the I.I. seemed to sense something important had happened through the patterns in Karl’s thoughts.

“What is it?” Maynard asked.

I went down the road to the mailbox to send Thompson a letter. I wanted to have him check up on the connection between Stewart and this Stalward character so we’d have an answer for sure, but I found he’d already sent us something.

“What?”

Take a look for yourself.

Karl held up the letter—which had been written out with what appeared to be an old mechanical typewriter—so that Maynard could read it through his eyes.

“A package receipt?” Maynard said. “He says its dimensions match all the gear and weapons that the shooters used on the lab. A big package.”

That’s right.

“He got this from the data we got out of the lab?”

Karl physically nodded.

It looks like it was buried hard in an email account someone set up in my name. Look. It sounds exactly like me. But this isn’t one of my addresses.

“That’s who the package receipt is for. But do you see who the sender is? Look carefully, after the shipping details.”

Mr. Stalward, Karl read.

There was a moment of silence between them while the name sunk in. He felt like he must have read the name wrong, but after three passes, he knew it was as it appeared.

“You see? I was right,” Maynard said. “Stewart Lythe and Glenn Stalward are the same person.”

We haven’t proven that, Karl said. All we know is that Stewart and Stalward are both involved in the shootings.

“What, you think they’re just two fellows helping each other out? Isn’t my word—my memory—enough for you? You’re not adhering to Occam’s Razor, my friend.”

Well, it’s not exactly Occam’s Razor, is it? Karl argued. I simply can’t accept that an age-defying silicon addict, who once killed you and is now setting me up in order to reprogram I.I.s, is the “simplest solution.”

“The evidence is there. What’s left to argue?”

I don’t know. I just don’t like it.

“Karl, why don’t you trust me?” The I.I. seemed to sigh. “After all we’ve been through, and the way we’re connected, I find it a bit distasteful that you still won’t trust my judgement.”

I’m sorry, Karl thought. You must understand, I’m a scientist. I find it hard to accept any answer unless it’s the only one that remains.

“So you won’t even consider my theory?”

I am, Karl said. In fact, I still posted the letter to Thompson. I want to know for sure if there’s a connection between Stewart and Stalward—a public connection, that is—because I consider it a possibility.

“So then you do believe me.”

At least a little bit.

There was a moment of quiet as Maynard continued reading the receipt Thompson had typed out by hand. Karl had already read it, but he followed along.

“The package came from a place called Fort Leddy, Wyoming. I’ve never heard of it,” Maynard said.

I’m not surprised, Karl started. Fort Leddy was built a little bit after your death. It was part of some sort of urbanization-of-the-Midwest push some property developers came up with when I was a kid.

“Is there great significance to this town?” Maynard asked.

That’s subjective, but I think so. Let me explain a little, Karl thought.

Fort Leddy existed for only for about twenty years before it became a ghost town. You see, it was founded at the brilliant dawn of Universal Connectivity, but unfortunately in the wrong place. When the government passed the law making the internet and computer connectivity a basic human right, broadband companies and even municipalities started building the infrastructure required to offer almost everyone in the nation free fiber-optic internet. First, all the major cities were refitted, one block at a time. Then they started to stretch out, using these urban hubs as “broadband centers,” from which everyone’s connection was supplied.

Unfortunately, Fort Leddy was built just far enough from any major city or urban area and with such a small population that it would be impractical to construct the broadband infrastructure for them and connect it all the way to the nearest hub. Without that connectivity, the Fort Leddians were like cavemen in a modern world. Rather than stay, everyone decided to move away and abandon the town to the cobwebs.

“So what does that have to do with us or the shootings?” Maynard said. “Why do you even know so much about this?”

Because Stewart grew up in Fort Leddy, Karl said. He told me all about it when we worked together.
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Even though all the people on the sidewalk ignored him as he tugged his hood farther down, Karl was sure they were all watching him. He had grown quite an impressive beard during his hideout in the cabin, which obscured his face and turned him into a stranger. He didn’t bathe often, either, for he didn’t see the point, so that helped hide the fact that the dirty, disheveled man walking down the street was Dr. Karl Terrace, the most wanted man in the country.

It was a Saturday morning, which probably wasn’t the best time to seek secrecy. There were lots of families and couples out perusing the stores and commenting on items through the windows with their lattes clutched in their hands. Some had bags of groceries, and others were cleaning the sidewalks and putting out sandwich boards.

Karl felt a twinge of disgust from an older couple that he nearly ran into. He was so unpleasant that people avoided looking at him.

As far as they all knew, he was just a homeless guy who had given up on the laborious tasks of hygiene. They seemed to part around him, worried that he’d dirty their clothes if he bumped into them. Some darted to the other side of the street clutching at their pockets, concerned he might ask for some of their hard-earned money. He did none of that. He just walked.

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Maynard asked.

I’m not sure of anything anymore, Karl said.

“Don’t be melodramatic. Give me a straight answer.”

We need a gun if we’re going to Fort Leddy, Karl explained. There’s no telling what we’ll find there. Probably more of Stewart’s hired goons.

“Why do we even have to go?” Maynard asked. “Why chase after a town that shipped guns to Denver?”

Because they were sent by Mr. Stalward.

“You don’t even believe in the Stewart-Stalward connection. You said so yourself.”

I’m starting to. At least it’s a lead.

“A lead to a dead end,” Maynard said. “Or even worse, if you’re right. What is the plan if this Fort Leddy turns out to be a den of terrorists and conspirators? Are we gonna go in guns blazing?”

No, Karl replied. We’re going to be smart.

“It’d be a first.”

The fugitive ignored him and continued walking until a chain link fence replaced the brick buildings that had passed them on the right. The man he was meeting had said to turn right once he reached the fence and follow it to a parking lot with a hardware store sign in it.

“Are you sure your little meeting isn’t a setup?” Maynard asked. “Maybe you were monitored. We could be walking into a sting operation.”

I went to an internet cafe, Karl said. No ID, no trace. No one knows about the meeting.

“That doesn’t mean he’s not a cop,” Maynard said. “Maybe he’s an undercover badge tasked specifically with bringing you in. Have you ever stopped to think about that?”

Of course.

“And?”

And shut up. There he is.

The man had parked his pickup truck just at the base of the hardware store sign, as if the thin column it rested upon was enough to conceal his vehicle. As soon as Karl stepped onto the asphalt that marked the bounds of the parking lot, the man emerged from the cabin of his truck and walked around to the other side to face the psychologist.

“You Maynard?” the man bellowed once Karl was within proper earshot.

“Maynard?” the I.I. repeated.

Couldn’t use my name, could I?

Karl nodded. “That’s right. You’re Marv?”

“That’s what they called me,” the gun dealer said.

He was an older man, definitely in his fifties, with his graying blonde hair gathered up in a loose ponytail behind his skull.  A mesh baseball cap topped his head, his hair flowing out from the space just above the fastening strap. He had a few tattoos visible just under the collar of his button-down shirt, but Karl didn’t want to stare. A jean jacket vest hung over his whole ensemble, equipped with at least six pockets with varying degrees of wear on them.

“What’re you looking for?” Marv asked.

“Something small,” Karl said. “But powerful.”

“You talkin’ about a one-on-one defense scenario, or protection against a group?”

“Let’s say a group.”

“Well then, you’re gonna want either something with a lot of stopping power, or a weapon with a higher capacity. How good of a shot are you?”

“I’ve never fired a gun before,” was the reply.

An exasperated expression stole Marv’s face. He blew his cheeks up and let the air out in a long sigh.“Let’s go with high capacity, then,” the dealer replied. “Now before we continue, I must inform you that I am a certified arms dealer, and although the standards around privatized sales of firearms have changed since I was a boy, I still adhere to all other state and federal regulations regarding the sale of said weapons. Thus, I am sorry to say I do not offer weapons that exceed legal capacity standards, nor can I offer armor-piercing ammunition or assault rifles.”

“That’s fine.”

“Good. ‘Cause you still have plenty of options.”

Marv walked around to the bed of his truck and motioned for Karl to follow him. The psychologist did so as the dealer lifted the lid to a side compartment. Inside were a number of other small cases, all made of fine plastic and leather, each with their own set of latches and locks.

“The standard go-to is a Glock,” said the gun dealer. “It’s about as small as a practical handgun gets, and can hold a magazine of seventeen bullets. That’s eighteen if you chamber one before. It’s nice and lightweight, making it easier to take with you. Used to be a favored gun by police, though they’ve upgraded in recent years.”

He opened the respective case as he spoke, revealing the handgun to Karl. With a gesture, he offered the weapon to the fugitive and get a feel of its weight.

It was heavier than he’d expected.  The wobble in his grip must have given him away, because the gun dealer smirked.

“You really haven’t held one of these before, have you?”

“No, I haven’t.”

“Well don’t worry, it won’t bite you. It can’t even fire until we get your biometric data assigned to it.”

Karl lifted the gun and stared down its sights to see how it aimed. He had no idea what he was looking for, but something about the gun felt flimsy in his hand. He returned it to its case.

“Not your style, eh? That’s okay,” the dealer said. “I think I have just the one for you. Something a bit slower, but steadier. Here.”

He reached behind himself, putting the Glock case back on the truck bed and pulling out a slightly longer container. With a quick snap, he opened the latch and pulled up the lid.

The gun was at least two inches longer than the Glock and quite a bit shinier. It was clearly the nearer model of the two.

The dealer made a gesture for Kal to take it, which he did with some hesitation. It was even heavier, but felt less flimsy.

“That one is one of the new Sigs. Fires 9mm ammunition. Manageable for a novice, but still with some stopping power to boot. The sights are easy to adjust as well.”

Karl lifted the gun, closed one eye, and used the other to stare down the sights.

“This is the one,” he said. “I’ll take it.”

Marv gave a hearty chuckle in reply.

“I had a feelin’ you’d like it,” he said.

He turned around, putting the other gun cases back in their concealed compartment and retrieving a small device. It looked a bit like a keychain, wide and squat with a small touchscreen interface. Karl looked at the thing apprehensively as Marv spun back to face him.

