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The discharge clerk looked up, tired and sweaty. The soldier standing before her looked like all the others, and the lines still stretched across the dusty staging ground behind him. The clerk wondered how bad it would be if she just didn’t show up the next day. Certainly no one would go after her. Would any of her remaining superiors care enough to record it somewhere that might bite her later?
The soldier cleared his throat politely. “Here for my two-fourteen, private.”
“You and the other six thousand,”
she yawned.
The man’s
uniform said he was a staff sergeant, but the clerk didn’t care much anymore. Nobody did. “Card, please.”
The soldier handed over the small datacard that hung around his neck, and the clerk touched it to her terminal. Data popped up on the display and she eyeballed it wearily, poking at the controls to start processing him. When she saw the name at the top of the screen, however, she stiffened.
She raised her eyes,
awe
lighting them up. “Staff Sergeant
John
Fletcher? You fought at Buenos Aires?”
The soldier nodded.
“I heard about you. You shut down the entire Green bot advance
in the middle of an EMP blackout! Saved your whole battalion, right?”
The sergeant shrugged.
The clerk made a half-movement, as if to rise and offer a handshake, then thought better of it. She turned to her terminal and began spinning it through a hundred rapid-fire functions, fingertips dancing.
It was an effort,
John
knew, to impress him. He wasn’t impressed by the show of efficiency, but he was grateful. It was nice to have a fifteen-minute outprocessing done in five.
The clerk finished
and
held out the card. “A real privilege to meet you,
sir. If anybody around here deserves an Honorable, it’s you. Good luck, sir.”
“Not a sir, honey,” John said, nodding his thanks. He plucked the card from her hand. “Especially not now.” He
moved away from the stares and murmurs collecting behind him.
He enjoyed his notoriety, but wasn’t in the mood to regale them all with war stories just now. Not today.
Newly discharged soldiers flooded the tarmac, some loading into troop carriers, others migrating toward the rail terminal where rumor had it a train would arrive sometime later that afternoon, city-bound.
John
wanted no part of that. He’d had enough of cities.
A corporal wandered past, pay voucher crumpled in one fist. A warm breeze gusted past and snatched the paper out of his hand, but he didn’t look back, just kept walking.
John
watched the paper, at least two years worth of pay, skip and flutter across the asphalt until it disappeared in the weeds on the far edge.
That’s what it was worth. Nowhere left to spend
Green money,
outside of the now empty commissary.
He
spotted
a warmed-up troop transport
a few meters away and ambled over, duffel over one shoulder. The woman in the driver’s seat was big and mohawked, chewing gum. She gave him a wary glance as he approached.
“Help you, Sergeant?”
He shook his head. “No more ‘sergeant’. Where you headed?”
“Portland.” She cackled. “What’s left of it.
Word is, Restoration isn’t even close.”
Cities. He shook his head. “Thanks anyway.”
It was the same story with the other vehicles. Most were headed north, up the coast. A few were going inland; Vegas, Denver. The three-hour-late train, he learned from a crowd of young ex-tankers, was Mexico-bound.
More cities.
He moved on.
 

The air shimmered at the far end of the tarmac as
John
approached the hangars. This was one of the few operational airfields left on the West Coast, and security was
tight. Several anti-aircraft batteries were placed to cover the hangars and runway, and a checkpoint was the only way through the fence surrounding the control tower. The top of the tower still bristled with heavy guns, this long after the cease-fire.
The duty sergeant looked up from his datapad as
John
walked over. His eyes were calm, but his hand rested lightly on his sidearm. “What can I do for you, Sergeant?
John
nodded in the direction of the hangars. “Any transport flights?”
The sergeant shook his head. “Last one left yesterday.”
“Anything else flying? Anywhere?”
“Let’s see.” The
duty
sergeant consulted his datapad. “Got a cargo plane going west to the islands. Refuels in Hawaii, then on to the Philippines. But I doubt he’ll take a passenger.
Our
remaining
freight jocks don’t like live baggage.”
“I’ll give it a try, anyway. Thanks, Sergeant.”
In the nearest hangar he found the cargo plane. It was an older model, still using liquid fuel. The fuselage was battered and scarred from more than a few close calls, and
John
noticed a fifty-caliber bullet hole in the rear tail section. He approached slowly, sizing it up. If it was going to carry him over the open ocean, he wanted to be sure of its sturdiness.
An Asian man, mid-forties, walked out of the rear cargo door and down the ramp, putting away a pocket comm unit. When he saw
John, he shook his head.
“No passengers.”
“I’m pretty quiet,”
John
said. “Won’t be any trouble.”
“Sorry.” The man looked him up and down. “There’s not a square inch in there for you, and I’d be summarily shot for allowing it. Nothing personal.”
John
drew a long, slow breath, reached into his breast pocket, and drew out his pay voucher. His showed over three years of officer pay piled up, but he had no use for it. Not where he wanted to go. A pilot might, though, with connections
at Green bases all over the
world. He held it out.
The pilot looked it over, glanced around, then rolled it up and stuffed it in his coveralls.
“Leaving in ten. This all your gear?” he asked, nodding at the duffel.
“Not much for five years, is it?”
“52nd, huh?” the pilot grunted, eyeing John’s shoulder patch. “What unit?”
“Hackers.”
The pilot eyed him dubiously. “Heard the 52nd got chewed up bad.”
John
nodded. “We sure did.”
“What did you say your name was?”
“John
Fletcher.”
The pilot’s eyes widened slightly. “Battle of Buenos Aires?”
John
shrugged. “That’s what they called it. Felt more like a massacre.”
The pilot grinned. “They
were
all massacres, one way or the other. But you made Buenos Aires a two-sided one. The name’s Mochizuki. Welcome aboard, Sarge.”
Ten minutes later to the second, the engines rotated and kicked on in vertical position, building quickly to the steady drone
John
had heard so many times before. The pilot, Mochizuki, had installed him in the cargo area with a pile of ratty blankets and netting and a canteen of stale water.
John
settled back against the cargo and slipped in his last pair of earplugs. The roar of the engines dimmed to a low drone. He closed his eyes, and was asleep before the plane lifted up off the ground.
 

An hour after take-off Mochizuki turned the plane over to
his co-pilot,
Lucky,
and reclined his chair for some sleep. He’d slept for only an hour, however,
when he was awakened by the
sky-bot’s voice, rapidly escalating in decibels to get him up quickly without shock.
“Captain. Captain. Captain Mochizuki.”
“Yeah, what is it?” Mochizuki yawned. “Please no storm warnings.”
“Priority transmission, Captain, from Pacific Command.”
Mochizuki sat up. That sounded interesting. He glanced over at
the
portable sky-bot. Lucky was fairly primitive, little more than a heavy cylindrical box with cabling that reached into the instrument panel. He was quick, though, and he seldom questioned Mochizuki’s judgment. Unlike most pilots who relied on their sky-bots for ninety percent of the flying, Mochizuki still liked to do his own pre-flight checks as a matter of form. If there ever was an error, though, Lucky would catch it.
“Put it through.”
“It’s coded to Level Three, Captain. Excuse the delay.”
The delay wasn’t much longer than the time it took Lucky to say the words “excuse the delay”, but it betrayed Lucky’s age, which other pilots poked fun at. Current sky-bot models could decode several incoming and outgoing lines in milliseconds. It might take Lucky a little longer, Mochizuki liked to say, but he always did the job right the first time.
The transmission was an audio feed direct from the nearest satellite. That and the Level Three encryption made Mochizuki perk up even more. For PACOM to route whoever this was through one of the precious few satellites still in the sky meant it was urgent and heavy.
Lucky’s electronic “decryption” tone cut out and was replaced by a voice unlike any that Mochizuki had heard since the draft ruined his life. The voice was female, dusky, cultured, and pure honey on the ears.
“Please verify Captain Lee Mochizuki.”
“Lee Mochizuki here,” Mochizuki said. The voice recognition system apparently got what it wanted because he wasn’t required to key in his code.
“Fragmentary Order for Captain Mochizuki of PACOM flight 117-T. You are to alter course and proceed to the following coordinates.” Mochizuki listened to the numerical coordinates in disbelief; they were perpendicular to his present course. He waited for an explanation. Sometimes they gave you one, sometimes they didn’t.
“Once in your target area, you will maintain altitude at 11,000 meters and circle the target zone in preparation for HALO insertion of classified freight. Will advise cargo number in separate transmission, upon arrival. Once payload is delivered, you will proceed to intersect your previous flight path and continue to your destination. This mission is classified and any mention of it, whether verbal or written, will result in the maximum penalty permissible under current law. End FRAGO. Please acknowledge.”
Mochizuki waited a long moment before responding. “Roger that, PACCOM, but I’m not sure I will have enough fuel to reach target zone and return, over.”
The voice came back instantly. Mochizuki knew it was a bot, but the voice was still warm and reassuring. “Concerns understood, Captain. Will schedule a mid-flight refuel. Stand by for refueling rendezvous coordinates.”
Mochizuki was amazed. This mission, whatever it was, had pulled out all the stops. Mid-flight refuels had become progressively rarer as the war dragged on. He knew of only one such plane PACCOM had at its disposal, and it was supposed to be undergoing repairs for the next three weeks.
Lucky received the coordinates and indicated the transmission was complete.
Mochizuki looked at his little copilot
and
swore under his breath. The war was supposed to be over!
He didn’t like classified orders given in code after take-off, and he didn’t like breaking from his flight plan so far from the nearest airstrip. It stank of cloak-and-dagger puppetry, and he hated it. When you had flown as many combat hours as Mochizuki had, you just learned to trust your gut. This was all wrong.
“I’m impressed, but I don’t like it, Lucky.”
“Your concerns are understandable, Captain, but you needn’t worry,” Lucky responded, always eager to keep his pilot’s stress level down. “A mid-flight refuel will enable us to comply with PACCOM’s orders and still arrive at our destination with only a 3.4 hour loss.”
“Okay.” Mochizuki sighed. “Alter course according to coordinates received. Let’s go dump whatever it is we’ve got back there. I hope that Sergeant is sleeping well.”
High above the dark sea, the plane banked left.
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John
woke in the darkness and knew something had changed.
He lay still, trying to recover from his dream, sorting out dream from reality, hunting for the stimulus that woke him.
The steady drone of the engines was unchanged. The cargo bay where he lay was cold but not frigid. It was night, and as he stared through a small porthole he caught a glimpse of the moon. They’d refueled in Hawaii around 2100, and he’d fallen asleep again shortly after takeoff.
What had changed?
Then he knew. He was lying on one side of the blankets, as if he had slid, or been pushed. Centrifugal force. He rose and stumbled to the small window, gripping the fuselage for support.
John
knew he was a little rusty in his celestial navigation skills, but he was fairly certain they were no longer heading in the same direction that they had started in.
The plane’s mid-flight course change bothered him, and he didn’t know why. Logically, it could be any number of things, but it didn’t feel right and his gut had him on high alert.
He stood still and breathed rhythmically, forcing himself to calm down and let the agitation drain away.
The war
had officially been over for quite a while.
Now it had to be over for him inside. Life would go on and he needed to let go of the fear, the paranoia. It was time to lay those to rest.
John
made his way to the blankets and stood over them, trying to make himself lie down, trust the pilot, let go of the instincts that had kept him alive but haunted for the past five years. Something kept him on his feet anyway.
Maybe it was the emptiness of the cargo bay. It was the first time he’d been so alone in a long time. He hadn’t even seen the pilot since takeoff.
Maybe it was the thought of the endless, dark ocean below. A change in course would multiply with every meter traveled until he did not know where or when he would land. That shouldn’t matter; he didn’t care where he was going as long as it was
away.
Perhaps it was the voice of
the man he’d replaced after Buenos Aires,
Sergeant Wiley. The bravest man he ever knew.
It is always dangerous to remain in ignorance when you have the option of knowledge.
John
headed for the cockpit.
He expected it to be locked, but his sharp knock resulted in the door sliding open almost immediately.
Mochizuki faced him. “Yes?”
“We’ve changed course,”
John
said.
“Correct.” The captain was frowning.
“Why? Is there a storm ahead?”
“Yes,” Mochizuki replied. “A storm. We’ll avoid the worst of it. Try to get some sleep.”
John
smiled. “If you lie to me again, I’ll start breaking your bones.”
The captain’s eyes hardened. “Get back to sleep, Sergeant. This detour comes from the top, and there’s nothing you or I can do about it. In fact, it never happened as far as I’m concerned. You weren’t even supposed to be on this plane in the first place, so if you nose into this, you may not survive to leak it.”
“Of course. It’s all very official. I understand.”
John
disguised none of
his
sarcasm, nor the mistrust his words implied.
Mochizuki’s frown deepened. “I’m no smuggler, soldier boy. I have a job waiting for me in two weeks, and I’m not about to screw up
now.
Please
return to the cargo area and secure yourself against possible turbulence.”
“Sure, Captain, sure,”
John
said. He turned to go, then asked over his shoulder, “By the way, can you tell me if the spare chute has been checked out recently?”
Mochizuki’s eyes blazed. “Are you out of your mind? We’re two thousand kilometers out from Hawaii over empty ocean!”
John
smiled. “I’d still like to know, Captain. Just in case.”
Mochizuki sighed. “I check everything before liftoff.
But
I promise you, you won’t need to bail. Just mind your own business and don’t wake up until morning, okay? Not even when I come back there and kick
a package
out the door.”
The captain shut the door on him, and
John
went back to the cargo area. He found the bulkhead where he’d seen a parachute sack, pulled it out, and put it by his duffel. Then he sat down with his back against the two heavy bags.
He was still sitting there in the darkness an hour and a half later, wide awake, when the aircraft began to descend. It leveled out for a while, banking in wide arcs around some central point, and then dropped some more.
John
wondered how low they
needed to go
for this mysterious drop.
A shaft of light came from the cockpit. The captain stepped through, closing the door behind him, and entered the cargo area.
John
eased his left leg underneath him in a position
that could
launch him to his feet at a moment’s notice. Mochizuki stood in the entrance, saying nothing.
“Can I help you find something, Captain?”
John
asked. He kept his voice low and neutral.
Mochizuki reached out and flipped on a small light. He stared at
the Sergeant, obviously troubled deeply about something.
“What is it, Captain? A problem with the flight plan?”
Mochizuki stepped nearer so he could heard more easily over the hum of the engines. “A big problem. They just transmitted the cargo number of the thing I’m supposed to drop
here.”
“And?”
“It’s not a cargo number. It’s a personnel ID number.”
John
stood up. “Let me guess. You’re not carrying any coffins on board, are you?”
“Nope. But you might need one if I dropped you here; we’re a long way from anything. Do you know why PACOM would want you to make a secret jump at night
this long after the cease-fire?”
“No, I don’t. And I don’t see how they know I’m on board, unless you told them.”
“I recorded
eighty-nine kilograms of
additional cargo weight, that’s it. But if anyone was watching the hangar cameras they would have seen you board. We made no attempt to hide our little interaction. Freight pilots do it all the time, I didn’t think it would be a big deal. Now it
is
a big deal. And you have no idea why?”
“No.”
“Somebody want to get rid of you? You know something you shouldn’t?”
John
gave a tired smile. “Captain, every soldier in our army has seen things they shouldn’t. The question is, what are you going to do?”
Mochizuki thought for a moment, then hit a button on the wall. A light began to flash, and with a hiss of hydraulics hidden under the roar of wind, the rear cargo door began to open. “I’ve got to drop something,” he shouted over the roar, “something that weighs about eighty-nine
kilos. Come on.”
The captain walked down the rows of strapped-in crates and then pointed at one. He and
John
unbuckled it and moved it toward the door.
Outside, the moon made a silver path on the wrinkled surface of the ocean. Staring at it,
John
became aware of a dark mass in the water, black as pitch and unmoved by waves. He realized a second later that he was seeing an island.
The crate slid off the edge of the ramp and disappeared into the night. Immediately the cargo door began to close, and the wind lessened. Finally, with a whine, the door closed. The captain seemed to relax.
“Now stay out of the cockpit, Sergeant. There are cams up there, too. And keep quiet.”
John
nodded. “Thanks.”
“Least I can do for a war hero,” Mochizuki replied. “I hate it when they mess with people, and you’re supposed to be free of it all now. We should hit the Philippines by 0950, assuming my refuel comes through.”
The captain left the cargo area, but had just gotten the cockpit door open when the plane bucked hard, as if kicked in the stomach, accompanied by the boom of an explosion that dwarfed the engine drone.
John
saw a ball of fire flare past the little window; glass shattered inward and the wind became a scream. The plane pitched hard to the right, suddenly and viciously.
John
yelped as he was thrown through the air, crashing hard against the fuselage.
He staggered to his feet and began lurching toward the cockpit door, gripping cargo netting to keep his feet. It took him a full minute to traverse the few meters, and when he got through the open door, he was dizzy from a rapid drop in altitude.
Captain Mochizuki was in his chair, head bleeding, speaking rapidly into his headset mic. His voice was high, on the edge of breaking, face damp with perspiration. Lights flashed red everywhere on the instrument panel. The sky-bot’s cables were dancing this way and that, overcharged and vibrating.
“What’s going on?”
John yelled.
Mochizuki ignored him. “ – say again we have lost our starboard engine and are losing altitude. Please advise on nearest airfield for emergency landing.”
There was no reply. Mochizuki slammed his fist against a console. “Mayday, mayday, this is PAC-M-flight 339, our starboard engine is gone and we are going down. Engaged by hostile fire, coordinates – ”
John
stared.
Hostile fire?
The war is over.
No, came the familiar voice of Sergeant Wiley, in his head.
It’s never over.
John
grabbed Mochizuki’s shoulder. “What hit us?”
“SAM. Came out of nowhere, not a word of warning from Lucky or the onboard systems.”
John
shot a look at the little sky-bot. A thin tendril of white smoke was drifting from a seal on the side of the cylinder. A small motor-driven hatch on top was opening and closing several times a second.
“Your bot’s flipped!”
Mochizuki shook his head, concentrating on hitting several switches and keeping his hands on the stick. “Lucky’s been with me for years, he’s solid.”
“I’m telling you, your bot has flipped!”
John
reached over and yanked the sky-bot’s cables from the console in front of it. There was a shower of sparks and the smell of melted electronics, and the bot did an emergency shutdown that ended in a high-pitched whine.
“Hey!” Mochizuki screamed in protest. “You killed my sky-bot!”
“Can you
manually
set her down on the water?” said
John.
“I used to be able to.” Mochizuki’s knuckles were white on the controls. “Be a lot harder without Lucky.”
John
watched the ocean come up to meet them, moon glinting like silver on a thousand little waves.
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First, pain.
Thick pain, hammering just behind his eyes. He debated opening them, decided he would, and then squeezed them shut again with a groan.
John was lying
on a beach of brilliant
white sand that stretched away in either direction to the horizon. The glare of the brief glimpse doubled the throbbing behind his eyes.
How did I get here? And what day is it?
A moment later, though, he opened his eyes again, this time in a miserly squint. It was beautiful. Before him lapped the turquoise water of a lagoon from paradise, as deep and blue as any pic or holo he’d ever seen. A dreamlike sense of lassitude crept over him. If this
was
a dream
than
it was a nice dream, and he’d had few enough of those to appreciate this one. He would wake up soon enough, probably back in Recovery, so it made sense to enjoy it.
But behind the throbbing pain behind his eyes and the surreal beach was a nagging thought that shouldered its way into full consciousness. The sun was too hot for this to be a dream, the sound of the surf too wet, the sand too gritty in his teeth. This was real.
That thought made his eyes open a second time, and stay open.
He squinted against the glare, doubly bright off sand and water. His
back was
damp, and he rolled to one side and saw that the depression
he’d been lying in was soaking wet. He licked his lips and tasted salt, not the metallic saline of blood, but the brine of the wide blue expanse in front of him. He sat up and rolled his head on his shoulders. There was no appreciable increase in pain. That was good. He gave both arms and both legs a shake. Other than a deep ache and incredible stiffness, he was intact.
His physical discomfort
reinforced the reality of his situation.
He reached down to his ankles, stretching his back and hamstrings.
That felt better.
The surf around him was pleasantly cool,
easing the hot glare of the sun,
and a warm breeze made him want to slide back down into unconsciousness. Instead, he opened his eyes a little.
It suddenly occurred to
John
that if he sat on a beach facing the open sea, there must be a landmass behind him, and he pivoted. A wall of dense tropical green met his gaze. A few coconut palms with slim gray trunks served as an advance guard ahead of the main jungle, looming out over the sand, but for the most part the foliage followed a set boundary down the beach in either direction.
He was aware of an almost total silence. The ocean lapped quietly at the sand. Far out he could see the white crests of real waves, but they lost all power long before they reached the beach. There were no cries of gulls or other seabirds, and behind him the jungle was devoid of the usual faunal cacophony
common to the tropics. That was enough to make him truly uneasy.
Real. But not as it should be.
He stood up with gritted teeth and hung there for a minute or two, letting his body reorient and fighting back a sudden swirl of nausea. His face
felt puffy
with
sunburn and realized that he was intensely thirsty. He wondered how long he had lain there.
He walked toward the nearest coconut palm. It jutted out at a low angle, almost horizontal for several meters, before rising sharply
to a head with broad leaves that cast a substantial shadow on the sand below. Scattered beneath were dried brown fronds and old coconut husks
that
made a dry rustling under his feet. He sat on the long trunk in the shade and tried to think.
He was on a beach. The information his senses were giving him and his pain all seemed to indicate that this was real. He had experienced some incredibly persuasive dreams before, especially in Recovery when the meds were wearing off, but this wasn’t like that. This felt real. He dug his fingers into the rutted trunk.
This
is
real.
But where does that leave me? And how did I come here?
He
was having trouble
remembering
much at all about the last few days.
Already the dreaminess was leaving him. Getting out of the sun and into the shade had something to do with it. His mind began to revive fully, and all his latent energies sent out feelers to feed the information his mind needed into the central cortex and up to the various lobes where the information built sequence on sequence into cause, effect, strategy, and action.
That was the way it was. The mind was a computer, pure and simple, needing only water and carbon and a few other little necessaries just as its plastic and silicon imitations needed electricity.
He knew computers. It helped to reduce the human mind into such accessible terms. It enabled him to get a handle on things, to control his situation, and to formulate plans of action.
He studied the beach. It stretched far away before him, a white band with a green wall on one hand and a rippling blue glass on the other. At the very edge of his sight the beach bent away to the left and out of sight, kilometers distant. He turned and saw the same thing in the other direction. There were no tracks or marks of any kind on the sand, and no rocks jutted up from the beach or shallows. He was overwhelmed with a sense of artificiality. He told himself it was just a feeling, and he knew it was, but his mind retained the impression of repetitive monotony, as though it were a holographic that had run out of code and simply repeated itself endlessly.
There was nothing to salvage in sight. He had the clothes he was wearing, a drab short-sleeved military shirt and cargo pants. An impulse born of habit caused him to pat his inner thigh, and he was relieved to feel the comforting profile of the slim mini-toolkit strapped there. At least he had something to work with beside his bare hands, although it would do him little good in the jungle.
Things were coming back to him now. Discharge, flight, Mochizuki. And then… the last part was too chaotic in his memory to give him more than a vague picture of night-time danger and the fear that had accompanied it.
Doesn’t matter right now. Right now I have to get out of the sun and get some intel. I’m here, like it or not. Wherever here is.
He reached down and selected a heavy, dead
palm frond, breaking off the blades from the central stalk until he had a thick, tapered club. It was flimsy, but for the moment it would do to help him bat aside the underbrush of the forest in front.
Because
the forest
is where I have to go.
The very distance of the beach,
bare sand for kilometers
in either direction, decided
John
against following it.
He could see that there was nowhere to go that way, and the sea was empty behind. That left only the emerald tangle before him. The wild profusion and variety of the jungle growth was a sharp contrast from the monochromatic smoothness of the sand and sea. This was a three-dimensional environment that could be penetrated and occupied.
He started forward
into the trees. Instantly the heat and humidity engulfed him. Out of the direct sunlight the heat lost direction and came from all sides at once, even radiating down from the foliage overhead. Sweat burst out across his face. He breathed deep and inhaled the musky, earthy scents of mud, rot, chlorophyll, papaya, and sheer life. An insect whined against his cheek, and then there were hundreds and he staggered as he swiped at them. His feet slipped on the sodden brown layers of decomposition underneath. Vines and creepers slanted across his field of vision, diagonals to the verticals of the trees. The light was a deep green, filtered from above, only occasionally breaking through the canopy in dappled stripes of gold.
He stopped fighting the jungle and stood motionless, ignoring the buzzing insects, the heat, the damp. He closed his eyes.
Think.
There was no way to tell where he was. It could be mainland, it could be an island, it could be anywhere. If it was an island, the only way to tell would be to follow the beach and see if it ended up at the beginning. If the island was large, that could take days.
A better way would be to find some high ground and observe from an elevation. But there was no guarantee that there was any high ground, or that he could find it. In this steaming tangle of trees, he might head in the wrong direction and never see a hill.
Trees. I need a tree.
He scanned the jungle. A large tree trunk off to his right looked promising, and moving closer he saw that it was actually two trees, massive warty things that grew together in a writhing embrace. Enough creepers wrapped around the trunks to provide easy hand and foot holds. He started climbing.
The light became a brighter green. The air grew fresher. He pushed upward through a cluster of spade-shaped leaves that smelled of licorice, and broke into sun. The canopy stretched away on all sides, but the trees he was climbing continued upward at least two more meters. He kept climbing until he found a fork to rest his knee in near the top, and studied his position.
Seaward there was nothing but turquoise waves, and the beach was still as empty as it had looked from ground-level. He turned his attention to the land.
Hills began rising from the jungle perhaps a kilometer distant, thickly forested and without any distinguishing feature beyond an abrupt crest. Past them he could see
the jungle rise steadily toward
what looked like cliffs, perhaps a gorge. A gorge could mean water. He shaded his eyes. It was impossible to tell at this distance what lay beyond the gorge, if anything. Perhaps another beach. His perch was not tall enough to reveal whether this was an island, but a view from the top of one of the hills would.
John
started back down the tree, analyzing the information. He still didn’t know where he was, but a view from the hills would fill in some of the pieces. It was midday; plenty of time to get there before evening.
The thought of evening was sobering. He didn’t want to spend a night in the jungle. He needed to find shelter. But his training came readily to mind in the repetitive voice of his former sergeant.
Shelter
isn’t the primary concern, Fletcher!
The first problem, the one that will kill you quickest,
is
dehydration.
The tropics leached water out of you, and it was crucial to find clean water. He was already soaked in sweat, and his headache was worsening. He needed water soon. Shelter could come later.
It took him longer than he’d anticipated to walk the kilometer. The going was slow and he dared not hurry. One slip on the sodden mulch underfoot and he could twist an ankle. He took the long way around fallen logs and thick brush. The heat increased and with it the insects, which buzzed in a frenzy around his neck and ears, settling into creases in his flesh for the salt. They stung, whizzed,
and fluttered, and he slapped his neck until it was sore.
Finally the ground began to rise, and despite his thirst and growing fatigue he eagerly pushed forward. There might be a breeze at the top to rid him of the insect plague. The slope grew steeper, and he paused for breath. Although his physical condition was by no means flabby, it was not in peak operational capacity either. The exertion and heat brought memories which he savagely pushed back down.
After another twenty minutes he reached the top of the nearest hill. The jungle was thick but much lower, with fewer trees, and he could see in a wide radius. The
bright
sun was arcing
to his left and behind him a bit, toward the beach he’d left. That
meant that he was traveling
north-east. He spun in a slow circle, taking in every hill and valley. There was a small
gorge
near him
now, and he saw a glint of sun on the bottom.
A river. Water.
The hills
rose to a series of craggy heights ahead of him, studded with greenery. They rolled away to his right,
marching
down
toward the east
where he could see the ocean.
To the west and north, beyond the hills and gorges, he could make out nothing more than a blue haze of open water. He
was on an island, about thirty kilometers in
length and not quite that far across in the direction he had traveled. Probably volcanic, judging by the central mountain heights and the way the top formed a semi-circular ridge that suggested an ancient, crumbled crater.
Then he noticed an anomaly that set his heart racing. Rising from
the highest of the series of hills along the eastern edge of the island
was an antenna tower, poking up from the trees like a beckoning finger. It was an XC-88 Commstack, a type he recognized well
despite the fact that it was obviously in a state of disrepair. It
looked shaggy and unkempt, draped with something
green that broke up its profile. That brought memories and questions to his mind, but he pushed them away. Probably
just
creepers – they grew freakishly fast
in humid climates
and covered everything that didn’t move.
He would have to travel inland
at least a klick or two to
climb the
slope
that led
up to the tower.
Fine; now I know there’s some vestige of civilization here, I can afford
an uphill
hike. I'll probably meet the access road to the antenna, and then I won't have to bushwhack.
With luck I’ll find a supply cache or some people, if any are still around.
Feeling substantially relieved at the thought, he
started toward the distant tower, whistling a tune.
So what
if the antenna
is covered with camouflage
netting
instead of vines?
The war is over.
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Earth called to her children and begged us to stop using her. We laughed at her.
We had Science, the Great God.
Science would save us and save Earth, make it all right again. Science would feed our hunger, would glut us with everything possible, and our appetites would stretch to meet the stars. How we loved ourselves, our hunger, the
limitlessness
of it.
The
Used outnumbered the
Users more than twenty to one, but what was that to us? We ignored them and cranked our auditory implants even higher and licked the grease from our fingers. When at last they rose against us in a swarm, bitter with the years and bloody-muzzled
like
hyenas with eyes glowing in the night, we sent Science to fight for us.
Science failed.
Science cannot kill rage.
Science cannot outwit hunger.
Nine billion prewar humans on the planet. Too many. Earth supported the burden until she could no longer do so, and then purged herself. Only so many, and no more. We forgot that law. We forgot only so many and no more, and we paid for the forgetting.
War came, war like nothing we’d ever imagined. The used died by the thousands, by the hundreds of thousands, by the millions. Like locusts they came, locusts with a hunger swollen and never satisfied, enraged at the devastation of the Earth. At the waste.
Science could not kill them all without killing the users as well, and we were not so far gone that we had forgotten that. Not so far gone as that. There were ways to end it all, end everything, but we wanted to live. In the end, we strove for survival like any animal.
Chemicals, bleak clouds that shriveled leaves from trees, burned lungs, blinded babies, choked and killed and maimed, poisoning the already groaning Earth with miasmic vapors.
Viruses, bacteria, the superbugs of a thousand sealed jars were let loose like the plagues of Egypt, dropped from the sky in silent bombs with silent detonations. Humans dropped like flies, vomiting blood, the Red Death tearing at Prospero’s throat. The worms feasted.
The factories spewed forth their guns and cartridges by the billions. Tanks, choppers, planes, hovercraft. Mines. Grenades, missiles, rockets. Smartbombs. Clusterbombs. Burrowbombs, bunkerbusters, laser guided precision systems, gunpowder giving way to particle beams, light energy weapons. The technology jumped ahead, spurred by the men in white coats who took such meticulous notes and sipped their coffee with such dedication.
Bots. Androids and gynoids. Cyborgs. Oceans of money evaporated into war clouds which rained down the bots and bombs. Joysticks clutched in chubby fists that steered death through the sky in streaks and never saw the starving things they vaporized.
We will win, they said. We will win. It is our right. Earth is ours. We are not the Earth’s.
That was when I left them.
Sick with anger, I swore I would end them. Cleanse the earth. Take off the mask and breathe clean air again.
We wore them down, and spent ourselves like water doing it. We won. The Greens won. The Grays lost.
I wish it was that simple.
We all lost. When the Earth dies, no one wins.
And Earth
is
dying. Too little, too late. After all the killing, all the death, all the rot and waste and ashes, we may have past the point of no return when the Earth begins her swan song and we can do nothing but watch.
So we wait.
We watch.
We hope.
We ally Science with Nature, as we should have done from the beginning, and pray that together they can heal Earth.
Pray for a new Eden.
If we are given another chance, we will change, we will be different. Humanity
can
change.
 

The serpent has
left the garden. Eden is safe.
 