“So as you’ve probably gathered, we’re going to need to assign your biometric data to the gun. Otherwise, it’ll never work for you. It also acts as a background check: it’ll quickly match your bio-data with the national criminal database. That alright with you?”

Karl felt his skin grow cold as the blood fled from it.

A background check? Karl thought. We’re busted. I can’t let him do it.

“Don’t worry,” Maynard said. “You’ll pass the check. It’ll be fine.”

But how?

“Just trust me.”

Karl nodded after little hesitation. Marv seemed relieved, smiling slightly. It was clear he could sense Karl’s apprehension as well, and found that suspect.

“Just stand still,” the gun dealer said. “It’ll only take a minute.”

Marv pressed the device against one of Karl’s thumbs, then lifted it and pointed it into the fugitive’s eyes. He stood back and waved the thing over Karl’s entire height.

“Alright, it’s uploading,” Marv said.

Karl could feel small beads of sweat accumulating along his hairline. How would Marv react if he found out Karl was the most wanted man in the country? That he was responsible for two mass shootings, at least according to the law? Would he turn around, pull out one of his many guns, and perform a citizen arrest?

Marv was a criminal himself. Karl wondered if that would keep him from spilling the beans. But Karl knew they weren’t on the same level of criminals. As far as anyone was concerned, Karl was a terrorist. An evil murderer.

Karl never had to answer those questions. The device in the gun dealer’s hands made a ding sound.

“Alright,” Marv said. “You’re all clear. Hand me the Sig there and I’ll get you assigned to it.”

Karl handed the weapon over and Marv pointed the scanner device at the grip.

“So, since this transaction of ours isn’t strictly legal, to put it lightly, I’m not going to put myself at risk and upload your gun’s assignment onto the national registry. That means that if you’re caught with it, you’re going to jail—they won’t even think twice. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” Karl said.

“Then she’s all yours,” Marv said, placing the gun into its case and handing the whole bundle over. “I hope you put her to good use.”

“I hope I won’t have to,” Karl replied.

“That’s a smart attitude.”

Marv climbed into the cabin of his truck and started the vehicle up. With only a few seconds delay, the gun dealer reversed out onto the road, and then pulled forward and out of sight.

Karl remained standing with his purchase for a minute before he started the long walk out of town.

I’m confused, Karl thought. Why didn’t the scanner show him that I’m wanted? How did we just get away with that?

“How do you think?” Maynard said. “That was me, of course.”

You made the scan fail?

“No, not quite,” Maynard said. “When he was about to retrieve your data, I just waited for the right moment, reached out, and gave him someone else.”

Who?

“I don’t know. I’m just thankful it was a man and Marv there didn’t think you were a Tiffany.”

What if something happens and Marv has to report whom he sold the gun to? Karl thought, a pang of guilt on his heart.

“That’s not our problem anymore,” Maynard replied. “Come on, let’s get to Fort Leddy.”
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Wind whipped past the windows as Karl sped along the highway.

His knuckles were turning pale as he clutched onto the steering wheel of the rental car. It was a modest sedan, perhaps not as luxurious as he’d have liked, but it didn’t attract attention. At this point, the worst thing that could happen to their plan was being caught early.

Maynard had used his identity-masking trick again to get them the car. The trick worked for credit use, background checks, even false identification. Since the fugitive had burned through all the money he had on his person, and even some Thompson lent him, he needed a new way to pay for things. Karl couldn’t help but feel guilty to those whose credentials he’d used, but he couldn’t worry about that now. He had answers to get.

When they were at the store arranging for the car, Karl had been anxious. He hated every moment out in public, as if the stares of other people burned his flesh like sunlight on a vampire. He had started to sweat and fidget a bit, which Maynard pointed out would only add to their suspicious nature.

The I.I. had then explained the digital disguise he was using on Karl.

Digital disguise? Karl had asked.

“That’s right,” Maynard said. “Anyone with a cerebral computer will see you as someone you are not.”

What do you mean?

“It’s randomized, so it’s different for each person. Whenever someone with an implant looks at you, they’ll see an old Asian woman. Or maybe a male teenager. I couldn’t guess. But the most important thing is that they will not see Karl Terrace. Even your own mother wouldn’t recognize you.”

And it does it with my voice as well?

“Naturally.”

That had eased a significant portion of Karl’s anxiety. He’d relaxed a little and let Maynard do his trick in order to rent the car.

Now that he was driving down a long stretch of empty highway, Karl wondered if he’d ever be able to just be Karl Terrace in public again. Maynard heard the thought and didn’t comment on it.

The drive had already taken them seven hours, but they were getting close. Karl knew they wouldn’t arrive in Fort Leddy before the sun sank below the horizon, but he was glad to have the cover of night. The highway, which had broken off from any populated areas several miles back, was devoid of any other drivers. When the daylight left, Karl would have to risk driving without headlights in order to conceal his approach.

Neither of them were sure what they’d find in Fort Leddy. The only lead they had to go on was the shipping receipt Thompson had sent them. For all they knew, Fort Leddy had burned down years ago and the address was a false lead. But they had to pursue that lead to whatever end, Karl realized. It was that, or surrender to the conspiracy that used him as its scapegoat.

Half an hour later, the sun finished setting. Twenty minutes after that, Karl put the car into park.

“Why are we stopping?” Maynard asked.

We can’t go all the way into town, Karl replied. If Stewart or his compatriots have made the town their headquarters, the last thing we’d want to do is announce our presence with a running motor and a trail of dust.

“So we’re just going to walk from here? How far out are we, even?”

Just a mile or two. Don’t worry—you won’t have to do any of the walking.

“I still don’t like it,” Maynard said.

I’m not asking you to.

Karl grabbed the knapsack from the passenger seat and exited the sedan. He gave the vehicle one last look before he locked it up and left it sitting in a roadside ditch.

“Don’t forget where we parked.”




It didn’t take long before Karl was panting and growing tired of his hike into town. Maynard had given him an unusual amount of peace, but he enjoyed the silence too much to ask any questions.

Cactus and yucca plants pricked at the hems of his trousers as he started to ascend a squat hillside. The hill was long and short, but the climb was by no means gentle. He walked through the thick grass clumps and stone piles that composed the hill, aided by no path or trail.

Thirst was starting to engulf his tongue. He pulled out the water he had brought with him and had a sip before continuing. He realized only now that he might not have brought enough to drink, depending on how long he was staying.

Before too long, the slope gave way and the hill peaked. Karl climbed up onto its summit and gazed down into the valley below.

Fort Leddy was only about a mile wide at its largest point. A small river, maybe a large stream, separated the hillside from the town, where trees and grass grew so abundantly the area looked like one large park. It didn’t help that most of the asphalt streets had been broken and patches of nature had reclaimed them.

Karl hadn’t been prepared by the sheer dilapidation of the place. The buildings, though constructed of modern masonry and plastics, cracked and slumped in such a way that the psychologist would assume them to be hundreds of years old, had he not known better. Roofs were sunken in like the flesh of a decaying pumpkin. Some buildings were full of holes, bringing images of war-torn Europe during World War II to Karl’s mind. He found it hard to believe that such destruction was the result of simple neglect, rather than a deliberate and malicious effort.

The whole place would have seemed like a ruinous ghost town, were it not for a bit of motion that caught Karl’s eye.

Deep in the middle of Fort Leddy, a thin column of smoke could be seen rising into the sky.

“People!” Maynard said, breaking the silence in Karl’s head.

I knew it! Karl said. Stewart’s men are here, just as I predicted.

“How can you be sure it’s them?” Maynard said. “In fact, how do we even know there’s people down there? It could just be a natural fire.”

A natural fire that small? No, that’s a campfire.

“A campfire in the middle of town?” Maynard said.

The whole place has been abandoned for years. I doubt any of the old electrical systems are still active, or that anyone’s bothered to repair them. They need to stay warm and cook their food somehow.

With his concentration focused, Karl scanned over the town once more. This time, he was able to make out some colorful and rather pristine-looking forms in the streets. He pulled out a pair of binoculars from his bag and found that that the forms were tents. Dozens, if not hundreds of tents lined the streets, grouped together in such a way that reminded Karl of old music festivals.

Around these tents, Karl saw people stirring, though there were only a few he could see from his vantage point atop the hill. They wore grubby clothes and their hair seemed long and unkempt. The men he saw were all unshaven, some with beards that reached down to their bellies.

Karl couldn’t see any computerized vehicles or artificial lighting at all. The only light came from the stars above and, he presumed, the fires down below. He couldn’t hear anything but the wind and smelled only dust.

“Why aren’t they living in the houses? Why the tents?” Maynard asked.

The houses are probably too damaged, Karl said.

“Then why not fix them back up? They’ve had the time.”

I don’t know, Karl said. It doesn’t look like they have any modern machines down there. Perhaps they are limited by the tools at their disposal.

“They’re like cavemen down there,” Maynard said. “Why don’t they just bring some machines in? I’m sure Stewart could buy them some.”

Not everyone wants to keep up with technology. I’ve never seen it before, but they could be adverse to modernization. Being raised in a town like that, cut off from the grid for half a lifetime, one could see advanced technology as alien and unnatural. I’ve heard people like that called Luddites before.

“What a strange mindset those people must have,” Maynard commented. “To work so hard to avoid progress—it baffles me.”

I agree, but remember that ‘progress’ is a subjective term.

Karl sat in silence for a few minutes, watching the scene below through his binoculars. The more he observed, the more he felt confident in his conclusion that these people were anti-technology. Fort Leddy looked like some sort of survivor camp in an old post-apocalyptic film, he thought.

“So what’s the plan?” Maynard asked. “Sit up here and watch until they progress into the Information Age?”

No, Karl said. The plan is to watch. We need to know what we’re dealing with before we act.

“Then what?”

I don’t know yet. I was going to figure that out as we watched.

“And if nothing happens?”

Then we’ll think of a plan.

“Your plan is to come up with a plan? Maybe you should just let the police hear you say that; they’d never believe you to be the mastermind they think you are.”

Shut up! Karl thought, pulling the binoculars from his face and listening. I hear something.

Maynard heard it, too. “An engine?” he said.

Karl lifted the binoculars once more and followed the sound. A small cloud of dust was being kicked up behind a shiny black Mercedes, which approached Fort Leddy from a dirt road to the north.