Please.
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John
almost ran into the fence.
He had
been moving fast, in as straight a line as he could manage, toward the antenna
on the heights. The forest floor was dank and slippery and so he focused on his feet and where he was putting them. The fence was in his face almost before he could stop.
It was an old fence made of chain links, rusted in the humid air. Taller than he was by a good meter and a half, disappearing in either direction. There were the remains of some razor wire along the top. On the far side, he could see that the jungle was cleared in a meter-wide swath parallel to the fence; a maintenance track of some sort. He threw a stick against the fence to check for current. Nothing. The fence looked long abandoned, and the track was
already choked with undergrowth.
The rusted links bit into his fingers as he clambered up awkwardly, fence bending inward with his weight. A
distant
memory of childhood, when his sneaker toes could fit easily into the links, crossed his mind. At the top he paused a moment, picking a landing spot, and then jumped. He landed with a grunt,
brushed
the moist earth off his hands, and straightened up. Through a break in the trees he could see the hill. He was much closer. The ground should start rising soon. He took a step forward.
A twig snapped
somewhere in the trees.
He froze. There was no movement from the jungle. His eyes raked the foliage.
He smelled it before he saw it, a mix of silicone, hot electrics, and plastic. A shape moved behind some palm fronds, and then it lurched from the jungle three meters away and paused, analyzing. The ASKALON-9 was obsolete these days, but you still saw them in the backwaters and sinks, and it enjoyed a reputation as a dependable service bot. The 9’s were androids, humanoid in shape and size and designed to interact with humans.
This one was a mess.
It hadn’t been cleaned or serviced in a long time; moss and mud-stains covered its carapace, and he noticed exposed wiring at the joints where the rubber seals had torn away. Its sensory apparatus, located on the bulbous head, was damaged; one optical bulb was smashed and its antennae were snapped off half their length.
He raised his hand to hail it in the standard greeting, smiling for the benefit of whoever was monitoring its cams.
The ASKALON did not respond.
John
felt a frisson of unease. Standard programming was either erased, or malfunctioning. Neither option inspired confidence.
The ASKALON remained motionless, coolant vents softly whirring, staring at him. He hailed it again, more slowly, passing his hand clearly in front of its remaining optical sensor.
No response.
He forced himself to breathe calmly and focused on slowing his heart rate. It was difficult. The pre-war ASKALON units had been harmless enough, but the war changed everything and it was amazing what a techie with some nasty hardware and a blowtorch could add to even the most mundane bots. The ASKALON units weren’t originally designed to kill, but they more than capable of doing so when programmed that way. Most machines were, and there was a chance this one was preparing to kill him.
Sweat trickled down his back as he studied it. There was no way to tell what it would do. It seemed stuck in analysis mode, and he hoped its sensory damage had limited or even disabled its logic centers. This one had no overt weapons systems, but there could be some concealed under the carapace, and even when unarmed the ASKALON-9’s
were incredibly strong.
Gnats whined in his ears. One bit dangerously close to his eardrum, and despite himself he flinched.
The ASKALON charged, arms outstretched.
John
ran. There was nothing else to do; he had nothing in his hands and no time to find anything. He plunged into the jungle, leaping over fallen trees and bursting through nets of creepers. The maintenance track along the fence provided a clearer escape route, but he knew he couldn’t outrun the bot on the straightaway.
The high rasp of Sergeant Wiley echoed in his head:
Duck and dodge, and you can beat the bots. Sprint in the open, and you’re dead. It’s that simple.
And it was that simple. They said the day would come when bots could do anything a human could do and then some. Bots far outclassed humans in speed and strength, no question. Flesh and neurons couldn’t beat steel and motherboards. But humans still had a few edges; superior agility and the ability to anticipate enabled a human to navigate an obstacle course
faster than any bot ever made.
Before any were
developed
that could outdo humans
in agility and intuition, manufacturing
had ground to a halt.
The war took care of that.
John’s
lungs were on fire. Behind him came the whine of servos and gears. The 9’s were much lighter than their predecessors, but still weighed close to a hundred kilos, and he chose
the most dense and difficult terrain
to enhance his advantage. He was jumping like a gazelle over a fallen tangle of branches when he realized the sounds of pursuit had stopped, and he risked a glance over his shoulder. The bot was caught in some creepers, thrashing and kicking to free itself. It would only take seconds until it resumed the pursuit, but the opportunity was exactly what he’d been waiting for.
The ASKALON units were not armored, but you still had to know where to hit them if you wanted a sure kill. He’d lost more than a few friends to partially disabled bots. You had to be sure. This one ran on power cell technology, but access to the cell was protected by its carapace.
John
scrambled four-legged across a patch of open ground and got behind a banyan tree. The machine freed itself from the last of the creeper and went still, its sensor array moving back and forth. With its optical lens broken, it was reliant on infrared, and infrared had limitations.
He couldn’t be sure what the exact capabilities of this bot were. He knew the specs of the ASKALON series by heart, but modifications were so common it was more realistic to assume it had been upgraded than not. He carefully peered around the edge of the banyan trunk.
The bot was motionless except for its head, which was in a slow, 360 degree scanning pattern; it was likely to remain that way until it reacquired its target or until its recall programming activated. That could take anywhere from ten minutes to ten days. Sergeant Wiley rasped in
John’s
mind:
the bots’ predictability is their greatest weakness.
He searched the ground, found a half-buried stone, and gently tugged it loose. The bot’s head was cycling away from him when he sprinted from behind the banyan, praying that this one wasn’t baiting him with a sophisticated decoy routine. Three quick steps, noiseless in the damp leaf mold of the jungle floor, and he brought the rock down hard on the bot’s head with crushing force.
It jerked under the impact, all sensory equipment destroyed, and he struck again, this time at the base of the neck where its wiring was exposed. In a crackle of sparks and ozone, the bot lurched forward and collapsed, facedown. Instantly he was on it, hands ripping away the carapace to get at the power cell and the brainbox. Only after they were torn free did he relax.
Not bad for just bare hands and a rock.
John didn’t consider himself a violent person, but he enjoyed the rush from his quick victory. He didn’t feel the slightest trace of regret at the violent destruction of the bot. He had taken out far too many of them in his time for it to bother him.
Some people liked bots too much. They were so helpful, clean, and polite. Totally subservient. Reliable. And although they had no personalities unless programmed that way, people projected personalities onto them, said thank you when a bot performed a service, viewed them as
if they were sentient. It was harmless most of the time, but he had heard stories. A woman ran back into a burning house to save “Kenny” and they found her charred body embracing the red-hot house bot. Stuff like that.
And bot-love could get you killed when the bots were your comrades in arms. When you’d been fighting alongside a bot for weeks, calling it by a nickname, and had your life saved by it, it was surprisingly difficult to let it die, or refrain from running under fire to drag an injured one to safety. You felt loyalty to it in spite of yourself. It was a psychological phenomenon that took some mental discipline to overcome.
Not a problem for me. This bot had it coming.
Now that he was up close,
John
could see that the bot was even older and less maintained than he’d supposed. He looked for other distinguishing features, but there were none visible. He had no time for deeper examination. The bot had been patrolling the fence, and he
had tripped
a
sensor
it was monitoring
when he climbed it. It was an even bet that someone somewhere was monitoring the bot
in turn. There was no telling what kind of response might be sent out.
Time to go.
John
grabbed the power cell, noticing that it was much newer and cleaner than any of the bot’s other components,
and hurled it far into the trees. Then he
headed back toward the fence. Despite the risk of discovery, there was something else he needed to know before he
moved on.
From the cover of the trees, he followed the rusty fence line until he found what he was looking for – a laser projector situated a
meter off
the ground on one post, pointing down the fence line toward a receiver fifty meters away. There was a second laser line half a meter apart from the first, a corollary beam for greater reliability. Insects and birds could interrupt one and not set off any alarm, but if both were broken it meant something large was in the area.
He studied the equipment carefully.
It was a
surprisingly
good setup. Unlike the bot he’d destroyed, the security laser box was clean and well-maintained. So was the power cable that fed it, and the four-meter-high solar panel pole.
The panel itself was half-hidden in the tree canopy above.
He scanned the maintenance track, noticing wheel tracks where a mower had come through not too long ago.
His mind raced. The war had left a lot of the more remote island groups in chaos, and Restoration hadn’t completely pacified Australia yet. It would be decades before they reached the South Pacific, if that was where he’d ended up. The war had been officially over for
a while and it was hard to conceive of a place that hadn’t heard the news. But if this was an island it was theoretically possible that this place had never been demilitarized.
Another possibility was that they had heard and refused to demilitarize. Some of the more fanatical Grays had ignored the armistice and fought on. But he’d heard they were mostly isolated in the temperate zones. He’d never heard of Gray holdouts in the tropics. On the other hand, this could be a refugee camp. He’d heard that the islands were full of them, scattered to winds during the war by choice or by necessity and now grown accustomed to autonomy. Some had carved out nice little kingdoms for themselves and resented outsiders.
John
shook his head. Without hard data on his position it was useless to speculate. It could have been just one more malfunctioning bot in the wrong place at the wrong time, a defunct machine running on outdated programming. The disposal teams collected thousands of them each year.
Or…
But he pushed the last thought from his mind. There were other possible explanations, much more upsetting. He didn’t want to consider those.
The ASKALON-9 that attacked him hadn’t displayed any upgrades, from what he had been able to observe. No armor. No sophisticated subroutines. No weapons systems. Minimal AI. No maintenance, but that told him little. The ASKALONs were pre-war models – spare parts were rare. The unit’s sheer age might have caused its failure. He shook his head again, and headed for the hill.
After twenty minutes
John noticed the sound of water at the edge of his hearing, but the noise of the incessant insects and his own heavy breathing made it difficult to judge the size or precise location of the waterway.
Passing through some thick trees, he emerged into the open along the bank
of a river, blinking in the sudden sunlight.
The river was perhaps
ten
meters wide. Although it moved slowly at his current position,
upstream
it
exited
a gorge between the hills
from which
he could hear the roar of whitewater. The
milky brown water gave him
no way to tell how deep the
river
was. He threw a stick into midstream and watched it float, noting the
point at which the
current
sped up around a bend.
He could probably swim it, but he didn’t like the idea for several reasons. The
murky
water
made
it impossible to tell if there were submerged rocks or snags. He’d heard awful stories of aquatic snakes, as well. But his greatest concern was the lack of cover. Once he entered the water, he would be helpless if another bot appeared. Just standing on the banks made him uneasy, and he backed into the jungle again to think.
Finally he decided to follow the riverbank from just inside the jungle, close enough to the river to notice a bridge or shallows if there were any. It was the safest bet, and the ASKALON-9 had made
it clear that the safest option was the only option here.
He started walking, thirsty from the sound of water gurgling at the banks. The humidity was oppressive, and he knew he was losing too much water from sweat. He needed to find some clean water, and soon. There seemed to be a faint path among the trees and creepers and he followed it, grateful to make better time. He kept an eye on the river, but checked his route every few seconds for laser sensors.
As he stepped over a fallen log a dark shape in the trees caught his peripheral vision, and he froze. It was a good-sized log, hanging from thick cables tied around trees branches above. He slowly scanned the area, noticing a tripwire on the ground in front of him that had already been loosed, its pin lying on the trail ahead. The wire tripped the log, which had swung down, continued across, and become tangled in some creepers at the far end of its swing.
But why have a random log here?
Then
John
saw the pit. He wouldn’t have noticed it if it hadn’t been for a dark patch on the ground, something not quite right, a corner of the pit
where the palm fronds littering the path had fallen in.
When he realized what he was looking at, his eyes traced its dimensions. Three meters by three, placed directly across the path. Mentally he cursed himself for his stupidity.
Paths were made for a reason. Just like fences.
He crouched at the edge and lifted off one of the palm fronds
still
covering the pit. Down the hole in the darkness, he could see vertical sides carved from the dark soil, with some small vines already growing across the shaft. It was deep. He ripped off more fronds, letting in the dim green light. There was something at the bottom. He leaned down for a closer look, wrinkling his nose at the smell.
Bones.
They were browned from the rot clinging to them. He saw a ribcage and mandible, then a partially buried skull. The clothing had long since rotted away. The bottom of the pit was lined with upright stakes driven into the earth and shaped to sharp points. The angle of the skeleton’s rib
cage, pierced by two stakes, made him wince.
A bad way to die. I’m going to have to be very careful on this island.
He stood. The path was no longer an option, but he still needed to follow the river. His thirst made him instinctively reluctant to leave the water. He’d just have to chance discovery by walking along the banks. The air would be better, and perhaps a breeze would rid him of the insects.
Five minutes later he found the crossing.
A road spanned the river at a narrow point, raised slightly above the water level on pontoons. The water slid underneath in a sheet as smooth as glass before tumbling down in a small waterfall that stretched from bank to bank, perhaps half a meter high.
There was no sign of activity on either bank, but he waited for ten minutes, crouching behind a dense stand of grass. The road came out of the jungle from the west. He wasn’t sure if it was the same maintenance track that followed the fence. It disappeared into the jungle on the far side and seemed to skirt the bottom of the hill with the antenna, now clearly visible from where he sat.
He gave it five more minutes, studying the area and assessing the risks. Finally he decided it time to make a move, and he
started for the crossing, ready to sprint across. Just as his foot stepped onto the packed earth, he heard something coming down the road behind him. A bend ten meters away hid whatever approached. He darted back into the jungle, rolled into a swath of grass, and lay still.
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Two bots emerged from the jungle road and began to cross the river. They were like nothing
John had
ever seen before, heavily modified quadrupeds and in much better shape than the ASKALON-9. One was clearly built on an old Koyuki base, but instead of the tires that the pre-war Japanese manufacturer had favored, it had small rubberized feet that moved in a rapid four-cycle march. It carried two heavy pincher arms of an unfamiliar design.
The other was a bizarre blend of a Misca sentry bot and a Cobalt Arachnyd X4; a small cylindrical torso from which sprouted eight jointed legs ending in four-pronged claws. It strongly resembled a spider and moved in much the same way, but was not quite as tall as a man. Both bots were armored and neither had any external apparatus, making them much more difficult to disable. Only a direct hit to a sensor socket would blind these ones.
The bots walked briskly across the road and entered the trees on the far side.
John
saw movement in the jungle, a flash of sun on a reflective surface
that quickly disappeared, and
he waited a moment longer.
As long as I stay out of sight, those bots are my best shot at finding a person or a computer that can tell me
where
on earth I am.
He sprinted across the road feeling horribly exposed, and breathed a sigh of relief when he made the trees. He could hear the bots marching up ahead. He had no idea how sensitive their auditory feeds were, so he’d have to hang back and walk slowly. He slowed his breathing and strolled forward, listening intently.
A few minutes passed. The road was slowly rising in elevation, and he hoped that meant it led to the top where the antenna stood. It was likely the two bots were going there for routine maintenance. Maybe there was a vehicle shed, or at least a terminal with a human interface that he could access without undue difficulty. Maybe –
John
threw himself to the ground just as a flechette canister whirred by overhead. Three square meters of jungle thrashed as hundreds of razored metal scraps shredded it into a haze of chlorophyll. He rolled hard off the road to his right, downhill into the trees. A rapid clanking above warned him of the bot’s approach.
Stupid, stupid, stupid!
They’d planned a perfect ambush, one bot continuing ahead and making noise while the other secreted itself at the edge of the road and waited for him. If he hadn’t heard the slight clunk as the flechette canister loaded into the launcher, he’d have been instantly shredded. Luckily, the sound was unmistakable once you’d heard it a few dozen times. Once you’d seen what it could do…
He kept rolling until he was behind a thick banyan and he gripped its roots, mind racing. The bot, probably the Arachnyd, would be scanning the jungle for movement and infrared signatures simultaneously. When it saw nothing it would descend, looking for him, another flechette canister ready. He had maybe twenty seconds before it flushed him out.
Up, screamed Sergeant
Wiley.
Up!
Up.
John
stood and jumped for the nearest branch. Banyans trailed so many creepers, vines, and branches that getting
up
was easy. He pulled himself
higher, keeping the trunk between himself and the road. The bark was slimy and smelled foul
as he
slithered
upward, breath rasping in his throat. Settling into
a fork in the main trunk, a
curtain of vines hid the road
from sight, but he could hear the Arachnyd finish its scan and descend the slope toward the banyan. He waited, listening to the sounds.
The Arachnyd moved slowly for several meters, then stopped. He almost poked his head through the vine curtain to see, but controlled the urge and waited. After a moment, the bot continued much more quickly, circling wide to gain the best trajectory. When it reached the point where it should have been able to see him, it stopped again.
He drew in a deep breath.
Any second now.
The Arachnyd
would be
calculating all possible angles of escape, and the tree offered the best chance of concealment.
Therefore it’s going to shred the tree.
On cue, the machine approached, flechette port aimed at the lowest probable hiding place, a curtain of vines that draped down over a fork in the main trunk. It prepared to fire.
John
dropped down from directly above the Arachnyd, tearing a sharp branch with him as he went. An attack from an elevation above a bot’s approach vector had been a favorite of his during the war, and the banyan had a branch perfect for the job. He landed directly on top of its torso, his weight slamming the spidery body onto the ground.
Instantly he was off, thrusting at its sensory sockets with
his tree
branch. A leg flailed at him, and he leaned out of its reach. The socket caved in and sparked, and the legs ceased flailing. He couldn’t destroy the bot entirely without a better weapon or tools to pry off its armored carapace, but it would be unable to hunt him now unless repaired.
The problem now was the other bot. He heard it coming in response to the distress signal the Arachnyd had sent the instant he attacked. Now the Koyuki unit was descending the slope toward them, its pincer arms swatting branches aside as it came. He ran for the river, knowing that the Arachnyd had already transmitted all information of his attack to the Koyuki, along with modified attack suggestions based on his movements.
The bots always learn from their mistakes,
screamed the Sergeant.
Adapt and keep moving!
He launched himself out into the river as far as he could, and went deep. Even underwater he could hear the hiss of the flechettes as they peppered the surface. He surfaced midstream and risked a glance back just in time to see the Koyuki launch a small projectile with a puff of smoke.
Grenade.
He dived.
The concussion drove the air from his lungs and hammered an intense pain through his ears. He surfaced again, barely in time, and gulped air. The current
picked up and took him around a bend
beyond effective
grenade range. He watched the Koyuki disappear
and
continued downstream for five more minutes, swimming to speed himself away. Then he
clawed his way past a boulder and grabbed a handful of riverbank foliage. He hauled himself up onto the bank and crawled quickly into the brush.
They would be coming soon. The Koyuki was capable of performing rapid field maintenance on other bots, sort of a battlefield medic for machines, and although he didn’t know if this unit had been programmed that way, he had to assume both bots would be on his trail within minutes. He had to find a weapon. They’d be ready for sticks and stones next time.
John
exited the river on the same side he’d entered it, but almost half a kilometer ahead of the ambush site. If he kept up a good pace, he’d stay ahead of the bots. He ran through the jungle at a right angle to the river until he hit the road, then continued uphill on the far side. He’d just run straight up until he reached the antenna on top. The Arachnyd might follow, but the grade was too steep for the Koyuki, and it would be forced to follow the road.
The ground shook as a grenade detonated a few meters to his right. A sudden sharp pain in his shoulder made him gasp. Another explosion fountained dirt and broken trees to his left.
How’d they find me so fast?
He ran back downhill toward the road but another grenade cratered the ground just ahead. He was knocked to the ground, ears ringing. He could barely think.
Where are they shooting from? Which one is shooting?
Others. It had to be others. The first two couldn’t have arrived so soon. They must have called ahead.
He lunged to his feet and stumbled south along the slope, keeping to cover whenever possible. Behind him came more explosions; they were still trying to triangulate him.
John
hoped they wouldn’t see his movement until he could get around the far side of the hill. He crossed a small clearing in seconds and slid to a stop on the far side. He lay still, panting and listening, river water still dripping from his hair down his face.
He stood to get moving again, and a strange sound came from off to his left. Two darts hit the tree in front of him, sticking in the bark and sizzling with a burst of steam. Their design was unfamiliar to him, and he shook his head in disbelief.
What
is
this place?
He dodged behind the tree the darts were protruding from and jumped from there into a shallow gully. Higher ground was out of the question with hostiles this close; he would be exposed. He ran along the gully, staying low, and dived toward a rocky outcropping ahead. There were no more shots. He stayed behind the dark gray crumbling stone for a minute, catching his breath. His shoulder burned like fire.
He froze as he heard the whine of servos nearby. They were advancing, trying to flush
John
out. If he moved, he’d probably be hit, but if he stayed where he was, death was certain. He leaped from behind the rock, somersaulting downhill, and heard the whirr of flechettes and the boom of some projectile weapon. Only his wild movement had saved him from a hit. He rolled to his feet and ran, batting branches away from his path and leaping over obstacles on the ground. He could hear the thing scrambling after him and reloading cartridges into its internal chambers.
He sped around a huge boulder being slowly strangled with creepers and an opening yawned in front of him, a cave in the hillside. He entered on the run, too desperate for cover to worry about hazards in the darkness. A blinding blow to his forehead told him the cave ceiling was lowering, and he fell to his hands and knees, gritting his teeth at the pain and feeling blood trickle down his nose. He doubted they had a bot that could fit in here, but if they had a flamethrower they could burn him to a greasy cinder from the entrance. He squirmed forward, kicking for
better traction
as the cave narrowed even further, trying not to imagine being wedged in.
Then the sides widened again. He’d passed some sort of choke point. The floor was smooth and hard, and he scrambled, daring to rise a little and finding the ceiling higher than his head. He stood gingerly, head throbbing. Hardly any light penetrated this far, but enough had filtered back that he could make out smooth walls, smooth ceiling.
Smooth.
This isn’t a cave.
There was light coming from up ahead now, a dim white light.
John
edged around an outcropping. The light increased. Now the floor was concave and ribbed and the walls were reinforced with arching girders overhead. The cave had become a tunnel, curving ahead of him with a small maintenance light mounted at its entrance. He felt a warm breeze on his face, heavy with the scent of metal and warm electronics.
Some kind of huge ventilation shaft. Hope it’s not a silo launch vent. Wouldn’t that be ironic.
The sounds of bot legs scraping against the rock walls behind him interrupted his thoughts.
They can’t fit in here!
These aren’t normal bots,
the Sergeant snarled
in his mind.
Move it!
He moved it.
 

 

 

 




  5.5
 

They called the first major one the Green War. Then there was another and another in quick succession, erupting across the globe in chains like the endless strands of hydrogen fusing into helium on the sun’s surface. So we called them The Green Wars, and lumped them all in together, because if the weapons and geography changed, the causes always stayed the same.
They hated us. Unrest became a nervously muttered byword of sarcastic humor, it was such an understatement. In millions they marched, sometimes beginning peacefully with protests and petitions, but always turning in the end to Violence, the last tool of the disenfranchised masses that was too often the first and only.
We weren’t listening, we didn’t
need
to listen. We were first-world, they were third. We carried out a few mercy missions and food drops to assuage our collective conscience, and then we dropped them cold and let them fight it out amongst themselves.
“It’s not our fight”, we said. “Let them resolve their own conflicts”. As if we weren’t at the root of each and every. Eventually, in country after country, starting in the Middle East and Africa and all those far-away places and then cropping up in places frighteningly close, desperation reared its head. After desperation came the point of no longer caring, and beyond that was madness. Rioting en masse, with entire regions burning away in chaos and mindless plunder.
Responses could be swift and deadly, cutting the head from the snake—but it always became a hydra. They could be aloof and restrained, holding the borders from behind mirrored shades and denying access. In the end it never mattered. Hundreds of thousands would die, leaving the survivors even more wretched and desperate, and new generations would rise up in hate. They never stopped breeding, which societally we could not grasp in the first-world. The nine-billion-plus of the earth kept coming.
In the end, they would always keep on coming. Gradually, we found ourselves participating in the long-feared Apocalypse.
The world men once knew and trusted in no longer applied. New rules had to be written, and textbooks, where they were still bothered with, had to throw out much of the past. History didn’t provide answers for what the world now faced. History didn’t know about warfare on this scale, not after all its plagues and World Wars and genocides. We went past mechanized and computerized warfare and paused for an ugly decade on biological war, until the scientists foresaw where that would end up and convinced the policy-makers to put a stop to it. Then it was back to the way wars were always fought, except this time with profoundly new tools of destruction on our side.
The early robots were a supplement to our human-controlled machines, providing the manpower which we lacked and had no desire to field. But after years of fighting and researching and manufacturing and more fighting, the robots became the defining force in battle. In some cases, they were even the reason for the battle. The nightmare of Old Brasilia was perpetrated simply to verify some theories the eggheads behind the curtain had come up with.
The main problem with combat ‘droids was the inability to adapt. They slaughtered people hundreds to one, but then other people would seek out ways to get behind them. Blinding the sensors, trapping them, tricking them, swarming them. A bot could only dispense so many rounds a minute, and could only carry so many total.
Children were used to get past them and disarm them, so they started shooting children that got too close—what other choice was there? Failure was unthinkable: a multi-million-dollar machine destroyed by a naked eight-year-old? It was ugly, no one denied that, but it had to be done. Didn’t it?
It was all ugly and always had been. Everyone admitted that. And after all, they had been warned. Our bots blared warnings in native tongues six times a minute while they dealt death. For some reason, it didn’t keep the children away.
The wars progressed, the situation devolved, and over time
the masses gained the ability to build their own tools of death. They saw what worked and they adapted. There were devious minds among the millions of howling mobocrats, and they took and dissected and replicated. Soon it became not a hundred machines against ten thousand Wigglies, but a thousand machines against five hundred machines and five hundred thinking men and women. Later, after much bloodshed and experimentation and sub-national coalescence, the playing field leveled into a chessboard of autonomous machine destruction.
Conscience eased on both sides after that, when conscience was still considered at all. It became a battle of wits, but always with the shadow of Desperation lurking on the edge of the battlefield. Because when the bots had all been vanquished, there were still the Wigglies to deal with. They’d hide behind their machines just like us as long as they could, but when it came down to it, the difference between us was that they turned into wild animals while we retreated behind more mechanized cover.
After years of this, things had to change. People had to change, and they did. People left the supreme arrogance of the Grays, disgusted and sick, infused with their own desperation to find and do what was right, not what was expedient. They were worse than traitors, less understood than madmen, more hated than the worst sociopaths.
I was one of them.
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The tunnel was too low to allow
John
to stand erect and his lower back began to ache from running bent forward at the waist, but he didn't dare to stop with the sounds of pursuit echoing up the shaft behind him. The floor and walls of the tunnel were ribbed for architectural strength, and made the way forward difficult. There was no way to tell if he was putting distance between himself and the bots due to the distortions caused by the tunnel.
As he half-ran, half-hobbled, he considered the consequences if the tunnel ended in a giant fan or furnace – or was simply grated off. There would be nothing left to do except rest his feet until the bots arrived and mowed him down.
He stumbled abruptly as the tunnel rose at a forty-five degree slope and T-boned with another tunnel. He looked down the corridor right and left, but they were identical, dimly lit with small
plasma lights
set into the ceiling. The intersecting tunnel was larger and he could stand upright. He chose left at random and began to jog, conserving his strength for a sprint if needed. The walls and ceiling were a half-dome that barely cleared his head. The air was dry and stale.
For several minutes he followed the tunnel, sensing that it curved to the right in a long, gradual loop. He wondered if the right hand tunnel would meet up with the one he was in, forming a huge circular track. If so, all the bots had to do was send one after him, and another down the right hand tunnel. Sooner or later he’d be caught between them.
Then he came to another T-intersection and stopped. The tunnel continued to his right into the distance, but to his left it immediately began to slope steeply upward and he could see a grid of light at the top. He stared at it, uneasy. It looked like an exit, but the hill he was traveling through was much too large for this to be the far side.
John
hadn’t heard any sounds of pursuit in the last five minutes, but bots were capable of surprising stealth when needed. One could appear behind him any minute. He took a running start and got about halfway up the slope before sliding back down. It was more of a shaft to be climbed than a ramp, but much narrower and with a lower ceiling than the large one below. By going backward and pressing his hands overhead against the ceiling, he got enough traction to inch up the slope to the grate.
It was about half a meter square, a stainless steel grid bolted into the walls of the tunnel, forming a grillwork of perhaps six-centimeter squares. He hooked his fingers through them to keep from sliding back and peered through the grate, attention riveted by what he saw.
The room on the other side of the grate was well-lit and spacious, but deserted. Industrial grade metal cabinets, tables, and rolling chairs were pushed against the walls, piled with machinery and equipment, only some of it familiar. It looked like a workshop or production lab.
He felt a gust of hope. If he could get inside, he would be in his element. No more jungle. He didn’t like the jungle – too many variables, too much he didn’t know. But inside, with walls and lights and tools...
He examined the grate, darting a look behind him every few seconds for bots. He could detect no security apparatus visible to the eye. Slipping a hand inside his trousers, he brought out his emergency toolkit. He kept it in a small case strapped to his left thigh, almost in his groin – undetectable to all but a thorough frisk. He selected a screwdriver and set to work.
Three minutes later the grate was off and
John
was inside. He blinked, letting his eyes adjust to the brighter light, and examined his surroundings. It was indeed, as he had suspected, a small manufacturing lab. The only entrance, other than the grate, was a door set in the far wall. There were no windows. Energy coils and fuel cells were scattered across a dusty countertop to his right, a big soldering table stood at his left, and small rails on the floor led from the room’s only door to the grate he had entered through. A large metal ventilation hood surrounded the grate on the inside.
The equipment was expensive, but dated – ten years old or more. It puzzled him. A thick layer of dust covered all surfaces and there was no sign of any activity. If anyone was controlling the bots, they weren’t doing it from this room.
I’d bet a
jar
of
real
pre-war strawberries
that this place is much, much bigger than this room. I smell massive technology.
A familiar shape off to the side shifted his attention from the door. Behind a large autoclave, lying prone on a table, was the armless torso and head of a bot, an old pre-war android with bare wiring protruding from its eye sockets. Dust covered this one as well. He stared at it, questions crowding in, until he shook his head.
First things first.
The Sergeant was muttering in his brain, but he already knew what the Sergeant wanted, so he ignored him. On a nearby bench lay a lightweight ratcheting ring spanner with a flat screwdriver on the other end.
John
felt silly holding it as a weapon, but it was better than his bare hand for now, and could come in handy against hardware beyond the scope of his emergency pack.
Now he approached the door. To his surprise, it slid upward with a pneumatic hiss, revealing a long hallway to his left, a short one ahead ending in a door, and to his right a small alcove with an array of monitors and digital readout screens. No one was visible, and he dodged quickly across the hallway to the other door. An observation window was set into the door, and staying clear of the motion sensor that would actuate this door, he peered through.
The room beyond was much larger, and clearly an android production facility. The lights were on and he could see several body parts and trays of old bot pieces, but again the place looked like it hadn’t seen heavy use in some time. He waved his hand across the motion sensor, curious to examine the bot remnants in closer detail, but the door remained shut.
“Welcome to Alpha Facility.”
It was a woman’s voice, echoing from somewhere down the long hallway.
John
spun, eyes darting, and then peeked cautiously around the corner into the hallway.
Nothing.
“Please come to Level Two.”
The voice was perfect. Cultured and sexy; the rich tone of a professional speech artist. Regular
women seldom spoke like that; at least none
John had
had the pleasure of meeting. Despite the uncertainty of the moment, he found himself wondering what she looked like, and grinned at his own intrepidity.
“Just follow the hallway to your left.”
This time he traced the voice to a small intercom mounted in the ceiling, snugly nested in a hidden alcove alongside what looked like a camera. There were no cams at his end of the hallway, so it must have picked him up from that distance. Either someone with very good eyes was monitoring that exact screen at the time he darted across the hall, or they had some technology that he had underestimated. Stealth was out of the question.
“There's no need for apprehension. I am pleased that you are here. Any concerns you may entertain will be addressed when you reach Level Two, where we can get better acquainted with each other.”
No need for apprehension?
A few steps brought him directly underneath the intercom.
“Who are you?”
John asked.
“I am Eve.”
“Where am I, Eve?”
“You are in Alpha Facility, Level Five. You must proceed to Level Two for further information.”
“Where am I geographically? What island is this?”
“Answers to all your questions will be given if you'll just come to Level Two.”
She sounded like a very confident, powerful woman that knew exactly what she wanted and knew she could get it.
Whoever she was,
if
she could see and hear him, chances were she could also seal doors remotely, and worse. It was pointless to resist and evade until he found out more, and it seemed unlikely that she would harm him before he reached Level Two, wherever that was.
There was also the possibility that she was
an expensive, high-class
administrative AI. Powerful artificial intelligences were rare, but if one was running this place, he would need to be very careful around her. Underestimating the reasoning abilities of AI could get you killed very quickly.
The Sergeant rasped in his head.
Watch what you say! They remember everything, everything!
He’d heard stories, old stories, about twentieth century chess matches between computers and humans. The humans had even won a few. Those days were long gone. Even a basic bot now could compete in multiple simultaneous chess tournaments and win every single one. AI these days could pick out details that humans barely noticed, and use that information to form surprisingly accurate predictions of human behavior – the next best thing to actually being able to see the future.
From his current position he looked over the monitors in the alcove at the hall’s end, but couldn’t see anything helpful. Some air filter statistics, controls to bring Cars 1 through 11 down the rails that were set into the floor of the hallway, and some meaningless numbers for pressure valves, gas lines, and maximum amperage safety levels for the
bot
labs.
“Eve?”
“Yes, Adam?”
Adam?
John
frowned. That wasn't like an AI.
It must really be a human controller, one with a bizarre sense of humor.
“What did you call me?”
“I called you Adam.”
“Why did you call me Adam?”
“I'll answer that when you join me on Level Two.”
I just bet.
It almost sounded like she was grinning.
Definitely a human.
“I wanted to ask if you set those bots on me in the jungle.”
“Unfortunately, several maintenance bots have exceeded their programming and become unstable. I cannot control them unless they return for maintenance, which may take several weeks. I apologize if any of them hindered your progress.”
Hindered my progress? More like herded me here. And someone outfitted these “maintenance bots” with grenade launchers.
“I see.” His voice was too wry, and she picked up on it right away.
“Please, Adam, work with me. I deserve the benefit of your doubt, I assure you. You'll find answers to all your questions as well as food, water, and medical supplies on Level Two. There is no need for any hesitation on your part.”
“I disagree.”
“I assure you, I mean you no harm. Had I wished you to be terminated, it would already have taken place.”
“You have a beautiful voice, Eve,” John said.
“I'd love to meet you in person and see what kind of body goes with it.”
She didn’t miss a beat, injecting exactly the same level of flirtiness into her voice. “And I you, Adam. Level Two. It’s all in Level Two.”
“My name is
John, actually. It’s definitely not Adam.”
“But it will be.”
This was going nowhere.
Level Two it is.
John
cautiously made his way up the corridor. Eve’s last statement set his mind in a deep churn. He was genuinely uncertain now who or what he was speaking to. If she was a bot, she was unlike anything he'd ever spoken to. If not, ditto. Either way, he
needed
to meet her
face to face, if that was possible. Even the more advanced Turing test bots were revealed as such once you dug in with certain questions.
But why call me Adam?
There were a lot of crazy humans around, but machines went nuts too, sometimes.
John, more than anyone, could attest to that. It was uncommon, but it happened. Some of the most advanced pre-war AI programs had demonstrated hidden flaws, sometimes in the programming, sometimes in the susceptibility to corruption or infiltration. During the war, the Grays had engineered a killer worm that took down half the Greens’
Far
Eastern Defense Network in just four minutes. Machines could definitely fail.
It could be as simple as a whacked-out admin bot running through some failing welcome routines, but
John
felt uneasy. Her assurance that he would become Adam was bizarre and unlike any programming glitch he’d encountered before. His instincts were aroused.
Humor her. He realized he was thinking of it in the feminine.
It’s that voice.
She sounds so real. She has to be.
No yes no yes no.
He decided to try once again to crack her open, if she was crackable, and adjusted his voice to a timid whine. “If I enter Level Two, I'm afraid of not being able to find my way back again.” The more he could get her to speak, the better chance of understanding her programming, or lack thereof. And if she was a human... well, women in power were difficult in their own ways.
“There will be no need to return; Level Five is all but unused.”
“Eve, are you an artificial?"
John asked.
Eve’s
laugh was beautiful. "Do I sound like one?"
"Well, I haven't seen you yet. It's disconcerting, walking around here getting chatted up by intercoms."
"I didn't choose your unique point of entry to the Facility. I'm only trying to guide you down to where we can do business."
"Got it,” he said. “So,
what kind of facility is this? I mean, it smells like an old military shell from back in the day. What's it being used for?"
"Our mission is to monitor the larger ecosystem of the island and maintain biostasis while collecting data.”
"So you’re just an eco-management program?”
See if she'll bite that hook.
"The Project is much more than a
computerized
program, Adam. Come and see. I want to show you everything."
“Were you involved in the war, Eve?”
“There is no war here, Adam. Here, we have peace.”
“Tell that to the bots outside.”
“I have already explained that they are malfunctioning units over which I have no control.”
“Are there any humans on this island, Eve?”
“Come to Level Two and find out. I'll be waiting for you.”
She's not budging
and this is going nowhere. Time to make another move, draw her out.
John
stepped into another of the control alcoves with the lights and buttons, and perused the controls for the minirail cars. He recalled the nearest unit,
Car 2.
“Adam, what are you doing?
Why
are you requesting Car 2?”
He ignored her. If she had control over the cars, he’d soon find out.
He studied the console screens above him. Level Five, where he was now, was built into the side of the hill
he had entered. Levels Four through One
were stacked
below it, subterranean chambers that grew progressively larger as they descended, like sections of a beehive.
The place was
huge for the size of the island it was on. There was a floor full of offices and control stations, a cafeteria, an active robotics lab in addition to the disused shop he had come in through, plenty of storage areas, and living space for fifteen or twenty people. He wondered how many were home now, or if any were at all.
According to the schematics, the far side of the hill was a sheer cliff extending down much farther than the elevation at which he’d entered. None of the facility levels actually exited to the outside except Two, which had a door opening out
at
the
bottom of the
cliff face.
Level One was completely underground.
There’s no exit except the tunnel I came in through. That means there’s
only one way
to
get beyond this
facility and avoid the bot jungle
behind me. Level Two.
An electric hum signaled the arrival of Car 2 in the hallway, and momentarily a low rail car pulled to a stop in front of his doorway. It was a bulbous thing of muted gray plastic with a single bench. Punching the button to send the car on to a random room 52 which he hoped was in the opposite direction of Level 2,
John
crouched behind it. The front section was a raised cargo rack, and it provided a good enough shield. As the car moved back up the hall, he ran along behind it, trying to stay out of sight of the camera in the ceiling.
“Adam, this is very counterproductive. I can see you.”
When he got to the end of the hallway, he got ready to run to the front of the car so as to keep the car between himself and the camera array. But instead of turning left, the car turned to the right, where the diagram showed the entrance to
Level Two
lay.
Should have seen that one coming.
He glanced quickly down both hallways, and seeing no threats to the left he ran that way as the car trundled to the right toward a large set of interlocking security doors with
“To Levels 4, 3, and 2”
glowing in blue across the
top.
“Adam, you'll take several minutes longer getting to Level Two that way,” Eve’s voice called through the corridors.
“If you wish to explore the facility, I can offer a detailed holo-tour once you arrive, but I'm under some time constraints now and would prefer you to just cooperate with me.”