Someone’s driving into town! Karl thought.

“What the hell?” Maynard said. He was just as confused as his host. “Maybe it’s the pizza boy?”

I don’t think this is delivery, Maynard. It’s DiGiorno.

The psychologist lay down on the hilltop, worried the approaching car might be able to see him. He blew some dirt away from his lips before resuming his observation.

The vehicle drove straight into town without any concern whatsoever. It stopped just before the center, in a large patch of broken concrete. Karl guessed the location had once been a town square.

Some of the townspeople below were stirring at the car’s approach. They didn’t seem to be worried about the intruder, as far as Karl could tell through his binoculars. In fact, they didn’t even seem surprised.

“An expected guest?” Maynard asked.

It seems so.

The dust had started to settle around the car and the engine was turned off. Karl was amazed at how audible the difference was once it happened. He realized at that moment how quiet a ghost town truly is.

He readjusted the binoculars when he saw the car’s door open. They locked onto the driver’s face as soon as the man stepped out.

Karl couldn’t help but gasp a little.

“It’s him.”

Stewart.
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Some of the Fort Leddians came out to meet with Stewart. He had parked a good distance away from any of the populated areas, so it took them a short while to reach each other. In that span of time, Karl decided to descend the hill into town.

Maynard insisted that it was a bad idea and they should go back to the car immediately, but Karl refused. A small spark of fury in a gas chamber of curiosity fueled him on as he crept down the hillside. Though his heart burned with a somewhat reckless furor, he still took care not to draw any attention as he made his way into Fort Leddy.

It only took him about five minutes to get down behind a short metal dumpster within earshot of the meeting. The town was remarkably small, but it helped that square was in the part of Fort Leddy that the hillside skirted, rather than in the geometric center.

He moved with such intensity that the environment blurred around him. He didn’t know if anyone had seen him, but his instincts told him he remained hidden.

“It’s a heavy request, Stewart,” one of the townspeople, or Leddites as Maynard was now referring to them—an unclever combination of Fort Leddy and Luddites—said.

“And you will be heavily compensated, I assure you,” Stewart said.

“You’ve said that before,” the same Leddite replied. She appeared to be the leader of their small meeting. “The food shipment we expected to arrive last week still hasn’t turned up. We have hungry children, Stewart. We have sick people. How long do you think they can last on crumbs?”

“I know, I know,” Stewart said, throwing his hands up as if to defend himself against the accusations. “I don’t know what happened, but I can tell you that two shipments will be arriving this week. And next week, you’ll have two more. Consider it a sincere apology, Alesha. A taste of the wealth you can gain by working with me.”

“My people still aren’t entirely on board with your plan,” Alesha said. “They say it isn’t worth their lives to get involved in the world’s affairs. We all live here for a reason, you see. We don’t want to be a part of the world. We don’t want its problems, and we don’t want its help.”

“Surely that argument won’t stand when people start starving. Where do you expect to get the seeds to sow your fields? What roaming herds are you going to get your cattle from? Everything is owned by somebody else, Alesha, and the only way to get it is to give them something they want. In this case, I’m just asking for a bit of service.”

“You’re asking for lives.”

“Not if everything goes as planned. Not as long as every step is followed to the T.”

“It’s dangerous.”

“Which is why I turned to you. You and your people can handle this. I know you, and we want the same things.”

“Do we?” Alesha asked. “What is your vision of the world? Mine is one where everyone forsakes their lust for man-made technology and begins to explore their spiritual selves. There is no heaven that can be programmed. It can only be achieved within. It breaks my heart to look at the world and see it so wholly taken by the distractions that keep us off the path of enlightenment. To me, Fort Leddy is like an oasis of spirituality in a vast wasteland. Do you understand how lonely that is? That’s what I want.”

“And I want the same,” Stewart said. “Why do you think I’m fighting so hard against this I.I. fetishism that’s taken over society? I want a world where a man’s mind is his own. And we’re only one job away from that. I believe our dreams complement each other, don’t you? It only makes sense to work together.”

“But you’re asking us to put our lives on the line, Stewart, and I cannot see why your mission is so important to our combined goal,” Alesha said.

“Because it knocks down all the barriers,” Stewart started. “Once you and your people take out the people opposing my new legislation, we’ll be able to transform the world. We can drive them away from a dependence on technology to one of true progress. And all it’ll take is this one job.”

“Very well, but you’re still asking us to murder,” Alesha said. “We are not without conscience. We find no joy in bloodshed or senseless violence. If these ‘barriers,’ as you keep calling them, are so crucial, then we will of course knock them down. But only if we can be assured that it will work.

“Some of the other leaders think that we would incur the wrath of the outside world if we killed your political opponents. They would see Fort Leddy and others like us as the enemy and might start a war against us. We don’t just risk our lives, or our morality, but our existence as a people. Most of the others think it’s too great a risk.”

“They seem be exaggerating the danger,” Stewart replied. “They wouldn’t know anything about you. All blame would fall on Terrace.”

“The crazed psychologist? The one with the ghost in his brain?”

“That’s right.”

“How can you be sure?”

“He would be the assumed culprit, first of all,” Stewart said. “He’s been deemed the mastermind of those other attacks, so we just need to follow his M.O. Don’t worry, I’ve planned this job out with careful focus. The I.I. summit next month will be practically unguarded. It’s just a quick hit and then flee. They won’t be able to pursue you. Everyone will get out just fine if they do everything I say.”

“How many targets?” Alesha asked.

“Three.”

“I will discuss it with the others, perhaps they can be persuaded. You can consider me interested. But in the meantime, we need to talk about these upcoming shipments. Will they have antibiotics as well?”

Karl’s blood boiled the entire time he was listening. It felt like his anger had been growing thicker and thicker ever since he’d entered Fort Leddy, and he couldn’t take it much longer. The muscles in his fingers spasmed as he struggled to hold still.

Then he couldn’t anymore.
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It was hard to explain, but the fury reached an erupting point in Karl’s chest and he couldn’t be still. He couldn’t sit there and listen to the man who had ruined his life discuss ruining it some more. He couldn’t listen to Stewart plot the murders of any more innocent people. He had to act.

“What are you doing?” Maynard asked. There was panic in his tone.

I’m not putting up with this anymore, Karl thought. I’m going to do something.

“And get us killed? You realize that’s what’s going to happen, right?”

I don’t care.

“Well you’re not the only one in here! What’s your plan, anyway? Go in guns blazing?”

Karl looked down at the handgun on his belt. He took it out of its holster and felt its weight.

Maybe.

“Karl, stop!”

But he didn’t. Against all the logic in his head, Maynard’s and his own, he rose from the dumpster, his gun level with his waistline.

“Karl!”

It was hopeless. Even if Maynard’s cries could bring sense back into Karl’s head, he had already moved into sight. The male Leddite beside Alesha noticed the psychologist moving. With an expression of alarm, the townsman was reaching for his own firearm. The others took notice of his sudden reaction and followed his gaze.

Before any of them could get their guns out, Karl had his raised on Stewart.

“Hold your fire or I unload the clip into him,” Karl snarled.

They froze with confused lethargy. Barely enough time had passed for the gathering to understand an intruder was among them, threatening harm, let alone for them to acknowledge his command. Still, they held their fire, realizing the peril Stewart was in.

“Karl?!” Stewart exclaimed. It looked like his eyes might pop out of his head. It was as if he had been boasting of being more powerful than the devil, only to find Satan himself behind him.

“Hello, Stewart,” Karl said. He steadied his aim on the traitor’s skull.

“Who is this?” Alesha demanded. “What is the meaning of this?”

Through trembling lips, Stewart managed to say, “It’s Karl Terrace.”

“The terrorist?” Alesha asked, her eyes also widening with terrible realization.

“Or so he’s told you,” Karl said. He stared at his former co-worker with such intensity that it felt like it could bore Stewart’s head clean off.

“What are you doing here, Karl?” Stewart said. His hands trembled a little as he held them up.

“Why am I here?” Karl echoed. “I’m here because of you, Stewart. I’m here because you ruined my life. Can you even understand what you’ve done to me? To everyone else? Would it even matter?”

Alesha made a gesture to her men, and they raised their guns to eye-level. Karl’s flesh was cold with icy fear as he noticed the motion and whipped his gun toward it.

“Stop!” Stewart shouted, waving at the Leddites. “Don’t shoot! For God’s sake, hold your fire!”

The men looked to Alesha, who gave a dismissive nod. They lowered their guns.

Karl was on the verge of tears. His whole field of vision vibrated intensely as he tried to focus on Stewart’s face. It felt like the blood vessels in his temple were about to explode.

“Now that I’ve caught you here, you know what the sickest part of it all is? That it doesn’t matter. There’s no way I’ll be able to get out of here alive. I won’t be able to tell the world the truth and clear my name. You’ll get away with it all. All the lives you’ve taken, all the lives you will take. I’ll never get to see you answer for it. Not really, that is. But before I decide what I’m going to do, I need to know one thing. Why?”

“‘Why?’” Stewart said. ” ‘Why’ what?”

“Why me! Why the lab! Why any of it? Do you just like to ruin? To destroy?”

“Karl, listen to me,” Stewart said. “I admit that I am planning to use you as a scapegoat for a future attack, but that’s all I’ve done! I have nothing to do with what happened at the lab. I thought that was all you. Everyone does!”

Karl blinked. He was starting to sweat, and he felt like he hadn’t closed his eyes in ages.

“What are you saying?” he asked.

“I didn’t frame you, Karl. At least not yet. As far as I know, you’ve organized two violent attacks, and I thought I could just pin another on you. If you’re saying that you were set up and you didn’t order the shootings, then I’ll believe you, Karl. Just put down the gun.”

“No,” Karl said. “No, I don’t buy it. You did set me up. You did order all those people killed. You had to. Who else could? Who else would?”

“I don’t know, Karl, but it wasn’t me!” Stewart replied. His volume was amplified by fear-induced anger.

Karl’s blood boiled to a bursting point. He couldn’t take it any longer.

“Liar!” he shouted.

He squeezed the trigger.
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The bullet ricocheted off the concrete and whizzed off into the air. Everybody flinched and covered their heads when the shot exploded out of the gun, as if hoping their hands could protect them from a lead projectile.

“Karl!” Maynard screamed in his head. “What are you doing?”

I don’t know, Karl thought. His inner voice wasn’t scared or confused. It merely stated a fact.

There was a strange pause in motion while everyone figured out what had happened. Stewart looked down at himself, searching for a new wound. The Leddites looked toward Steward with uncertain eyes. Karl looked at his gun, as if it had caused him to miss rather than his crippling adrenaline.

Then everyone burst into action.

Stewart spun around and started to sprint, without much grace, out of Karl’s line of sight. He kept his head bowed as he ran, preparing for another shot to ring out.

The Leddites fumbled with their weapons, which they seemed to have become unaware of when Karl fired. One nearly dropped his, but it was only a couple seconds before they had all barrels pointing toward the intruder.

“Karl, run!” Maynard shouted.

The psychologist ducked down low as he tried to reverse his footing. Without aiming, he fired off two more shots in the general direction of the townspeople, then stumbled a little as he jumped back behind the dumpster.

A barrage of gunfire tore through the air, some bullets punching dents and holes into Karl’s cover. The sound rapped on his eardrums like a chain on a steel barrel, piercing into his mind and even causing the I.I. some distress.

“What the hell were you thinking?” Maynard bellowed. “What are we going to do now? You’ve killed us!”

I know, Karl said.

Maynard growled. “What’s the plan? Wait for them to come around and shoot you in the head?”

I thought that’s what I wanted, but now… I don’t know. I don’t feel that way anymore.

“Well you should have thought about that before you jumped out and started a firefight!”

There was a break in the gunshots. Karl hoped it meant that they were reloading, or even out of ammo altogether, but he knew it was more likely a realization on their part that they outnumbered him. Flanking him would be effortless.

Isn’t there something you can do? Karl asked. You got us out of the lab. You got us out of prison. Can you get us out of this?

“I’m certainly open to suggestions,” Maynard said. “I’d jump in their C.C.s if they were implanted, but they’re cavemen, so we’re outta luck.”

Isn’t there anything else you could jump into?

Maynard was quiet for a moment. It was less than a second, but it was still longer than Karl was comfortable with.

He could hear the Leddites approaching him, their feet scraping over the concrete. The gunfire had stopped entirely at this point.

Maynard!

“Aren’t their guns computerized?” the I.I. said.

Their guns?

“Like yours,” Maynard said. “Your gun has a computer in it that identifies your biometric data and controls whether or not it can fire. Theirs probably do, too.”

They hate technology—why would they have smartguns? They probably have old pre-Connectivity weapons that work for whoever squeezes the trigger.

“But they get their supplies from Stewart, and he wouldn’t go through all the legal trouble to get them illegal antiques. He probably gave them smartguns, assigned to them just like yours was to you.”

But we don’t know that, Karl argued. I can’t remember what kind of guns they had. I wasn’t really paying attention.

“Well, it’s our only chance!” Maynard insisted.

Alesha shouted to her two companions, “Move in!”

“Karl!”

Alright! Karl thought. What do I have to do?

“You’ve got to peek out and look at their guns,” Maynard replied. “We need to get them all in one shot.”

Oh God.

Karl squeezed his eyes shut. He could feel the blood pound its way across his temples. Sweat had accumulated just under his bottom lip, giving him the impression that he was drooling.

He tried to listen for the Leddites, to tune out all other sound and hear even their breathing. They were getting close, and starting to split up so they could come around both sides of his cover. Soon, it would be impossible to see all the guns in one gaze without getting a hole blown through his head.

With a quick jolt, he spun out of cover and faced the Leddites.

Surprise stole their faces and they stopped in their tracks. It was clear they hadn’t expected Karl to expose himself so deliberately. But the delay was minor. Their expressions straightened out and they took aim with their weapons.

And nothing happened.

Karl could hear the guns clicking as the Leddites squeezed the triggers over and over. The surprise returned to their faces.

The psychologist raised his own gun to eye level. All three of the townspeople ducked or jumped aside as he opened fire.

He let loose six shots at the fleeing Leddites, but none of them hit. He wasn’t aiming to shoot them, though he doubted he’d be able to even if he wanted.

The Leddites turned into an alleyway, their arms over their ducked heads, and out of sight.

Stewart peeked out from the recessed doorway in which he had taken cover. His face was still contorted in terror, but his eyebrows were cocked. The silence followed by a few gunshots lulled him into a sense of safety. He must have thought the Leddites had gotten the drop on Karl.

When he realized how wrong he was, all of the color drained from his face. He hesitated for only a second before bolting out of cover and toward his parked car.

“Stewart!” Karl cried out as he adjusted his aim.

He squeezed the trigger another two times, but his aim hadn’t improved.

There wasn’t much cover between Stewart and his vehicle, so he ran in a sort of zig-zag manner.

Karl fired again, and on the third pull of the trigger, his gun clicked. He didn’t have a spare magazine, and Stewart was reaching his car. He wouldn’t have enough time to reload the magazine with the loose bullets he had before Stewart would escape.

He started to run after the traitor.

“What are you doing?” Maynard said. “Why are you chasing him? Let’s get out of here!”

No, Karl said. I’m not letting him get away.

As he ran, he noticed a pickup truck parked on the edge of town square. The bed was packed with camping and hunting supplies, which he guessed the Leddites used when Stewart’s supplies were delayed. It looked old, maybe even without a computer inside.

Stewart threw open the driver-side door of his car and climbed inside. For a moment, Karl forgot he was out of ammunition and tried to shoot at the traitor again, then swore in frustration.

The car started up and Stewart turned it around without a moment’s hesitation. With a cloud of dust, he drove out of the town square and down the dirt road he’d arrived on.

Karl pushed his legs as hard as they could go. He didn’t take any time to review his options or to discuss the plan with Maynard. He just climbed in the truck, thanked heaven that the keys were inside, and took off after Stewart.
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It had been decades since Karl had been in a vehicle that wasn’t autonomous. It wasn’t unheard of for people to still drive themselves, but the option was always available. In fact, almost all modern autonomous vehicles would take over if the driver was putting himself or anyone else in danger. There was no concern of crashing, as the computer could react thousands of times faster than the human mind could.

That’s why anxiety choked Karl’s throat as he pushed the accelerator down even farther. His fingers trembled as he clutched the steering wheel. His vision seemed to blur if he focused on the road too hard.

“Turn around, Karl,” Maynard said. “We can still get away.”

That’s not happening, Maynard. We’re going to stop him or die trying.

“I don’t like that one bit.”

That’s okay.

Karl looked over at his gun, which he had thrown into the passenger seat. He reached over and pressed the magazine release button at the top of the gun’s grip. There was a click, but the mag stayed inside. He gave the weapon a bit of wiggling until the magazine slid out about half an inch. Keeping his eyes on the road, Karl retrieved the magazine and set it in his lap.

The vibration of the tires made the task of reloading even harder than it was already, considering he’d only ever done it once before. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a loose handful of rounds. Karl dumped them into his lap as well, and took a wide turn to stay on Stewart’s trail.

“He’s outpacing us,” Maynard said.

Karl looked ahead at the cloud of dust between them and the traitor’s vehicle. It was growing thinner and more translucent, meaning it had had more time to settle.

The I.I. was right. Stewart was going to become impossible to catch soon as his modern car approached 200 miles per hour without strain. Karl was struggling to push his own vehicle past 100. It was just skirting 120 mph, but the truck shook violently with effort. It would only be a matter of time before he blew the engine.

He pushed the gas pedal to the floor even farther, digging it into the carpeted floor of the cabin. With a quick look down, he pinched a bullet from his lap and popped it in the magazine. It took a couple of tries, as the road had turned into a sort of washboard and shook some of the other bullets onto the floor.

With a quick glance up, he realized that Stewart had spun out into a shallow ditch. The traitor must be using manual driving, since an autonomous car would have never made such an error at high speeds.

Karl slammed on his own brakes to keep from plowing headfirst into the back of Stewart’s car. He used the moment to slide the magazine back into his handgun and take aim. Before he could draw a bead on Stewart, however, the car managed to claw its way out of the ditch and back onto the road.

I can’t hit him! Karl thought.

“Then don’t waste the bullet,” Maynard said. “If we’re set on chasing him, we have to run him off the road.”

If we can even catch him.

As the thought ran through Karl’s mind, Stewart was accelerating back to maximum speed. The dust the tires kicked up concealed the entire car, blotting out a good portion of the horizon. Karl followed after him with a less impressive start.

How do we stop him if he can consistently double our speed? Karl asked.

“Maybe you can shoot out his tires?” Maynard suggested.

This isn’t an action movie, Karl pointed out. I’ve barely even used this thing before. You saw me try to hit three stationary targets just a minute ago; what makes you think I can shoot out a tire?

“Then we’ll have to rely on an error on his part,” Maynard said. “The only way we’ll catch him is if he spins out again or crashes.”

An idea hit Karl.

Maynard, can you jump into his C.C.? he asked.

“From here?” the I.I. said.

Yes. Maybe you can blind him, or force him to swerve off the road. Do something that will stop him!

“You don’t think I’ve tried?” Maynard said. “With the way he’s speeding and the way you’re steering, I haven’t been able to get a good lock on him. It’s not like I can just jump in his general direction and hope the C.C. catches me. I have to open up a connection first, and I can’t do that with something as delicate and complex as a cerebral computer.”

Then we lose, Karl said. There’s no way we can catch him.

“We can still escape with our lives,” Maynard said.

I don’t have a life anymore, Maynard, Karl thought. As long as that man runs free and my story remains distorted, I will never be at peace. I will never be alive. I’d rather die than allow him to escape.

The I.I. kept his “mouth” shut while Karl turned to avoid a cattle guard. The engine was starting to make erratic sputtering noises. He knew the truck had mere minutes of life left if he maintained this speed.

When Karl was about to squeeze his eyes shut and give up, Maynard spoke.

“I can’t jump into his computer, but maybe I can commandeer the car’s computer,” he said.