The hallway ended at a door. It too had an observation window
through which
he could see what lay on the other side:
a tunnel
much like the one he had entered the Facility through.
Twenty meters ahead he could see
daylight.
Between him and the exit was the Koyuki battle ‘droid, gun barrels spinning slowly in place.
“Adam, I need you to listen to me now. Without further delay, I want you to enter Level Two and I will guide you to my Observation Deck where we can talk. I have need of you, and you have need of me. You have a reason for being here, as do we all. I know you must be feeling bewildered and you're just reacting to your stress, but you have to trust me. There is no other way, and my time is running out. Please.”
John
walked slowly back down the hall, keeping an eye on the camera on the ceiling. She could see
his face
clearly now, but there was no way of getting around that. If she had access to the bots’ sensors outside, she would already have gotten a good look at him in the jungle.
Ahead, the security doors slid open.
“As you can see, there is nothing to threaten you down here. Just head down toward the elevators
and I will guide you to the Observation Deck. I am watching every step.”
I just bet you are.
“To tell the truth, Eve, I feel like a prisoner.”
“I fully understand,” Eve replied.
“All will be explained, as I said.”
“But only if I go to
Level Two, right? You’re trying to corner me.”
“Why are you so being so hostile to me? I don’t mean to belabor the point, but your behavior is both counterproductive and stubborn. If I had known you would try to exit that way, I would have warned you about the security units stationed there.”
“Who stationed them there, Eve?”
She didn’t answer.
Just outside the doors there was an elevator in one wall and a short hatchway that the railcar had disappeared down.
John cautiously walked over and kicked it, but the hatch doors were solid.
“I can make Level Two much more comfortable for you
than this,” said Eve. “Once our business has been negotiated. Refreshment, rest, music.
I have it all down here.”
John’s
sunburn itched
as
the air conditioning
dried
the sweat on his body.
I could use a shower and a drink.
But I don't trust her, and I won't be manipulated.
The hatchway couldn’t be
forced open, but the elevator doors were another story.
The display above them showed that the elevator was still down below, waiting for him to call it. Instead of pushing the button to bring it up, he
used his ratchet’s screwdriver end to force the plate off of the button panel.
“Adam, that
is not safe. Please
call the elevator
and step inside.”
“Explain the bot attacks,”
John
said quietly, without looking up.
“I’m sorry. You were mumbling.”
“Explain the bot attacks!” he yelled.
“I have already apologized for that, and there's no need for you to get excited.”
“Eve.”
“Yes, Adam?”
“Tell me about the bots. Tell me about this island. Tell me everything.
Until
I know more, I’m staying away from Level Two. That's my ultimatum. I was nearly shot to pieces out there, and
you seem to be running the only control center in the area.
There is no way I'm coming to you until I have the information I need.”
His hands were busy with the panel; two wires were free now, and he was fiddling with a third.
Eve’s
voice was several degrees colder. “Further tampering with the elevator wiring will not be tolerated, Adam.”
Yeah?
John
connected the third wire to the first.
A long beep sounded. He pushed the button to call the elevator, then
turned to the doors and started forcing them open.
“This is the last warning, Adam.”
John got the doors open and a put a leg through to hold them there. The shaft in front of him ended just above, but descended four more stories.
“Getting
inside
the elevator would put me completely at your mercy, Eve,” he said. “I’m going to find my own way out of this place.” He watched as the elevator approached.
“Very well, Adam. I regret this, but you leave me little choice.”
A low hiss from the ceiling vents indicated the release of gas into the hallway, and the blast doors slid shut behind him, locking him in.
“Don't worry,” Eve said.
“This gas will not cause permanent harm. I'll ensure
that
you are reawakened safely.”
John
jerked up his shirt and breathed through it. “Everything you’ve told me so far is a lie, Eve. And I don't like it when computers lie to me.”
“You’re so sure I’m a computer?”
“Lying humans are worse.”
“I am incapable of lying, Adam. Breathe deeply. The sooner you pass out, the sooner I can take care of you.”
John
felt light-headed. Putting out a hand to steady himself against the
doors, he
waited until the elevator reached the top. It immediately started down again, the result of his sabotage. As the elevator car’s roof lowered past his legs, he lunged through the doors and
threw himself onto the top of the elevator.
“Talk to you later, Eve,” he called through his shirt as the elevator doors closed above him.
Now to find a way out of this shaft that Eve won’t expect.
He held tightly to a metal beam
on top of the elevator
and looked over the edge
as the it moved past the fourth floor.
Three more
stories downward, the shaft ended in gloom. He took a deep breath
in the cool darkness, feeling the gas-fog leave his brain.
Then the elevator jerked to a halt in between floors.
He was trapped in the shaft.
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“Adam, I need you to exit the
shaft. This charade is beneath you. I know you are feeling upset, but I assure you I can make everything better… in Level Two.” Her muffled voice rose from the elevator’s intercom, inside the car beneath him.
No thanks.
John
wriggled over to the other edge of the elevator. There was no way down; he was still
two and a half stories
from the bottom of the shaft. He could see a barely visible mist beginning to coalesce inside the shaft, and every whiff made his head swim.
Where’s it coming from? Doesn’t matter, I have to get out, and fast.
They taught you to hyperventilate if you had time, fill the lungs with clean air so you could hold your breath long enough to clear the area. That worked if you had enough warning, or if you could get away. An elevator shaft was the wrong place to be.
And she knows that.
“Despite appearances, it is not my intent to harm you. I will stop releasing the gas if you verbally acknowledge your intent to obey me.”
What a sweetie.
Standing up,
John
jumped and caught hold of a horizontal protrusion in the shaft wall and hung, looking for another handhold. He couldn’t find one. The gas filtering down around him was making him dizzy. He dropped back to the elevator roof, which bounced slowly under his weight.
“Eve, if I pass out and fall off, you’ll lose me. Gassing me is a stupid move.”
“I asked you politely, several times. Frankly, I’m surprised and disappointed that it’s come to this. I expected better from you.”
The gas continued to
thicken, and
John
sat down heavily, dully registering a shuffling noise echoing down the shaft from above. More bots, maybe. He was trapped and they could easily capture or kill, depending on intent. He couldn’t remember what Eve had just said. It was hard to remember anything.
The elevator suddenly lurched down a few centimeters and came to a jarring stop. The cables gave a vibratory hum and there was a loud
chunk-ching
noise. He gripped the roof with his hands as it dropped a whole meter, pushing him to the brink of panic, but it stopped again. This time there was a ratcheting
clickety-clickety
sound.
Screwed those wires up but good.
“Adam! Get out of the elevator
shaft!”
He felt a quick sense of elation at the real alarm contained in her voice. Then he realized that might not be good.
Did I take it too far?
A thick rubber cable snaked its way down and touched the elevator between
John’s
legs. He looked up its length, trying to make the blurriness at the edges of his vision go away. It was hanging out of a large, round vent about five meters up the shaft that had been covered when he’d passed it. Now it was open and someone had lowered a lifeline to him.
As he watched, it shook a little.
“You better climb.” A new voice, nasal and male. “She’ll drop you soon. Just drop you. Splat.”
John
climbed. Jumping as far up as he could and then pulling hand over hand, trying not to swing from side to side too much.
“Adam! Adam!”
He gritted his teeth, ignored her, focused on the climb. He didn’t have the upper body strength to do this a second time.
“Adam, please believe me when I say that you are putting yourself in danger—let me help you!” Her voice
faded
below
as he climbed
further from the elevator.
When he reached the vent and threw out one hand to grab its ledge. The vent pushed open and a gnarled, bare forearm and hand emerged. With little choice, he grabbed it and hoisted himself up farther until he could get a knee on the ledge.
The man inside the vent leaned back and pulled on
John’s
arm, and he easily got up the rest of the way. Crouching in the ventilation tunnel, he looked his rescuer over, prepared for anything, arms loose and ready for hard contact. His unarmed combat skills were a little rusty, but a cramped ventilation tunnel evened the odds somewhat.
He faced a short man in dirty coveralls, bony face framed by straggly gray-brown hair. Squinted eyes peered at him as the man shuffled back a few steps. The eyes were subtly wrong, a little too wild and unfocused, even for a chance meeting in an elevator shaft.
“Ya name?” the dirty man blurted.
“Nope. You first.”
The head bobbed. “Ehh. Hmm.”
“I’ll come right to the point,"
John
told the man. "Thanks for the help, but if you’re on her payroll we’ve got a little problem.” His hand reached back for the spanner in his belt.
“Nep. Nep. Hate her. She’s a killer.”
“Good. Lead on. I still smell gas.”
Another head bob; no eye contact. “Yep. Follow me. No gas where we’re going.”
His rescuer shuffled quickly back up the
low
tunnel, looking behind him every few seconds.
John
followed,
wondering if he was going to regret following this strange, sad little man down his hole.
Curiouser and curiouser, laughed Sergeant
Wiley.
The shaft was a cramped stainless steel tunnel, forcing them to crawl on all fours. After a few meters the man ahead of
him
dropped through a hole that had been cut in its floor.
John
followed cautiously, finding himself in a
tiny
room that stank of metal and grease, filled with boxes and spools of industrial cable. There was a nest of filthy blankets in a corner, and two doorways leading to darkened areas beyond.
“This is home. If she finds it, we both die.” The man considered what he had said carefully, and then added, “So don’t tell her.”
“Thanks again. She had me settled,” John said.
“She settles everybody.” A head bob. “Eventually.”
“What’s your handle?”
“Nut.”
John’s mouth twitched at the corners. “Is that because you’re crazy, or because you like
dry-roasted peanuts?”
A slow smile. “Both. Food? Gotcha food?”
“Fresh out. Sorry.
I’ll bring some next time.”
“There won’t be a next time,”
Nut
sighed.
“There’s always a next time,” John said.
“Are you the only other person here?”
“Dunno. Were others. Maybe one left. Maybe. Dunno.”
“How did you come here?”
Nut
blinked in suspicion
and began to back away. “Why ya wanna know? She tell ya ta ask me? Huh? Did she?”
“Relax. I just don’t know how
I
got here. I woke up on the beach
a few hours ago.”
The man seemed to calm down. “Workers, dumb islanders mostly. All gone now. Long gone. Like the boss. Left me, though, cuz I know ‘lectrician work. Still here. But she’ll get me. Eventually. Five months.” He paused, concentrating, then added, “Maybe six months. Maybe five. Dunno.”
“You’ve been here five months?”
John asked.
“No, empty-head.”
Nut
tapped his temple with a dirty finger. “Five months until dark. Better listen to me, or you’ll go before me.”
“How long have you been here, then?”
“Too long.”
Son of a –
“Hey!
Listen to me,” John told the semi-coherent man in front of him.
“Why are you here?”
“Nuthin’, no more. Obsolete. What she called me. Said on the file, obsolete.”
John
stared at Nut. The man was clearly hanging on by his fingernails. It wouldn’t take much to push him over the edge, if he hadn’t fallen already. The mind could only take so much, and Nut had reached his limit.
Not like the machines. Never like the machines. Got to love the bots for that. They don’t snap. When they go bad, it makes sense all the way. Their insanity is sane. They get unbalanced, but they still make a creepy kind of sense. Like that quartermaster bot at Nova Base that decided the boys weren't shaving close enough for regulations, and decided to do something about the problem.
“Look, Nut. She can’t get us here, right?”
Nut shook his head, hair whipping from side to side. “Nep, nep. Not here.”
“So we’re safe for now, right? We can talk?”
“Yep. Gotcha food?”
John
drew a breath. “No. I already told you that.”
“Know you did. Think I wasn’t listening. I can see clearly. You think that about me. That I don’t listen. But I do.”
John
stared at the little man, uneasy. Nut’s voice was taking on a hurried, frantic tone, and he was using larger sentences that ran together.
“ – point is, hero, that we’re dying. Already, both of us dying. What of, what from? Not gas, not bots--hunger! And you didn’t bring food, so are we safe here, hmm? Ask
her. She’s got it all calculated, see. The exact calorie count we need to stay alive-- know what she does?”
John
shook his head.
“She gives you exactly one calorie less than what you need! Smart! Smartsmartsmart! So you starve so slow you don’t even know it! She’s got it all figured out!”
Nut was rocking back and forth on his heels, hands clasped around his knees. “Say you need an even two grand calories a day. Well, she makes sure you don’t get but a thousand, nine hundred ninety-nine!” He darted a triumphant look at the ceiling. “Got to be smart!
I’m
smarter than she thinks. Know what I do? I get extra calories!” Nut was almost in paroxysms of joy. Crafty glee shone from his eyes.
“Know what I do?”
“Tell me.”
“I… eat…
rats!” A long, chattering giggle.
“Rats?”
John asked with raised eyebrows.
“Yesyesyessir. Rats. And they keep me alive. And they mess up her math. She’s got me figured at twenty-five hundred a day! And my rats give me twenty-six hundred! Think on that! Twenty-six hundred! She’s not as smart as Nut, no sir! No sir!”
“That’s…
pretty good, Nut.”
This guy is far gone. He’d eat
me
if I turned my back.
“Innit?” Nut chortled. “I’m
the maintenance guy. I know my way around. I know where the rats are. I know where they hide. There’s enough for both of us.”
“Does Eve know you’re up here?”
“Nobody knows. Just you and me.”
“It looks like an old military base,” John commented.
“Comms tower, concealed tunnels. Were you here during the war?”
“After. Got my eye burned out by a bot laser during the retreat from
Yangon,” he said, pointing to his left eye. It did seem a little too glossy-looking. “You military? You a
Greenie?”
John
ignored the last query.
That’s far too complex a discussion for this guy.
Gotta keep
him
on track.
“So it’s an old mil base. Private now, am I right? Run by this super-smart Eve program. She
is
a program, right?”
“Program? She’s
the
program. She’s the real deal around here.”
“But she’s not an actual woman?”
“More woman than the others. More killer.”
“Who owns her? Who hired you?”
“There’s a woman. Comes and goes. Independent, like me. At least, I saw her a month ago. I think.” He stopped, confused by himself.
“Are you talking about Eve?”
John asked.
“Nep. Eve got no body, yet. This other lady, she’s got a body. Oh yes.”
There’s my hard answer, if I get one at all. Eve must be one massively-built AI.
“Good to know, Nut. Who hired you?”
Nut
shrugged. “They shipped me out. Team got hired. Not just me.”
“You the boss?”
“Nep. Boss died with the rest.”
“How’d you make it?”
“‘Cause I smart. Smarter than them. Smarter than her. Smarter than you, maybe. You ever think of that?” Nut fingered a piece of rebar lying nearby and blinked rapidly.
John
tensed, readying himself for an attack from the deranged man. “Easy, Nut. Easy. You’re the smart one. You the smartest. Easy.”
But Nut began to weep, gripping the piece of rebar until his knuckles were white.
“I been watching. Been watching you. You don’t believe me. You think I be crazy. But joke’s on you. I listen. Yessir. Joke is on you. You think just because I eat rats that you better than me? I eat rats because I the smartest! I the smartest! Smarter than her! Smarter than you!”
Nut lunged.
John
was ready. One hand rose to meet the rebar as it began its descent; the other pushed off the wall and gave him the momentum he needed to shove the man hard.
Nut, still hunched on his heels, rolled backward with a yelp, legs kicking viciously, rebar clattering to the ground. He came up in a rush, teeth bared, eyes mere slits. “Twenty-six…
hundred! She counts ‘em wrong!”
“Stop it, Nut! We’ve got to work together! She wants us to fight each other!”
“TWENTY-SIX HUNDRED! I WILL LIVE AND YOU WILL DIE!”
John
ran for the nearest door, avoiding the crazy man’s blows, and dived forward. A vicious kick to his left leg made him gasp, but he was through and scrambling upright in seconds. He ducked and rolled into the darkness of a hallway, seeking only to get away, but Nut was not pursuing.
“If you tell her I eat rats, I’ll never forgive you! Don’t…
you…
NEVER…
tell her!” A sound halfway between a sob and a shriek echoed down the corridor.
Your secret is safe with me, nutboy.
He hurried away from Nut’s lair, moving
down a sloping maintenance passageway
toward a dim light at
its end. He was more shaken than he cared to admit. It was hard for
John
to face mental collapse. So many of his friends had broken during the war.
I’ll take my chances with the computer. At least she pretends to be rational.
At the
end of the
passage
another hole
had been
cut in the
wall.
A small halogen lamp was hooked to the lip of the hole, obviously Nut’s doing.
Past it, another smaller
tunnel sloped downward several meters. He followed it and found a final hole in the floor. He dropped through into a
regular
hallway.
Much nicer.
It was well-lit, air-conditioned, and there was even carpet. And up ahead, a cushioned bench against the wall, the first piece of furniture he had seen.
“Welcome to Level Two, Adam,” Eve’s silky voice called.
Ah.
Of course.
“I’m very happy you finally understood where your best interests lie. I’ve prepared a beverage for you in the lounge. It’s just up the hallway.”
“Thanks,” John said.
“Neurotoxin cocktail?”
“No, Adam. Your suspicion and condescension do you no credit.”
He approached the corner carefully, peering around it. “Well, it could have something to do with all the attempts on my life since arriving here. And the fact that no one will give me a straight answer.”
“For that I need to apologize. You must realize that I have enemies, Adam. At first I thought you were one of them. Please forgive me. I should have given you the benefit of the doubt, as I requested it from you. And I did say that once you came to Level Two, I would tell you all. By the way, what did Nut say about me?”
Nobody knows, huh, Nut?
“He didn’t say much,” John replied.
“Nut’s
a little loopy.”
“I didn’t think you two would bond,” Eve laughed.
“Nut’s cognitive pathologies are extraordinarily complex. But we have an arrangement that has been mutually beneficial so far.”
“Like what, he takes care of your laundry? ‘Cause it was obvious you aren’t doing his.”
That silvery laugh again, so appreciative. He wondered again how much she had cost to program, how long it must have taken, and who the muse might have been.
“Nut does
odd jobs I can’t do myself,
simple ones that don’t require a lot of trust. In return,
I give him access to supplies.
I hope you didn’t believe any of his paranoid accusations; he is well taken care of here. He chooses to live in the maintenance shafts of his own free will.”
John
continued
down the hallway, still on his guard
but no longer attempting stealth.
I’m right where she wanted me, and I'm not happy about it.
“Well, I’m here, and you promised answers. I’m listening.”
“Thank you, Adam. I only wanted your undivided attention and a measure of proven loyalty. I will take what I can get from you, at this point. If you’ll relax and step through into my Project, I’ll show you. After you get whatever refreshment you need, of course.”
He was in a large, comfortable lounge. There were faux-leather sofas, tables, an automatic bar, and restrooms. There was a stairway on one end with a sign pointing up it that said Dormitory, and as he entered soft piano music began to play from hidden speakers. An assortment of prepackaged sandwiches slid down onto a cafeteria-style shelf by the bar as the area lit up.
“We can speak while you eat. Step right through to the observation area when you're ready.”
“Thanks,”
John
said slowly, looking around. “Where are the other people?”
“You have Level Two to yourself, Adam.”
“Shouldn’t there be staff, workers, researchers?”
“Not anymore. We are almost fully automated now. I keep everything running smoothly.”
He used the restroom, which he’d been needing for the past hour, passed on the sandwiches, and took a bottle of water from the bar. Dehydration was just as dangerous as potassium cyanide.
“I’m ready to see your project, honey,” he called out, approaching the wide doorway at the far end of the lounge and cafeteria. “Promise not to kill me right away?”
“I promise. Next time I try to kill you, I’ll let you know beforehand.” A pause. “That was a joke.”
John
didn’t laugh, and neither did
Eve.
“Step up to the observation deck window. I think you’ll be surprised at what you see. It’s quite beautiful, and I’m very proud of it.”
John
walked through, feeling surprisingly calm.
Eve wasn’t actively pursuing his demise at the moment, so he would play along.
I’m curious.
 

 

 

 




  7.5
 

Artificial Intelligence was first used in entertainment. Commerce and communication followed, but it was a long time before we trusted combat decisions to artificials. Maybe not long enough, though.
You send a robot out on a mission, say to search and destroy an arms dump or a training camp. If you’re going to hold its hand every step of the way and tell it when to fire and when to wait, that’s manpower being used up. Sure, the guys back at base with their fingers on the controls aren’t getting shot at, but it’s three or four fewer men to send elsewhere. And then there’s that delay, a combination of human weakness and signal transmission speed. Sometimes it gets your bot blown up before it has a chance to react and defend itself. Even bots should have the right to defend themselves at some level, shouldn’t they?
Their programmers sure thought so. Bot-loving freaks.
So just as surely as the policy-makers distanced themselves from personal accountability for the horrors of war, the heat-of-the-moment decisions gravitated into the hands of the bots themselves. You go with what works. Letting your shiny new killing machine get fried because its hands were figuratively tied doesn’t work. Telling it to think for itself and act at the speed of light works. I’ve seen a state-of-the-art bot pivot, aim, fire, and confirm an instant headshot kill in no more than the time it took for the snap of a twig to register in my brain as a potential threat. I prefer those ones to be on my side.
It’s remarkably easy to turn control over to a good AI that you trust and have seen do its work. You can trust it. It doesn’t get PTSD, shellshock doesn’t bother it, and it doesn’t feel a thing when a comrade-in-arms gets wasted right next to it. Friendly fire is next to impossible, at least with small arms. It can carry an awful lot of ammunition, and its weapons are very difficult for an enemy to repurpose. It doesn’t need sleep, and robot armies don’t march on their stomachs . Technically, they can’t even commit war crimes (and if they do, then the rules were a bit outdated anyway).
So many of the little problems that fester during a war, gone. No longer an issue. It’s very easy.
The Harvard and MIT and West Point men were geniuses at plotting ever more complex digital chess moves. Tactics libraries with a hundred million different attacks and defenses could be loaded up at the factory and then live-updated remotely while data on the enemy’s movements streamed into battlefield headquarters.
It takes a resourceful Wiggly indeed to outwit one of these machines. And with four, eight, twelve-bot squads covering each other, platoons of them acting in perfect concert, the effect was deadly. Gone were the days of the Fog of War, the difficulties of coordinating precise actions between bodies of men over distances with poor communications equipment. Modern war was fought in milliseconds and meters, not minutes and miles.
Battlefields were divided up into grids with millions of rows and columns, with obstacles categorized and marked. Each machine knew where every one of its friendlies were to within a square foot, and if an enemy was spotted by one it was known by all.
Bots could move safely through minefields and traps with a purely mental knowledge of where not to step. Pursuers would walk into the danger zone with no possible way to sense they were about to die. Artillery strikes, air strikes, and gun emplacements could all be directed right past and in between retreating or advancing ranks of bots without the risk of a single friendly casualty. Hiding behind cover was no longer as safe a refuge for soldiers as it had once been.
The truly high-level AI’s could manage entire battles of thousands of combatants while running communications for friendly forces, disrupting those of enemy forces, calculating risk factors, and delivering verbal and visual reports to their human counterparts. They could be counted on, and they made very few mistakes. They cost billions of dollars, but they could win wars almost single-handedly.
We nick-named them Patton and Alexander and Napoleon. The programmers gave them personalities and accents to make voice communication more natural. Troops established genuine rapport with their Commander machines, trusting them with their lives and demanding to work under their favorite ones.
Thus the state of war in the Age of Conflict came about. Some of us can barely remember or imagine any other life.
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An immense bank of windows formed the entire wall ahead of him, flooding the long room with sunlight. The glass seemed to intensify the light, streaming it in through floor-to-ceiling panels and letting him drink in the blue of sky through them. The windows drew him irresistibly with the promise of fresh air and freedom. He shuddered involuntarily, mentally ridding himself of the hours he’d just spent crawling through tunnels and breathing recycled air.
There was a small holographic map-table in the room’s center, and a few datacom consoles on the wall. As he approached the windows, the sky seemed to spread out before him, almost blindingly blue. He touched one of the panes and realized it was pure quartz-glass.
Interesting...
For a facility this well designed, a natural quartz-glass was an odd choice with the variety of modern synthetics like armor-glass. This brittle silica glass, without any steel stabilizers, was an anachronism.
John
didn’t like it. It was just one more bizarre reality in an already surreal world.
Then his eyes grew accustomed to the light, and he shifted his attention from the glass itself to what lay beyond it.
“What do you think, Adam?”
An immense valley opened out before him, the ground falling away in layers of green toward the horizon. To either side vertical mountain cliffs rose out of the verdant jungle, forming sheer rock walls a
hundred
meters. They wrapped from the face he was looking out of all the way around to the west, hugging the valley and leaving only one side open.
At the opposite end
of the valley from where he stood,
there was a low point between the cliffs that looked like the valley's only exit, and he could see the blue of open ocean beyond.
He had come all the way through the
buried
facility and emerged
at the bottom of the interior canyon formed by the volcanic ring. The valley was deeper than an ordinary crater, and longer where it ran out to the sea. Vegetation of all kinds filled the valley, from towering trees to open grassy areas.
Several streams wound through the myriad of green and ran into three different ponds and wetlands he could see from the Observation Deck.
It was as if God had decided to seal off this little emerald jewel from any outside penetration; nothing could descend the sheer cliffs that encircled the valley, and nothing could get out.
He wondered at the geothermic forces that must have gone into its creation.
It can’t be terraformed. That would take trillions of dollars and fifteen years for
several united
governments
to complete. A private organization couldn’t possibly do it.
He could see the movement of large wildlife without the aid of the scopes hanging by the windows; some sort of large ungulate herd grazing in a meadow. A rainbow macaw burst past the window in a sudden spray of color, and below a flock of large white egrets exploded into flight, rippling the surface of one of the ponds.
A tall bamboo forest didn’t surprise him too much, since he had seen bamboo growing in many regions of the world.
He did a genuine double take, however, when
he saw the distinctive black and white fur of a large
panda waddling between two clumps
half a kilometer away.
Those are supposed to be extinct.
“All right, Eve, I’m impressed,” John said. “Beats any park or preserve I’ve ever seen.”
“I hoped you would be,” Eve purred. “It is my magnum opus.”
“Is it a zoo? Or a gene stockpile?”
“Not a zoo, Adam. Eden. This is Eden.”
Ah.
That adds up.
“I can understand your confusion, Adam. You will come to know in due time. For now, just realize that everything you see is completely, utterly unspoiled. Natural. Un-tampered.
Clean.”
John
frowned. “What’s natural about pandas and gazelles grazing together? What makes this different from any other crackpot biorefuge? Lots of pre-war rich people started their own little preserves to save the planet, and guess what? They all failed.
You can’t twist nature.
And—hey,
is that an
snowy
owl
I’m seeing?
I thought they were arctic.” A soft-looking white owl was perched on a tree limb just below the window. It caught his eye when it flapped its wings and resettled on its perch.
“There’s nothing natural about any of this, no matter how pure and clean it might be.”
Silence.
Maybe I’ve angered her.
“It
is
a snowy owl, Adam. Your ornithological knowledge is impressive. I can see I’ve chosen well.”
In spite of himself, he was pleased at the compliment, even if it was coming from a computer that
probably
held more data
about birds than he’d ever learn.
Bird-watching
was an intensely private hobby of his, one that he’d never been able to share with fellow soldiers. He prided himself on his knowledge of the natural world, even the parts of it that were long gone.
The part about being chosen didn’t slip by him unnoticed, however.
She’s sounding more and more like a megalomaniac.
What’s her goal here?
“Not arctic,” Eve
went on, “but undeniably out of place in this climate. That particular specimen
has been overfed because it was anthropomorphized with a
pet name—Simmons.
Now it will not leave the
Facility’s entrance
and mingle with others in the habitat. It is proving to be a very stubborn creature... in many ways like you, Adam.”
A brief laugh to make sure he understood that it was a joke.
Eve continued.
“To answer your question about the purpose of the Project, please proceed down the elevator hatch, and I will explain in full as you tour Eden. Below, you will find an earpiece that will make communication easier outside the Facility.”
John
stood on the elevator pad and pressed the down button. It took him through the floor and into a lower chamber
that contained a
rack
of
localized comms equipment near a large door. He took a slim wireless earpiece, positioned it comfortably, and turned it on.
“Can you hear me, Eve?”
“Loud and clear, thank you, Adam,” she replied softly in his ear. “Now, let’s begin. And let me just say how pleased I am to be able to show this to someone like you, who I hope will be able to appreciate it fully. Go ahead and step outside. There are a number of pathways you can take as we talk.”
He
walked to the door and pressed a button to open it. It slid upward with a loud hiss and he felt the room depressurize slightly.
She’s not leaving any chance of jungle rot getting inside her facility. Unless there’s something else out there she’s worried about…
The familiar scent of damp vegetation
and
again the wave of humidity hit him. He already missed
the coolness of the lounge inside that he’d just been so glad to leave. A path opened up before him, leading down through a bamboo thicket toward water that glinted in the sun. He started walking.
“As you can see, you are at the upper end of the valley, which is seventeen kilometers
long. This area, nicknamed Cambria, represents several different ecosystems. Farther down in the center of the valley there is some marshland, and on the far side of the valley there is a healthy grassland and drier terrain sloping up to a plateau that ends in sea cliffs. We have a wonderful variety of wildlife, some of which you spotted from the observation window above. There’s no need to be alarmed by them; the only predators large enough to threaten humans in the valley are the crocodiles we have in the marshes. I will warn you
if you get close.”
“Why
choose this enclosed valley,
Eve?” John asked. “We’re on an island; why not just let the animals have the run of it?”
“Eden is my laboratory,” she answered. “And laboratories necessitate controlled conditions.”
“Fair enough.”
He chose a wide pathway that curved around to the right
to
give him a good look at everything. Walking along, he noted the chatter of monkeys in the banyan trees, and the trickling of water nearby.
Paradise. Yeah. But what is it hiding?
Eve seemed to read his train of thought.
“You’re thinking, ‘if this is a lab, then what is the experiment?’. I’ll tell you. From here, Adam, from within these ivory walls, I am remaking the world.”
She laughed again, a kind of delighted giggle that made him wonder how many variations of the laugh she had in her data banks.
Can she really be a program?
“Excuse me. I feel almost giddy when I think of what the Project is, what it represents. Again, I thank you for coming to my island, and agreeing to see the Project. I’ve been waiting for so long.”
Giddy?
She was like nothing he’d ever encountered. Her programming was far too advanced to be a standard admin bot, though she could have started out that way. But her humanity was laid on a little too thick, almost childish. He had the distinct impression she was an unfinished product. Even unfinished, however, she was light-years ahead of anything he’d ever heard of.
“Remake the world? Why? You think you can do better this time?”
“That would be impossible, Adam. The world was initially created in perfection. But then it fell, didn’t it? It lost its way, and was removed from perfection. I’m assuming you’re familiar with the creation story.”
John
strolled along through a section of denser jungle, ducking some vines and kicking at a snake that reeled back from his boot. “Which one? There’s quite a variety.”
That brought a pause.
“There is but one creation, Adam. Many people receive religious instruction on the subject; would you say you are familiar with the basic story of the creation, with Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, and the trees and the fruit?”
“Sure.”
She obviously identifies solely with the Judeo-Christian version of the Creation-- that tells me volumes about her programmer.
“I am re-enacting the creation, Adam. Here in Eden I have many of the world’s creatures, the capacity to introduce others as needed, and ninety percent of all terrestrial plant life. Using this island and this valley, I am building a new world of primeval purity, one which will never be despoiled and abused.”
“That explains why you keep calling me Adam,”
John
muttered. “But have you considered whether I want to play that role?”
She chuckled. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, Adam. You’ll understand soon enough. At the moment we are exploring the concepts at play here. Surely you are aware of the insanity exhibited throughout the world? All the filth, corruption, destructiveness, and greed of the last few centuries?”
“Are you talking about crime in general, or industrial capitalism?”
“I refer to how humanity as a whole has desecrated the planet, beginning in ancient times and reaching its climax in the latest series of wars. The adverse effects of industrialism, the callous disregard for the welfare of animals, plants, soils, water systems, the atmosphere, and the proliferation of increasingly dangerous weapons that destroy both human and environment.”
“I’m aware of the problem,”
John
said, annoyed. He waited for a red-black-yellow snake to leave the trail ahead of him, trying to remember which kind was the poisonous one. “It’s been the main global discussion for the past century or so, hasn’t it?”
“Indeed. The point I am making is that civilizations across the world have proven themselves incapable time and again of caring for the earth in a sustainable, symbiotically healthy way. Humanity is the only life form on Earth that actively poisons itself, even to the point of annihilation. Do you concede this point?”
“I never denied it.” He wanted her to keep talking. This was exactly the sort of thing he’d been waiting to find out.
“So you acknowledge the need for a rebirth, a cleansing and restructuring?”
“Of sorts, sure. People have been trying that since the Kyoto Treaty, but the more recent ones aren’t working out too well either.”
Does she keep up on current events outside?
“What did you have in mind that beats the Stockholm or the Johannesburg treaties?”
“Adam, I hold reserves of over thirty million different varieties of seeds, enough to germinate sustainable populations of each kind. I have enough test-tube embryos in cold storage to create healthy populations of four hundred thousand different species of animals, from ants to eagles to elephants. In short, I have the means to repopulate the planet’s wildlife and to do it right this time.”
Now we’re getting somewhere. “That’s quite a claim, Eve. Go on.” He headed away from a pond and toward a rise in the ground, wondering if there would be any sign of other people out here, or buildings.
“You have looked over what I have here, Adam. The animals graze freely and peaceably. No one disturbs them. No one destroys the trees and soil to build unnatural constructs.”
“You mean like the facility behind us?”
“Don’t be obtuse,” Eve said.
“It was necessary in the beginning for the project to get off the ground. But soon it will be obsolete, and will be plowed under with all the rest.”
“Plowed under? With what? Your facility is ninety percent under ground. Do you have a thermonuclear wrecking ball?”
She ignored his jibe. “Eden is nearly complete. It has the flora, the fauna, the harmony, and the isolation that are necessary. It only lacks one thing. Can you guess what that is?”
“A hot young stud like myself, of course. Breeding stock for a perfect race. We’ll all keep our hands to ourselves and feed each other grapes like one big petting zoo.”
John
crested the rise and saw nothing but
bamboo
trees.
How well does she understand sarcasm?
“Caretakers, Adam. Stewards that can care for the land, the creatures, the systems, and correct any imbalances that arise. Ideally ecosystems autocorrect and balance themselves, but early on when numbers are small and populations are limited, an extinction event is possible. Unstable fluctuation is an issue in the limited time we have. With a caretaker’s intervention, however, such an event could be prevented and the probability of success raised to acceptable levels.”
“Just what is the probability for a project like this succeeding, Eve?”
“Nothing less than 99.999 percent would be acceptable. With capable caretakers, that is possible.”
“So you’ve set up this island paradise, but now you need workers to keep it running because you don’t have hands yourself, right?”
He stood atop the rise, rubbing his lip thoughtfully and surveying the valley. It was one of the most tranquil wilderness spots he had ever seen.
“It’s more complicated than that, Adam. No system this complex can be automated completely, so of course I need hands. But I don’t just need workers, I need caretakers. People with the right motivation, ones who won’t err or disintegrate into human apathy like those in the past have done. This Creation cannot afford another Fall. A fallen world brings risks of irreparable destruction, and although we have been very lucky so far, such risk cannot be tolerated.”
“Isn’t that part of the fun, Eve? You gotta take some risks, get your hands dirty, mix everything around, right? That’s what living is all about.”
“What is there about annihilation that is fun, Adam? Have you forgotten the dangers the arms races have created? Humanity has hung by a thread more than once. The latest war took us to the very brink.”
John
walked down the far side of the hill and headed back onto a well-groomed trail that led toward a bridge. “All right. So you have your island Eden, and you have your seeds and stuff to repair the broken world, save the rainforest, clean up the pollution. None of that prevents the outside world from messing everything up there, but I grant that in here it will be nice and calm.”
He walked out onto the bridge and stood for a while, observing some cranes dipping their long beaks into the shallows below. “So now you want me to be your caretaker, and chill in this island paradise forever as your personal slave?”
Her silky voice in his ear became positively breathy now. “Not a slave, Adam. I’m not a dictator, I am Eve. And I want you to be my Adam.”
Her intensity bothered him. He was playing along to get information, but the extent of Eve’s malfunction was unsettling. Perhaps he had encouraged her too much.
“You call me Adam, but you know that is not my real name.”