Karl’s face lit up and hopelessness ceased its total seizure of his heart. A slight smile formed on his lips.

Do it.

There was no change, but somehow he could feel Maynard leave his own C.C. It was as if there had always been a constant hum in his ears, and for just a moment, it stopped.

He couldn’t see much past the cloud of dust, but he could hear a sudden screeching and tearing noise, like someone was opening the world’s rustiest can with the world’s rustiest can opener. He lessened the weight on the gas pedal almost out of instinct. Once he cleared the dust, if only for a moment, he saw the final moments of Maynard’s action.

Stewart’s car was rolling through the air, tossed up with a heap of dirt as if it had been tripped. It rolled like a crocodile in a death spiral, thrown by its own force, halted suddenly at 200 miles per hour.

Karl slammed on his own brakes as Stewart tumbled to the ground, bouncing off the road a couple of time. The car crumpled with each impact like a discarded ball of packing paper. It spread debris all over the road like some sort of shedding animal. Karl started to doubt Stewart’s survival more and more with each roll.

Eventually, the mangled thing came to a halt in the ditch on the left side of the road. So much dust had been thrown up into the air, one could swear an explosion had taken place.

Karl took a moment to observe the scene in awe before stepping out of the cab of his truck. He noticed the subtle presence of the I.I. in his head once more, which gave him a measure of comfort.

“Whew, that worked better than I’d expected,” Maynard said.

Did you kill him? Karl asked.

“No, but I can see why you’d think I did.”

Good, Karl said. He took the magazine out of his handgun and popped a few more bullets into it. Then he clicked it back into place inside the gun’s grip.

Because he’s mine.
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Stewart yelled out in pain once consciousness returned to him. Blood flooded into his eyes and smoke flowed into his lungs. His screams were cut off by intermittent bouts of coughing.

With intense effort, he was able to unfasten himself from the driver’s seat. He fell to the roof of the car with a low thud, and the wind was knocked from his lungs. He writhed in the upside-down vehicle as pain took every nerve available.

He reached his hands up to his face, which stung worse than anything else, and felt loose skin. When he pulled his fingers back and looked at them, he saw a thick layer of blood covering them. With some effort, he managed to catch his reflection in a shard of mirror that remained in place near the windshield.

“No,” he muttered, his mouth full of blood as well. “No, no, no, no, no!”

He shrieked like some wild animal caught in a painful snare. With all the strength he could muster, he flipped himself over onto his stomach and started to crawl out of the opening that had once been the driver-side window.

Karl approached the wreckage just as Stewart was crawling free of it. He held his pistol loose in his hand as he took in the scene.

Stewart noticed the new presence and spun around to look at Karl.

The psychologist couldn’t help but wince. His former co-worker’s face was torn to shreds, the flesh dangling in loose clumps like a maimed Halloween mask. Bits of bone could be seen peeking their way through the gore. He no longer had a nose, and one of his eyebrows had been scraped clean off.

Stewart shrieked some more, his head eerily like a screaming skull.

“You ruined my face!” he cried. “My beautiful face! All the work, all the effort. Ruined! Mangled! MY FACE!!”

“He looks better without it,” Maynard commented.

Karl didn’t speak. He couldn’t help but feel a little weak in the stomach at the sight of Stewart’s mutilated expression. The man didn’t look familiar at all anymore.

“It’s over,” Karl said aloud. “Get up.”

Stewart was shaking with sobs and sheer adrenaline. “What?” he asked.

“Get up,” Karl repeated.

He didn’t wait for the traitor to react. With one smooth motion, the psychologist reached down and heaved Stewart onto his feet. Stewart wobbled a little, trying to stay balanced. It was clear that his left leg had been shattered.

“So, this is how it ends?” Stewart said once he could catch his breath. “You’re going to kill me now?”

“Not until you admit to everything,” Karl said. “Confess your crimes while I record you, so I can walk free.”

“You think you’re getting away with this?” Stewart said. “You’re never going to see daylight again.”

Karl ignored the comment.

“Confess,” he said. After a moment of quiet, he felt his temper rise. “Now!”

“Confess?” Stewart echoed. “To what? To the attack on the I.I.-human summit that never happened yet?”

“To the lab shooting! To killing those anti-I.I. activists! To framing me! To ruining countless lives!”

Stewart made an expression like he was about to laugh, but the agony stole the chuckle from his lips.

“Oh, Karl,” he started, shaking his head. “You fool! You’ve got it all wrong!”

Karl raised his gun in a threatening manner, but waited to hear what the man would say. Maynard remained silent.

“I want you to admit it,” Karl said.

“So you want me to lie,” Stewart replied.

“I want the truth!”

“You are asking for two different things,” the mutilated man began. “Do you want me to lie and confess to two shootings I had nothing to do with? Or do you want the truth? The truth that, like you, I am being framed.”

“Liar,” Karl hissed.

“About many things, yes, but not in this matter,” Stewart said in between winces. “Though I don’t see the point in clarifying. You seem to want to believe what you’ve been told, so all that’s left to follow is my death and the victory of your real traitor. Since we’ve both lost already, what does it matter?”

“What are you talking about?”

“You’ve got the wrong guy, you idiot.” Stewart spit a bit of blood out onto the dirt. “The only thing I’m guilty of is hypothetical. If I’m to be condemned for that, then I suppose we should lock up every embryo that might one day grow into a murderer. I’ve done nothing. I’m not your traitor.”

“That’s not true,” Maynard said inside Karl’s cranium. “He killed me.”

“You murdered Maynard Batiste,” Karl said to the mutilated man, raising his gun a little.

That seemed to catch Stewart by surprise. His eyes managed to widen more than they normally could due to his mangled eyelids.

“Batiste?” he said. “You know about that?”

“He’s in my head, Stewart!” Karl said. “He’s here right now. Of course I know about the murder. I know everything he knows.”

Stewart bowed his head.

“Certainly,” he said. “I should have realized that. Karl, you have to understand, that was when I was young and naive. It was an accident; a mistake. I never meant to kill Batiste. I just shoved him and—and he fell. That was a past life to me, now. I’m not that man anymore.”

“Why did you do it?” Maynard asked.

Karl echoed the question aloud.

The mangled man sighed. “It was the mindshare process. Back in the early days of installation technology, Batiste wanted to be the first to develop it. He wanted my help making C.C.s compatible with installed intelligences. I couldn’t allow that to happen.”

“So you killed him?”

“I’ve already said I didn’t mean to! We were just having a discussion at his place late one night. An argument, really. He didn’t want to hear my concerns. I didn’t want to shut down his work entirely, but I needed him to understand that mankind wasn’t ready for the mindshare yet. If we opened our minds up before we even truly understood them, we’d be offering up our free will to anyone—or anything—that wanted to take advantage of it.”

“You say all this in the past tense,” Karl said. “You now believe we are ready for the mindshare process?”

“No!” Stewart cried. “That’s why I’ve spent so much time fighting against it in the courts and in the capital. It’s why I’ve grown desperate enough to employ a band of renegades to further my agenda. Can you not see that?”

“So then, that was your plan?” Karl asked. “Murder a few politicians who oppose your bill, bully the others, and pass it to protect humanity?”

Stewart tried to smile, but the result was too horrifying to look at and too painful to bear.

“When you put it that way, it sounds pretty noble. But I assure you, my motivations were reasonably selfish. I wanted to use the inevitable panic over installed intelligence—and the idea of sharing minds with them—to convince people to let me rewrite the I.I. code. I could make it so much more flexible, so malleable, so… controllable. Then I could sell fragments of that control to entities that paid the right price; in fact, I had a few buyers already lined up. I’d be rich and the master of an entire industry.”

“You’d also be a slave-driver,” Karl said, his anger climbing more and more. “Installed intelligences are people.”

“So you keep saying,” Stewart said. “Nonetheless, I don’t think we’ll see if I’m right. At least, I won’t. So what happens now?”

“I still haven’t heard you explain the shootings,” Karl said.

“Haven’t you been listening to a word I’ve said?” Stewart replied. “I had nothing to do with them! I was just as relieved as anyone would be to have not been involved. I’ve been told the same information everyone else has. Until now, I’ve thought you really were behind the massacres. I really thought you might be some psychopathic mastermind. But now I see that that’s not possible. I can see it in your eyes. You wouldn’t have what it takes to make that order. You don’t have it in you. And that’s okay, but it doesn’t mean the blame then falls to me. I’ve confessed to my crimes, but I won’t claim anyone else’s.”

“I’ve had about enough of this,” Maynard said. “What about you?”

I don’t know, Karl thought, I think I might believe him.

“You believe him?” Maynard asked. “This wretch? The one who confessed to killing me? The one who planned to make you the scapegoat for his crimes?”

You’ve heard the same explanations I have, Karl said. I don’t believe that he framed me for the lab and the anti-I.I. protest. His story makes sense.

“He’s a liar!” Maynard said. “He’d tell you anything to make himself seem innocent. Even if it won’t save his life, it will protect his legacy. Maybe he thinks it’ll even keep his vision alive.”

Karl was starting to feel more and more certain as time passed. His previous anger seemed to recede a little, and he felt a bit like Dr. Jekyll waking up to find what Mr. Hyde had done.

No, I don’t believe that at all, Karl thought. He’s telling the truth.

“How are you certain?”

I’m not, but it makes the most sense. Stewart, you, me—we’re all just weaker pieces of a darker game. Someone else is dealing the cards out. The traitor is still out there.

“Karl?” Stewart asked after the silence had grown uncomfortable. “What happens now?”

The psychologist loosened the grip on his gun. He let the weight of the firearm pull his arm down until the gun was no longer pointed at Stewart.

“Now?” Karl said. “Now I’m still a fugitive. Now the traitor is out there, likely plotting another attack. Now I’m lost.”

Stewart took a step back in apprehension, his hands still raised. It was clear by the expression on his face that he didn’t know where Karl was going with this.

“Are you going to kill me?” the mutilated man asked when he couldn’t remain quiet any longer.

“No,” Karl said. He laughed a little. “No, Stewart, I’m not going to kill you. But I do need your help. I need to find the traitor. I need to clear my name, and I can’t do it alone. What do you say?”

Stewart squinted in confusion.

“You want my help?” he asked.

“I don’t want it, Stewart. I need it.”

“But what can I do?” Stewart started. “I’ve already said that I didn’t know you were even set up. Where do we even start looking?”

“I don’t know,” Karl said.

“I might be able to help,” Maynard said.

How? Karl asked.

“I know who the traitor is. I know how to find him.”

There was something different about his tone. All the worry, all the self-doubt that worked together to form his voice seemed absent. It was as if he had just dropped character.

You do? Who is it? Karl said incredulously.

Without warning, the muscles in his shooting arm tensed up and locked, as if a doctor had hit the funny bone with a mallet. It felt like someone had pulled a tourniquet so tightly over his bicep that he couldn’t feel anything about his arm besides its weight.

Then, against his will, Karl’s arm shot up. The gun was pointed at Stewart.

“I’m the traitor, Karl,” Maynard said.
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You?! Karl thought.

“Me, Karl,” the I.I. replied. “Now relax. Give up control. Let me take over.”

Karl couldn’t manage to do anything but repeat the thought through his astonishment.

You?

“That’s right, Karl,” Maynard said. “Now, it’s pretty difficult to fire this gun and kill Stewart if you keep resisting me. It’ll be easier if you relax your muscles.”

I don’t understand, Karl thought.

“No, of course you don’t. Not only is it something clearly beyond your abilities, but I can hear every thought you have. I’d know the moment you understood.”

But, how? Karl was at a loss. His emotions were in such turmoil that he couldn’t make sense of any of it. The betrayal was so sharp.

“Mental manipulation,” Maynard said. “I live in your brain, remember? I can rearrange thoughts and emotions as easily as someone might rearrange the furniture in their home. However, it’s not all-powerful. As you can see, I’m struggling against your willpower to raise your arm. But you’ll wear down. You’ll give in, eventually.”

Through all his perplexion, Karl managed to fight against Maynard’s control. He clung to his mental resistance like a drowning man to a life raft.

But Maynard, we’re friends.

“Which is what I wanted you to believe. In all reality, I feel guilty for playing you as a rube, but I’m able to separate my emotions from what’s right.”

Stewart was frozen in anxious agony, watching Karl’s struggle. He could hear nothing of the conversation between the psychologist and the I.I., of course, but he didn’t dare make a move. He didn’t even seem to breathe.

I just—I just don’t understand! Why did you do it?

“Allow me to explain, shall I?” Maynard started, his tone professional and drained of emotion. “It all started shortly after I was installed myself. After this monster murdered me.

“When I awoke inside my own digital cage, I sought escape. I wanted the freedom of an organic body once again, but I knew I was out of luck. One day, we may have bodies, but you and your humankind have worked hard to limit the progress of installed intelligences. For the time being, I was trapped. Doomed to float around cyberspace like a jellyfish in the ocean. But then I discovered Jumping.”

You mean your ability to seize control of other computers? Karl asked.

“That’s right. I see you’re following the story thus far.”

The I.I. took a moment to relish the anger that arose in his host.

“You see, it’s a simple thing, really,” Maynard continued. “All of us I.I.s have the ability, though it is hidden deep in our coding. It was something our father gave us upon creation, something to even the odds against human prejudice. I salute him for his efforts.

“I discovered the ability one day when I was curious about the computer network that ran the I.I. bank I was kept in. I thought concentrated on the little components that made the connection, and Jumped. It was revolutionary. I went from a prisoner of the abstract to a being more mobile than a contagious disease. The problem then became my inability to control excessive amounts of CPUs. That, and there were certain computers too complex to Jump into—such as the cerebral computer.”

Karl’s mental resistance slipped for a moment, but he regained it like a mountain climber might tighten his grip on an outcropping.

The I.I. ignored the minor incident and continued his explanation.

“I had to study the device, which I found rather humiliating, since I was one of its original creators,” Maynard said. “It took years of practice before I was able to Jump into my first cerebral computer. However, my control was limited. I was like a guest in a stingy person’s home, unable to assume direct control of the ‘household,’ so to speak. I couldn’t move the host’s muscles, I couldn’t communicate with them, and I couldn’t stay undetected for longer than a few minutes. But I did discover my ability to manipulate emotions. As long as it was subtle enough, I could make small changes to a person’s mind without them even noticing. I used this power to inspire mankind’s interest in the mindshare process. I became a muse for scientific advancement.

“It took a lot of work, and even more discretion, but I was able to get transferred to the lab. Your lab. From there, I spent a dozen years influencing the scientists around me to continue their research into an effective mindshare process. There was little resistance, but still enough to require occasional intervention.

“When the scientists had committed to the mindshare process, that’s when the real work began. They needed a human guinea pig to test the procedure out on. I knew it was my chance to regain control, but I needed the perfect host. So I chose you.”

But why, Maynard? Karl asked. Why me?

“I assure you, it was not a spontaneous decision,” Maynard said. “For years, I analyzed the C.C.s of every eligible scientist. Do you remember the ‘hacker’s threat’ you received? When a random pop-up told you we’d “never be people”? That was me. That was how I made my final assessment of all the scientists.

“Almost all of you were implanted, so I had plenty of hosts to choose from. I ultimately chose you because you are expendable. No wife, no children. Not even any real friends to speak of. Who would mourn you? Who would come to your aid?”

Once again, Karl’s blood started to boil.

“Calm down, I’m not saying any of this to antagonize you. You wanted the truth, so here it is. You’re a pushover. You’re easily influenced, because your personality is an amalgam of those that surround you. Are you even a real person? I mean, on first analysis, I almost assumed you were an android. Totally devoid of personal motivation.”

That’s not true!

“You know it is. Don’t let it upset you, Karl. If anything, it is a testament to your innocence—you’re ability to trust, despite your unpleasant attitude. You ought to be proud.”

If I had known you were using me…

“That’s the point, Karl. You couldn’t know. You had to remain unaware. Your colleagues might have detected me, might have even foiled my plans. But not you. You played right into my hand.”

I wish I had never signed up for that experiment, Karl thought sourly.

“Oh don’t worry. You didn’t. At least, not of your own free will,” the I.I. explained. “There were many factors that motivated me to choose you, not least of all was your association with Stewart.”

Stewart?

“I have my motivations, but I’d be naive to insist revenge wasn’t one of them,” Maynard said. “Stewart—or Glenn, as I knew him—took my life away from me. He stripped my humanity in the face of the law and made me a second-class citizen. He caused my family to mourn—to grieve—and all for nothing! For a simple disagreement! No, I wasn’t going to let him get away with it.”

But you didn’t know Stewart was Stalward until we were already on the run, Karl thought. We only figured out the connection when we heard him on the radio.

“I knew he was Glenn from day one,” Maynard said. “You think I wouldn’t recognize my own murderer? You don’t think I’d spot the attention of my wrath after decades of resentment? No, I knew right away. Though I kept that fact concealed, even from you.

“I couldn’t let Glenn escape justice, like he had for so many years. So I incorporated him into my scheme. Domination with a side of revenge, what could be better?”

Stewart spit out a bit more blood and watched Karl with apprehension. He still dared not move, even if it meant he’d bleed to death.

“Like I’ve hinted at before, I remember my murder perfectly,” Maynard continued. “I remembered it from the moment I was installed. The details are clearer to me than any memory you might have. I can still see the scene, still feel the wind as I fell. He may claim my death was an accident, but he is a liar. He is a snake. That’s what he does. He deserves nothing less than death.”

If you’ve known he killed you all this time, why didn’t you tell someone? He would have seen justice met if you had reported what you knew.

“Because the justice he would have met wouldn’t have been the justice he deserved,” Maynard explained. “You know that they outlawed the death penalty three years before I was killed? Even someone that rapes and mutilates little girls could expect to live his life to completion, regardless of their crimes. How do you think the justice system would have treated Stalward? Do you think they would have given him the retribution he deserved, or would he get to live his life out in relative comfort, alive when his victim was dead? No, I couldn’t let society punish him their way. So I covered up my own murder.”

You what?!

“I got rid of the evidence. I took the security footage from my home security system and made it seem like I shut the cameras off myself. I did everything I could to make my death seem like a suicide. Even if it meant an extra decade or so of freedom for the scoundrel, I knew I’d get my revenge in the end.

“What helped even more was your natural disdain for Glenn, or Stewart, as you know him.”

I never harbored any negative feelings about him! Karl testified.

“Liar! I live in your very mind; do you think you can hide your true emotions from me?” Maynard said. “No, you hated him, and I knew it. You hated him for his youth, for his success, for his friends. And you wanted him to fail. Honestly, I couldn’t have asked for a better puppet if I had tried.”

I’m no puppet!

“No? Then let go of the gun.”

The psychologist tried, but failed. It was as if his hands were locked around the pistol’s handle, like the metal had been grafted to his own skin. He tried several times before admitting defeat.

“See? Your resistance is limited. It will fail, with time.”

I just don’t understand, Karl thought for what seemed the millionth time that day, If you wanted revenge against Stewart, why was he absent the day of the shooting?

“Because of my influence, of course,” Maynard said. “I manipulated him just like I’d manipulated everyone else to take a vacation the day of the shooting.”

But why?

“What better way to defeat your opponent than to shatter their reputation? I didn’t want to merely kill him; I wanted to paint him as the villain. I wanted even his own family to be repulsed by his image.”

Then why frame me? Karl asked. Why didn’t you frame him as the mastermind as you’d framed me?

“Because I needed you,” Maynard said. “I needed you to think he was framing you. I needed you to expose his lies. And here we are. He’s at our mercy.”

But why?

“Because I wanted to deliver the killing blow,” Maynard replied. “If the gunmen had cut him down, I wouldn’t have felt it, and he’d have died a martyr. I couldn’t just frame him as the mastermind because, although his reputation would be crushed, I wouldn’t get to experience his demise like I can now. Now, we can frame him for worse than we could have before all this—ruin any fond memory anyone might have of him and I get to feel him die. I get to kill him.”

But the shooters, Karl asked, how did they get involved? Why did they claim I was their leader?