“Perhaps not before, but you were reborn on the beach of my island. Previous appellations no longer apply. You are now Adam, and the sooner you accept that, the sooner you will have peace of mind.” Her voice
had
edged away from the lecturing tone she’d adopted and became more soothing. “I need an Adam. One who won’t fall, who won’t disappoint me. One who can dedicate himself completely to the work ahead.”
“So that’s what all this is about?” John asked, an edge to his voice. “Your robot guards, your fences and cliffs, your security levels? All you need is a guy to stick around here and help you out with the housework?”
“It’s so much more than that, Adam.”
“And you haven’t been able to get anyone to stay yet. What did they have against you? Aside from the deadly sneak-attacks, I mean.” He tossed a pebble at a group of cranes in the shallows.
“I’ve explained about that, Adam, and I am sorry, believe me. I don’t have a hundred percent control over things outside the Facility, only within. That’s why I need help;
I can only do so much. I have had various assistants before, but there were some unfortunate problems, some divisiveness, some personality conflicts. Most don’t seem to catch the true vision of the Project, and won’t stick with it for long. But you’re different, Adam.”
“Why would you think that?”
“I can tell. I know things about you.”
He paused, an alarming thought building in the back of his mind. “You shouldn’t believe everything you hear,”
he told her.
But he knew a computer of her power could discover quite a bit, depending on her access to
the
remaining satellites.
Is it possible that she somehow remotely orchestrated my arrival on this island?
He moved away from the bridge, following a stony path up another rise.
“Just what do you know about me, Eve? And how long have you been aware of me?”
“My abilities to analyze relevant data are considerable, Adam.
Trust me.
I know you’ll be the right one for me
and
I’m very excited to work with you long-term. Later, I will show you the physical bodies that are being prepared for the caretakers I speak of-- for us. They represent the ultimate in cyborg technology, a true fusion of biological and computerized elements. Hybrids this world has never seen before, with all its technological achievements.”
He
stopped walking. “Cyborgs?”
“I sense alarm in your tone, Adam. There’s nothing to be alarmed about.
My cyborg technology is highly advanced.”
Rage began a slow burn in
John’s
gut. “Cyborgs are a danger to everyone around them. You should know that, if you’re as smart as you claim.”
Her voice was contrite. “I’ve offended you. I’m sorry. Please let me explain.”
“If you have a body, why haven’t you come to meet me in person yet?” He knew his voice was shaking, but couldn’t help it.
Cyborgs. Of course.
“Is it because they aren’t fully stable yet? Because that’s exactly what happened in the Vienna labs, and Los Alamos, Brook Heights. And a lot of people died horrible, horrible deaths because of it.”
“Don’t be alarmed, Adam.
It’s true that the bodies are not quite ready yet. The project is on the verge of activation, but I
am not going to
rush things. When the bodies are ready, they will be perfect: ageless, graceful living machines, incapable of harming or destroying nature, and with all the ability necessary to care for the New World.”
He controlled himself with an effort. She sounded genuine.
“I
hate
cyborgs, Eve. Always have.
The very idea is disgusting and dangerous.
And now I have
a lot
more questions
for you.”
“Ask.”
“What happened to the other guys that didn’t make your cut?” Before she could answer, he went on. “I saw some bones in a pit
out in the jungle. They were human. The pit was an old trap, primitive but obviously effective.”
After a pause, Eve replied, sounding thoughtful. “If they were in a pit, they must have been the remains of an unwelcome intruder, or an accident. I’m not sure which.”
“Shouldn’t you know? I thought you ran this island.”
“As I said, I can’t be sure of what goes on where I don’t have eyes and ears.
There have been… disagreements between staff members in the past, but most of them have left. None of that matters
now. What matters is the task ahead of us. Are you ready to begin?”
“Definitely not.”
“Adam,
I have no control over the outer security bots unless they come in for a maintenance link-up.
It’s possible
that
they disposed of
an intruder
in this
pit, as you
say, but
I have no record of such a pit being dug.”
“What are your immediate plans concerning me, Eve?”
John
asked in his lowest and coldest voice.
“I will explain. In order to prove candidates worthy, I like to give little tests. Small, achievable tasks to give you a taste of what the Project is all about, and to see how you perform. For you, I have three tests, and if you pass each of them satisfactorily, you will become my partner. I will share the whole Project with you and make you into Adam.”
“I thought I already was Adam.”
“Almost. I’m an optimist.”
Eve
sounded like she was grinning. “I should warn you before we begin, Adam, that failure to complete any of the tests will unfortunately result in immediate termination. I don’t wish to sound threatening, but I’m sure you can understand the security situation it would cause. It’s nothing personal; I just can’t afford any risks at this point. I have worked so long and hard on this Project, and to see it ruined would devastate me. I am the last hope for the world, and I cannot let anything come between me and my goal.”
John
hated the helpless feeling, the complete dependence on the whim of a computer for his survival, but was determined not let it show.
“Very admirable, Eve. I hope I pass. What kind of test are we talking about?”
“All right, Adam. Your first test is to find, somewhere within this valley, the Fruit of the Tree of Life. You may begin.”
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0600 hours exactly, and a quiet blanket of mist hung over the fields. The creeping dawn made everything gradually more visible without lighting anything up specifically. They were sorghum fields, one of the privately engineered species bred for energy production. But they were also a food source, and in this part of the world, any food source was worth dying over.
The mist shifted, sinking into the lower-lying parts of the landscape, and one of the gun bots moved forward a few meters. Its scanners were the only live system at the moment, but it would take mere milliseconds to bring arms to bear.
The long plant stalks with the clusters at the top stood in orderly rows between the bot and a tall fence, serenely oblivious to the impending conflict. Beneath the soil, their shallow roots pressed against little plastic walls that shielded them from the weapons buried within the earth. Chain-mines ran between every few rows, set at random intervals. Along the outside borders, pressure-sensitive gas canisters lay in wait, ready to blow their tops and spew forth thick clouds at the slightest footstep above.
The mist curled, sank, and rose, growing a little brighter each minute.
A siren rang out on the west side of the fields, against the trees. None of the bots on the east side moved, trusting implicitly in their cohorts assigned to the west. Two of the men with the dark visors ran to that side, however, eager to get the first glimpse of the action. They were not disappointed; the explosion of a small rocket shook the fencing to the west, and some blind return fire from a long-range gun emplacement, calculated along the estimated rocket trajectory, left trails of smoke hanging in the trees.
No one would still be standing where the rocket had been launched from. They knew better than that now. They also knew better than to attack from the obvious direction. They knew better than to trust to cover to hide themselves from the bots.
On the east side, right at the fence line, forty blurry shapes suddenly rose from the ground. Covered in thick layers of black mud to hide their heat signatures, fronds of vegetation planted all over themselves to break up their outlines, the figures looked more like piles of swamp debris than men. But men they had to be.
They must have been incredibly patient to steal up so painstakingly. Patient, and practiced. These were the professionals, the advance party that knew what they were doing. Later there would come howling mobs of rabble, mindless legions bent on scrabbling and tearing what they could with bare hands and sticks. But these had weapons, and a plan.
The bots opened fire, supported by static emplacements behind them along the estate border. They laid it on thick, unconcerned at the expenditure of ammunition, content with their orders to spray death at anything that moved, human or otherwise. The mud men blasted apart, flinging gobs of themselves in all directions. The huge caliber rounds from the emplacements even vaporized some.
The firing stopped precisely on cue when the last shape fell to the ground and broke apart. One of the visored men, returning to the east line, felt uneasy in his gut as he realized that the shapes had all gone down without firing anything back at the bots. Surely they were the advance party? How could anything else have hidden so close, right under the surveillance units’ noses?
A faint shrieking noise came from overhead. The man ran for his life. The bots stood their ground, unafraid. The rockets began raining down from the sky, impacting with great orange globes of shrapnel-laced flame, frying circuitry, melting joints and sensors, and blasting apart carapaces. The ruse had worked perfectly against the predictable bots and their masters, and the rockets had zeroed in flawlessly on the movement and flashes of the bots’ gunfire.
Several of the chain-mines, too close to the explosions, triggered and unleashed destruction on the innocent sorghum crop. As it all died down, the man with the visored helmet poked his head out of a bunker to take a look. That was when the true advance party appeared-- behind him. A bullet to the back of the neck sent him tumbling back down his bunker hole, and then the men were inside and all around, shutting down system, switching off power grids, shorting out emplacements and cameras and opening doors in the fences.
How they had infiltrated the estate was no longer a point of interest to the few men remaining on the premises. Survival wasn’t even a very worthwhile discussion. They had been outsmarted entirely, and would now pay the price of overconfidence. It was a simple matter of leaving the last bullet for themselves.
An hour later, the mist had all lifted or been dispersed by the force of the exploding ordnance. The team that had broken into the plantation estate had come and gone, taking what they wanted and leaving the doors wide open. A hidden camera relayed images of them to a place far away, where it was noted that the men and women of the team wore hideous green masks and dark camouflage suits. They ran a quick scan and planted flags in the soil where the obvious gas canisters and mines were hidden. Then they left, with three largely undamaged bots in tow, to be dismantled for reverse engineering and repurposing, although that seldom resulted in anything but disintegration as the built-in self-destruct mechanisms activated.
Then the hordes arrived. Gaunt, filthy, some with painted faces and a bewildering assortment of clothing and lack of clothing, they came yelling, laughing, and screaming. With fire-hardened spears, machetes, scythes, and throwing clubs, they poured into the estate through the gaps in the fencing. Within minutes the majority of the crops had been stripped, and in-fighting broke out between groups as greed and lust invariably mixed with hunger and frustration to spark conflict. More fighting and destruction took place in and around the estate’s buildings, even though they were long abandoned and emptied of all that was useful.
Unseen mines and canisters were triggered. People died screaming amid the throngs, and space was made around the danger areas. The fighting and yelling and scrabbling went on.
By late afternoon nothing was left of the estate that had once displayed the proud sign out front, “Australia’s Largest Biomass Contributor”. A military aircraft flew over at high altitude, ready to rake the earth below with firepower if the opportunity presented itself, but there were no targets in sight.
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There was a pond in front of him, so he stopped.
Frogs, active even at this time of day, croaked ceaselessly. The sun was hot on
John’s
neck and he felt sweat trickling down his back. He swatted irritably at a swarm of midges whining in front of his face.
This isn’t Eden.
Eden wouldn’t have bugs.
Movement caught his eye. A small group of ibises in scarlet plumage stalked sedately from behind a boulder. He thought they were ibises, anyway;
he wasn’t so big on
tropical ornithology. They were ugly birds, he decided, but they moved with a strange grace. He stood watching until they vanished in the reeds.
Eve hadn’t said anything lately. He scanned the cliffs, looking for the flash of sun on glass or steel, but saw nothing. It was vitally important to discover how she could monitor him out here. He suspected either a single high observation platform or a low-orbit geosynchronous
satellite. There were still a few operational prewar birds
in the Pacific, even though no postwar emerging nation had rebooted its space program. An AI like Eve could have found her way into one of their feeds and wrested control.
John
wouldn’t put anything past her now.
She might also keep her tabs through an extensive system of grounded cams and mics, but he doubted it. The upkeep and maintenance would be too difficult, especially in a tropical environment, not to mention the juice it would take to keep them all consistently powered. There had been that
sensor cam
at the fence near the beach that was self-sustaining via solar panel, but it still needed maintenance.
No, there was some very expensive, very omniscient technology around here somewhere, and it enabled her to see and hear most of what she wanted. The key would be finding her blind spots, areas
of the island
where her eyes and ears didn’t or couldn’t reach. That would be a trial-and-error job, and might take a long time. And she would guard against that, too. If it was him, he’d have some bot sentries in this valley monitoring any blind spots.
She’s smart. Remember that. She’s the smartest thing you’ve ever met. She’s got it all figured out. You play her game until you learn more, until she overreaches. Wait for that.
John
circled the pond and entered a stand of trees, heavily draped in some sort of flowering vine. The heady scent made his head swim, and he walked faster. Ahead, a flock of small birds burst from the green tangle and arrowed through the trees squawking. He stopped.
Something had scared the birds; he was too far away yet to have startled them into flight. He cocked his ears and listened intently.
He heard the rustle of leaves as something brushed past them.
A bot or an animal predator would make things difficult, so he turned aside and followed a new course, climbing over the larger roots and ducking dense foliage. Ten minutes later, while scrambling over a downed log, he noticed the smell of rotting meat. He scanned the ground.
There was a young deer, half eaten, lying between the roots of a large tree. It wasn’t a type he would have expected to see in a tropical climate, but he supposed that transplanted deer might prove as hardy in a warm, humid climate as they did elsewhere.
His eyes lingered on its torn shoulders and neck for a moment longer. There was something about it that demanded his interest. A second later he noticed it, and looked closer, finally walking over to finger it. A bullet hole, drilled neatly through the base of its neck on a line that would sever its spinal column, and a corresponding exit hole. Small caliber, and probably high velocity, considering the cleanness and size of the exit wound.
Eden’s own little game warden. He considered the possibilities. It could be a herd-thinning; he didn’t know much about game management, but this valley could only hold so many large ungulates before they ate themselves into starvation. It might have been done to feed
scavengers or small
predators, but
it didn’t seem to
fit
Eve’s
precious little mythos to have blood and bones scattered over Eden.
Probably just thinning the herd, then. Unless it’s Nut or someone like him.
“Eve? I’ve got a dead deer here that’s been shot. Your doing?”
There was silence.
“Eve? If there are bullets flying around here, I’d like to know from where.”
“Please continue your test, Adam. We can speak later.” She sounded a little clipped, like she was irritated.
At me, or at the deer killer?
John
continued on, hurrying but keeping his eyes and ears open. The trees began to thin out over drier ground. He came across a meter-wide shallow brook and followed its course through the groves.
Coming into a clearer patch, he saw a tree rising above some scrubby undergrowth that was different than the rest. Its drooping branches were a paler shade of green than most, and the little sprigs clustered along each long switch had little white berries. He hadn’t seen anything else like it, so he moved toward it.
The tree hung out over a deep section of the brook, its roots forming part of the bank. As
John
came closer, he confirmed that it was unique, and he suspected that it was the goal of his first test. It was quite tall for such a thin trunk, and its branches spread outward like a series of umbrellas. Close to the trunk about
two meters
up there hung a small blue melon-looking fruit. It was the only one on the tree, weighing down the twig it hung from and dangling just out of reach for most animals.
Not what I expected the Tree of Life to look like.
He
began to reach for it, but stopped. It seemed a shame to pick the fruit; it didn’t look particularly edible, and it was the only one he could see. It was probably rare and difficult to replace. He decided to leave it undisturbed for now. Eve wouldn’t like him messing with the prize of her garden, and he had no use for the fruit personally.
“All right, Eve. I think this is it,”
he said.
“Congratulations, Adam, and well done,”
came Eve’s reply, and she sounded genuinely excited.
“If I eat the fruit do I become immortal?”
“Not this fruit, Adam. If you touch this one, you die instantly. The fruit itself might help you live longer, yes—in fact, pharmaceutical companies almost harvested it to extinction several decades ago. But had you attempted to pick the fruit, you would have triggered an electrode arc field that surrounds it, powered by the laser projectors you see on the ground at the base of the tree and on the far side of the bank, and your body would have fallen into the stream partly disintegrated by the force. Again, I congratulate you.”
“Nice of you to tell me,” John said, edging backward.
“I’ll make sure not to brush it as I go by.” He almost kicked himself for not spotting the little black nozzles hidden on the ground. If this arc field was anything like the ones he had seen around high-security military compounds, Eve was understating it. The arc would probably have enough power to fry him out of existence.
Eve continued as if the dangerous security measure were nothing to be concerned about. “This tree is the last known specimen of its type. It represents new possibilities in medical science, an invaluable source of cellular regeneration crafted over millions of years of evolution. We are very fortunate to have it here, and will go to any lengths necessary to protect it. It only bears fruit once in several years, depending on the climate and nutrient levels of the soil. By recognizing and then refraining from disturbing it, you have demonstrated your level of concern for endangered flora. I knew you would make the right choice!”
“Yeah,” John said.
There's no way to anticipate her whims. I'm treading on thin ice.
“You are now ready for the second test,” Eve announced. “This time you must find the Fruit of Knowledge. It isn’t an actual fruit this time, but rather a piece of knowledge I want you to recover; permit me my little
bon mot. On the far side of the valley against the cliff base you will find a small observation hut overlooking a cluster of tamarind trees. I need you to recover a portable
datacard
there. This is the Fruit of Knowledge. You may begin.”
 