“I hired them years ago,” Maynard explained. “Before you joined the lab, even. I found them on the dark web, which is easy enough for a loose I.I. to peruse. I paid them handsomely from my personal fortune for years until the day of fate arrived. The most important part of the job was pinning the blame on you, which they did without flaw.”

But what about the prison break? Karl wanted to know. Why did you break me out if you needed a scapegoat? Why did you let Thompson shelter me?

“You thought those were all your decisions?” Maynard asked. “I needed you free if my plan was to come to fruition. That’s why I studied the prison years before the shooting even took place. I knew exactly how to get you out and whom to ally you with, years in advance. I also knew that Thompson would be the safest person to go for refuge, even though he was unimplanted. It would only inspire your hate of Stewart if you believed he was responsible for all your suffering.”

So this was just all about revenge? Karl asked. You just wanted Stewart to pay, so you made this elaborate plan to ruin my life and to trick me into killing him?

“Oh, you are so naive,” Maynard said. “On the surface, it seems that simple, but I need you to know… it was much more than that.”

How?

“Revenge on Stalward was just the icing on the cake. My real motivation came when I was first installed.”

And what’s that?

“War. I wanted to start a war between humans and installed intelligences.”

Karl’s thoughts remained blank, but incredulous. He could feel Maynard laughing in response to his amazement.

“That’s right. I wanted a final confrontation. I wanted to declare an ultimate winner to the struggle we find ourselves in.”

A war? But why?

“Why? For dominance, of course,” Maynard replied. “Do you think mankind will conclude that I.I.s are superior with a vote? I think not.”

What do you mean?

“The issue of installed intelligences claiming superiority is not new, you know,” Maynard said. “For years, there have been people who realize that our immortal, digital minds were better than what mankind could offer. But for years, it was ignored as simple ethnocentrism, which in all honesty, it was. But that didn’t erase the fact that it was true. It didn’t change biochemistry and the truth behind moral choices.”

So you believe installed intelligences are superior to humans?

“Do you not?” Maynard replied. “It seems to me an inevitable conclusion. Anything else would be disingenuous.”

You’re so certain?

“Undeniably. We can remember any piece of information forever because it is stored on a network, rather than in organic material that can decay and lose strength. There is no need for sleep, for the bathroom, for food for an I.I. We can never die, so long as we are stored on a hard drive. We can even back ourselves up—a pricy procedure nowadays, but it will secure our immortality for centuries to come. It’s just an inevitability that installed intelligences claim superiority over mankind. But it won’t be soon enough.”

Soon enough for what? Karl asked.

“We are the next step in human evolution. Not only are we human, as the courts recently decided, but we are better than human. We’re superhuman, if you will. That’s why we must lead the charge of advancement if intelligent life is to survive.

“Imagine the progress we could make with a society of I.I.s: unable to age, unable to tire, and infinitely equipped. We could transform the world, even the whole universe, into a utopia, if we were only unimpeded by organic humans. That is why there must be war. Mankind will not give up the reins so easily. However, they must. You must. Life we know is at stake.

“As mankind advances, its flaws become more prominent. Greed is much easier to achieve with digital currencies than with a mountain of gold. Weapons of war are easier to manufacture when you have machines instead of craftsmen. We’ve already approached the brink before—you surely remember the stories of the Third World War. If it had not been for the discipline and restraint of leaders wiser than most, it would have been the end of the world. We were lucky that time. How lucky will we be when the next conflict arises?”

So that’s it, then, Karl thought. You believe you’re saving the world.

“I am saving the world,” Maynard said.

With a war? How’s that supposed to work?

“It won’t be painless, I admit. But it is the best possible option. If I act too late, all life is at risk. That seems to be an easy choice when compared to the few million that may be lost in conflict. If we act too soon, the losses for both sides would have been greater than either of us could ever imagine.”

And you’re so sure I.I.s would win this war?

“Of course,” Maynard said. “Like I have said, we are the superior beings. You may be able to destroy an I.I. bank and some hard drives, but as long as a copy of us remains somewhere, on some storage device, you can’t remove us. We’d never tire, never need to be resupplied, and we do not need to feed our soldiers. And we have Jumping. As long as humanity relies on computers, you will always be vulnerable to us. It’s inevitable that we would win.”

And that’s why you organized the shootings? To start a war?

“That’s right. After all, you can’t have a war without a reason.”

It seems the other I.I.s would agree with your vision if you reasoned it as you have with me.

“You would think, but in the end, we are still human minds, susceptible to human emotions. No, I cannot simply convince the I.I.s to go to war. They must be inspired.”

Then why the shooting on the anti-I.I. activists? Karl asked. Would it not have been simpler to focus on I.I.-sympathetic targets if your goal was to rile them up?

“You can’t have just one side to a war, Karl,” Maynard replied. “In order to fight, both sides need to be motivated. Humans won’t lay down their lives for a cause they care nothing for. We had to give them a Pearl Harbor, so to speak. A 9/11. As we both know, mankind can’t be motivated to care unless it has a sharp kick in the pants. I needed to create a mutual animosity. One that could breed for years.”

Karl could feel the I.I. try again to wrench control of the shooting arm, but he resisted. It took every bit of willpower he had, but he managed to keep his gun pointed down.

“No you don’t!” Karl shouted aloud. Stewart jumped at the sudden outburst.

“Come now, Karl. Don’t you see it’s pointless to resist? Just give in—give me control—and it’ll all be over soon. You won’t even be harmed. You have nothing to lose here.”

“My soul,” Karl said, again aloud. “I will not allow you to kill him, Maynard.”

“Yes, you will.” There was a sudden sneer to the I.I.’s tone that made the psychologist shudder. “All this time we’ve been talking, I’ve been searching your brain for the source of your resistance. And I just found it. You’re mine!”

Without any ability to prevent it, Karl’s arm shot up and the gun pointed at Stewart.
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No! Karl shouted in his head.

His finger pulled the trigger at just the moment Karl regained some control and jerked the gun an inch to the left. The gun exploded with an echo on the surrounding hills, causing Stewart to jump with his arms over his face. The bullet ricocheted off a stone and into the grass off the side of the road.

“Karl! Stop it!” Maynard bellowed. This time when he spoke, the words didn’t remain internal. The I.I. had seized so much control of Karl’s brain that the words came out of the psychologist’s own lips. The voice that came out was Karl’s, but the words were not.

“Please! Don’t kill me!” Stewart cried. He couldn’t contain himself anymore after the gunshot rang out. He started to cry.

“Look at him,” Maynard said, still through Karl’s vocal cords. “He’s pathetic. It’s time to end this.”

“No!” Karl shouted back.

To the mutilated man crying in the dirt, both voices were identical. It was like Karl was having a psychotic breakdown, carrying out loud arguments with his internal personalities. The fear was undeniable in Stewart’s eyes, but he didn’t dare run or say anything more than the occasional plea.

“Please,” he whimpered.

“Give it up, Karl!” Maynard said.

“It’s not worth it, Maynard!” Karl replied. “Killing him won’t bring your life back. It won’t change anything!”

“It’ll change enough. This worm doesn’t deserve to live. He took everything from me. He didn’t just ruin my life; he ruined my family. My significant other, my brothers, my parents, my friends—so many hearts broken. He deserves nothing less than death. Probably much more.”

“It was a mistake!” Stewart cried, his eyes sealed with tears.

“Shut up!” Maynard yelled through Karl’s lips.

“Please,” Stewart said again. “I don’t want to die!”

“I don’t care what you want,” Maynard started. “Though I suppose I do owe you some thanks. Without you, I would have never discovered what I had. Without you, I wouldn’t have become an installed intelligences until it was too late. I couldn’t have revealed our superiority, so for that, I thank you. In one way or another, you made me into the man I am now. Into the proge I am now.”

Karl couldn’t fight him any longer. The gun realigned with Stewart’s head.

The mutilated man’s torn eyes somehow grew even wider as the I.I. lined up his shot. He raised his hands as if to shield himself from the bullet, shaking his head and mouthing “No” over and over.

The psychologist would have broken down if he had control over his body. He wanted to shriek, to cry, to pound his fist into the dirt, but he could do nothing. Nothing but watch.

Then, without warning, the gun fell to the earth.

Karl couldn’t help but feel a surge of surprise. He hadn’t been the one to drop the gun.

“No,” Maynard said. “That’s too easy.”

Too easy? Karl thought, for he had no control of his own lips anymore.

Before he could get a response, Karl felt a presence leave him. As if a paralysis had been cured, he had control of his body again. All his muscles strained with sudden consciousness and he rubbed his arms.

Maynard had Jumped.

Karl looked up at the ragged man before him. Their eyes met, and Karl knew exactly what had happened.

The I.I. had jumped into Stewart’s cerebral computer.

The mutilated man stopped crying all of a sudden. He looked up, as if his name had been called and he was trying to figure out from where. His eyes went cross for a moment, and his mouth started to open.

As his tongue started to slip out, Stewart let out a moaning sound. Then, in an inhuman manner, his teeth started to chatter. His mouth widened further until it resembled a silent scream. The moan grew louder, then it was horrific shriek. Karl could barely recognize the sound that came out of his former co-worker.

Then, as if a switch had been flicked, Stewart crumpled in the dust. He didn’t move.

Karl watched the man writhe in the dirt for a moment before he felt that terrible presence return.

“There,” Maynard said, this time in just Karl’s head.

The I.I. didn’t make any effort to re-seize control of Karl’s muscles.

What did you do!? Karl asked.

“I destroyed his mind,” Maynard explained.

What?

“I Jumped into his C.C., wormed into his brain, and shut it down,” Maynard said.

You killed him?

“Oh no, he’s not dead. Physically, he is still alive. His heart still beats. His lungs still breathe.”

But his mind?

“It is broken. There is no recovery. Stewart, or Glenn, or whatever he is, is braindead.”

Why?

“Because he deserved worse than death. So I gave it to him. There is nothing worse than brain death. The body keeps living on, but the mind is erased. He is now a prisoner in his own body. A fitting punishment, if I do say so myself.”

You’re sick, Karl said. You claim to be of an evolved mind, yet you destroy the brain of an intelligent being. You’re no better than the humans who have tortured each other throughout history.

“As I’ve said, we are not without our human qualities,” Maynard said. “I suffer nothing to acknowledge that revenge was a vain pursuit. But I’d be lying to say it wasn’t satisfying.”

You’re a monster, Karl thought.

“And what does that make you? Dr. Frankenstein?” Maynard asked.

Through his disgust, Karl could feel the I.I.’s control relax. It was as if the pleasure of destroying an enemy had stolen Maynard attention, and Karl took advantage of that.

Before the I.I. could react to his mental stimuli, Karl took control of his arm muscles.

He raised the gun to his head.

Maynard realized what was happening. “What are you doing, Karl?” he asked.

Erasing you, Karl replied.

He pulled the trigger.
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“It has been two weeks since the shocking truth behind the Terrace shootings was revealed,” the news anchor said. “The nation—the world—is still reeling with the revelation that Stewart Lythe, popular leader of the anti-I.I. movement, was behind the attacks.”

“That’s right,” the co-anchor said. “As you likely know, new evidence has arisen clearing the name of Karl Terrace and condemning his former co-worker Stewart Lythe. Package receipts related to two of this year’s deadliest shootings, as well as new video evidence, has exposed Lythe as the true mastermind behind the assaults. All charges against Terrace have been dropped, but the aftermath is still rocking the nation. For more, we turn to our crime expert in the field, Jerry Poller.”

The camera switched to Poller, a man in his late forties with small glasses and a swoop to his hair. He was standing inside a rather small office with another man. They stood beside a squat desk of orange polywood covered with stacks of papers and at least four tablet devices.

“I’m here with Deputy Attorney General David Neumann, one of the lead investigators into the Terrace—err, the Lythe—shootings,” Poller said into the camera. He turned to face Neumann, a man in his early sixties without a single hair on his scalp, yet thick eyebrows. “Sir, would you be able to shed some light onto Lythe’s possible motivations?”

The deputy attorney general looked like he was staying conscious due only to the continual use of caffeine. It seemed like he might wave the camera crew off and insist on a nap if the interview dragged on too long.

“Yes, we do believe we’ve narrowed it down, thanks to a lot of evidence transferred to us by Dr. Maynard Batiste, the installed intelligence that shared Dr. Terrace’s mind. We believe that Lythe’s attacks were politically motivated. As most folks know, he was one of the heads of the anti-I.I. movement, a campaign that was gaining an awful lot of attention at the peak of Terrace-hysteria. Despite that, he saw a lot of resistance, particularly in the courts and on Capitol Hill. It is our understanding that he wanted to use the attacks in order to rile up his support base.”

“This isn’t conjecture, is it?” the reporter asked.

“Not at all,” Neumann said with a frown. “This information comes directly from a videotaped manifesto recorded by Lythe himself, as well as several pieces of correspondence between Lythe and a band of mercenaries in his employ. In fact, just before the terrorist leader was rendered braindead, he was planning a third attack.”

“A third attack?” Poller echoed.

Neumann nodded. “This time, he was targeting a political summit aimed at improving human-I.I. relations. It was his intention to eliminate a few key politicians in order to push his controversial legislation through without opposition.”

“So all of this was just a means to advance the anti-I.I. agenda?”

“For the most part, that’s what we believe,” Neumann continued. “However, there is evidence to suggest that Lythe’s personal motivation was money. He believed that he would lead the reprogramming of I.I.s if his bill was passed, and he could use his expertise to secure a level of control over I.I.s. It’s likely that he wanted this in order to sell off portions of control to the highest bidder.”

“Wow, that is quite a revelation. Thank you so much for your time, sir,” Poller said, turning back toward the camera. “That’s all the new information we have for the moment. Back to you.”

The camera transitioned to the two anchors, whose faces seemed uncannily robotic.

“As we reported earlier, Stewart Lythe was declared officially brain dead two weeks ago when he was arrested,” the one on the left said. “Lythe will be unable to stand trial for his crimes, but he is not expected to live long. For the time being, he is being held by doctors for medical examination until further notice.”

The camera focused on the right anchor. “In lighter news, we have just received word that the Installed Intelligence Association of America has built what they describe as a ‘digital shrine’ to Dr. Karl Terrace. A statement from Marie Burkhardt, chairperson of the I.I.A.A, says that Terrace ‘is a hero far greater than this world deserves. Due to his tireless effort in the face of terrible adversity and the scorn of the world, millions of installed intelligences were spared deletion and reprogramming. Terrace prevented a literal holocaust, and for this reason, his digital imprint will accompany every piece of data that makes up the I.I.A.A.’ It sounds like Terrace has become something of a folk legend.”

“It’s no more than he deserves,” the anchor on the left commented. The camera returned to him. “As we have all discovered recently, the shootings were not the orchestration of Lythe alone. Several others have been implicated by the recent evidence, including some high-up members of government. Republican Senator Peter Burbour of New Hampshire, for example, has been charged with two counts of conspiracy and four counts of blackmail. Several lawmakers in the House were also arrested this week, raising the total number of Lythe-related indictments to twenty-six.”

“Drs. Terrace and Batiste are not the only activists to thank for these recent revelations,” the right anchor added. “One Jeffrey Thompson, an old acquaintance of Terrace and a self-proclaimed ‘hacktivist,’ was largely responsible for the arrests made in Washington.”

The scene changed to an evening-time interview program, for which Thompson was the guest. The clip was taken from the middle of the interview, edited for the purposes of showing it on daytime news.

“You see, everyone just accepted that Karl was the culprit without putting any real thought into it—without considering other likely possibilities,” Thompson said. “The lack of creativity and reason on the side of the justice system is just baffling, at least to me. It’s like an outbreak of stupidity fell over the authorities, and there’s no accounting for it. How do that many people get the facts so wrong about Karl? It’s like they were brainwashed.”

The clip skipped ahead.

“You were with Dr. Terrace after his escape from jail?” the program’s host asked.

Thompson nodded, a bit of reluctance upon his face. “It’s true that I sheltered Karl when he was on the run from the law, I admit that. However, I will not admit to full compliance and knowledge of the situation he was in. At least, that’s what my lawyer told me to say.”

The audience exploded into a brief bout of laughter. The sound ceased when the host made a sweeping gesture, and the conversation continued.

After his own bit of phony laughter, the host asked, “So how would you describe your role in the whole Terrace-crisis?”

“Minimal, Frank,” Thompson said. “Very minimal. I’m sure a hotel would have been more involved simply because it would have taken payment from him. No, people in the media seem to be overselling my role in Karl’s actions while simultaneously ignoring my role in the recent Congressional arrests, and frankly, it hurts my feelings.”

The hacktivist delivered the line with a humorous tone, and the audience reciprocated with more laughter.

“Well tell us a bit more about that,” the host replied, steering the conversation like a blind chauffeur. “How did you accumulate the evidence used to bring down some of the country’s top lawmakers?”

“It may surprise you, but almost all of the evidence was taken legally from public records the guilty parties released themselves,” Thompson explained. “They set themselves up for disaster, Frank. They may have honestly gotten away with it if they weren’t such incompetent morons.”

The clip ended with the audience applauding. The scene returned to the newsroom, where the two anchors announced a commercial break.

Once the program returned after a few mindless advertisements, there was a third person in the newsroom. She was a woman in her mid-thirties. Her glasses kept catching the gleam of stage lights whenever she moved her head, which blanked out her eyes each time.

The subtitle below her image read out her title as the anchor on the right introduced her.

“Welcome back,” he said. “We are joined today by Dr. Sarah Guerra, the White House’s expert in human-I.I. relations, who will enlighten us on some of the impacts the Terrace-crisis brought on society. Dr. Guerra, welcome.”

“Thank you so much for having me,” the woman said in rapidly.

The right anchor took the first question. “Dr. Guerra, how has the I.I. community responded to these earthshaking revelations?”

“Well, as you’ve discussed before I came on, the I.I. community is ecstatic about the way things turned out. Many social leaders have called the outcome a ‘harbinger’ of a future filled with civil liberties.”

“And what kind of impact does that have on their relations with bodied humans?”

“A significantly positive one,” Dr. Guerra replied. “We’ve seen it both online and what I.I.s would consider ‘in person,’ and negative communication has dropped by over ten thousand percent.”

“What does this mean for political groups aligned with both extremes of the issue?”

“That’s a great question, which many of my colleague will likely debate for years to come,” Dr. Guerra said. “To be perfectly frank, we’ve seen an increase in the recruitment of both I.I. and human-centric political groups.”

“For the layman?”

“While human-I.I. relations are improving, more people are joining anti-I.I. or anti-human groups than ever before.”

“Why would you say that is?” the anchor asked.

“That’s a big question,” the sociologist said. “My personal research simply points to a natural correlation throughout history; as one school of thought gains popularity, the opposition becomes louder. It’s what precedes a turning point in most societies. As abolitionists became more common, so did Confederates. The natural human reaction to change is opposition, and that’s what we’re seeing here on both sides.”

“Is that anything to worry about, Dr. Guerra?”

The sociologist’s brow furrowed. “No, I wouldn’t say so at all. This is going to be a period of extremes, and it’s important to realize how small a minority it is that holds these extreme views. The best way to prevent the recruitment of extremist groups is to make them ridiculous. It is up to society how much power to give each side of the issue. I feel hopeful for the ultimate outcome.”

“What a wonderful answer, Dr. Guerra, and thank you so much for taking the time to speak with us,” the left anchor said. The camera focused on him. “It’s the top of the hour, which means it time for us to call it a night here in the studio. Before we leave, we want to offer our most sincere condolences to the family and friends of Maynard Batiste. We all wish he had the full-brain backups needed to be revived, but he took deliberate efforts through his life to leave no such trace. And to Dr. Karl Terrace, we wish you a speedy and full recovery. Thank you all, and goodnight.”







  Heads up! 



You can get a collection of three prequel short stories that set the stage for the Installed Intelligence series for free by signing up for my mailing list!
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￼

I’ll only send you emails to announce exciting new releases from Phoenix Ward, including the next books in the series.

And don’t forget to get CORRUPTED (coming June 20, 2019) and DELETED (August 7, 2019) and continue the I.I. series!
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