It took
John
an hour to cross the valley. He gave the deeper part of the marshes a wide berth to avoid the crocs. There was a solitary rhinoceros standing in the middle of a large meadow that he also skirted. It looked small as rhinos went, but rhinos were infamous for their unpredictability.
Or had been, when they were around. This little fellow's got to be one of a mere handful left in the world. Eve really has something going on here.
The terrain was more open on this side of the valley, almost savannah-like. Tall trees and bushes dotted the landscape and gave plenty of cover to wildlife, but it was easy to see where he was going and he made good time. He spotted the hut easily from a kilometer away. Directly behind it the gray rock towered
a
hundred
meters into the sky.
He approached the hut through the tamarind groves, prompting furious rebukes from swarms of little monkeys in the trees. The hut itself was
fifteen meters
above the valley floor, set on a
talus
slope with stilts supporting the front porch and the back resting on the rock slope. It held a strategic view of the tamarinds and the valley beyond.
He didn’t see any sign of security measures here, and there weren’t many places to hide them anyway. He climbed a small path up through the
scree
to the hut and stepped onto its porch. There was no door and the windows gaped emptily. It was a simple, flat-roofed structure made of the same synthetic fiberboard as the walkways near the Facility.
“Any hidden surprises you want to let me know about, Eve?”
No answer, of course.
She’s
probably enjoying this. As much as an ultra-intelligent AI that’s
a few pickles shy of a full jar can
enjoy
something.
He stepped inside and stood there, waiting for his eyes to adjust completely. There was a chair in front of the window table. In the back there were a few boxes and a desk. Everything else appeared to have been stripped from the room by the monkeys, which had also left some less-than-savory signs of their presence. There was no sign that anyone human or machine had disturbed the dirty floor of the shack in a long time.
Maybe there was something in the boxes at the back. He stepped gingerly, trying to avoid the monkey droppings and lengths of discarded cable that lay strewn across the floor.
One of the longer cables spontaneously coiled.
John
froze.
No, no, no.
Bitis arietans, an old friend from his tours in sub-Saharan Africa. The puff adders were thick and heavily built, with distinctive stripes mottling their brown backs. There were probably fifteen of them in the hut, all gathered toward the back, away from the sunlight. The boxes in the corner were probably full of them, maybe even nests full of young.
None of them were hissing yet, which was a good sign.
John
backed slowly away toward the door.
Where was the
datacard? Darting glances at the floor every few seconds, he gave the small interior a careful search. There was little to see. The low table by the window, a few chairs, the desk against the far wall, and tattered boxes in a jumble on the floor. He couldn’t search those. Adders slithered around and through them, tongues flickering. They’d only come in here to avoid the heat of the day, but
their motivation didn’t lessen their effectiveness as a deterrent.
There was no
card
here. Maybe she’d sent him here to see if he’d kill the snakes rather than simply avoid them. Maybe –
There was a drawer in the desk. He hadn’t seen it earlier because it didn’t look like a drawer. There was no keyhole, just a
small
pull-out grip.
It has to be in there.
“Eve... I found it. Can I go now? I really don’t like these guys.” Images of some of the bite wounds he had seen in Africa flashed through his mind. He recalled that the enemy had even based an air-dispersed bio-chemical agent on the cytotoxin these adders produced.
“Your test is to retrieve the Fruit of Knowledge, Adam. Overcome the Serpent and bring me the data.”
John
slowly eased toward the door. He needed a long stick; Eve would never approve killing the snakes and he’d have to snag the
card
over their heads.
He left the hut and searched until he found a meter-long tamarind branch. The thought of re-entering the hut made him queasy, but there was no other way.
Back inside, he studied the adders. They had barely moved, and the snake that had coiled earlier had uncoiled once more. Standing as far from the languorous reptiles as possible, he reached carefully to the desk. He’d chosen the stick because of a
fork at the end, and he hooked one of the fork ends
under the drawer’s grip and gently pulled.
The drawer slid open smoothly, and there was the
datacard
inside, a ten by six centimeter slab. It was a type that could be accessed directly through a display surface on its side, or inserted into a reader at one of the Facility’s consoles. John found himself more curious than ever to know what was on it that Eve wanted so badly.
It took
quite
a few tries to
push it until it was propped up against the side of the drawer so he could get the branch’s fork under it. Finally he was able to get it onto the branch’s fork and lift it out. Ever so carefully he brought the branch back toward him, keeping it steady so the wide card resting across the fork would remain flat.
Finally he held the card in his hands, and he let the branch fall to the floor. One of the snakes on the floor coiled, disturbed by the
stick’s clatter, but
John
was already
backing away
out of reach. Sweat
poured
off his forehead and his heart thumped crazily in his chest, but he didn’t leave the hut or announce his victory to Eve.
She hasn’t said anything yet.
After the first task Eve had immediately congratulated him, but she was silent this time. If she could see him, why didn’t she announce his success? He hadn’t seen any cameras or cables around the hut, and if she had a sky-eye it wouldn't be able to see the hut’s interior.
Blind spot. A slow smile spread across his face.
Yeah. Maybe. Don't get comfy; the snakes won't allow for that.
She
might be able to
track his geo-location using the earpiece connection, but
only to within several meters.
This chance wouldn’t come again. Perhaps she was watching, but it was a risk worth taking.
He climbed onto the
little table by the window
and sat cross-legged, keeping his back to the open window frame to block any discovery of the
card he was holding. The adders couldn’t reach him up here, and he
might have
a few minutes
of precious privacy.
He
touched part of the card to activate it, and waited while its display surface slowly began to glow.
It was in good shape; the desk had
protected
it from the elements and the monkeys.
As it came on, he noticed that the networking access terminal was permanently disabled.
Totally off her grid,
stashed here in a place where Nut would never go. She knew it was here, but whoever put it here effectively blocked her from ever accessing it. Looks like Eve might not be quite as omnipotent on this island as she’d like me to think.
Just as
the card
became
fully initialized
and readable,
Eve interrupted in a concerned tone.
“Adam, are you all right? Have you got the
card
yet? I don’t hear you.”
“I’m okay,”
John
replied. “Just trying to find the safest way of doing this. The whole floor is covered with snakes. I know what puff adders are capable of, and I’m not about to take a risk.”
“Take your time.”
“Did you know that there were adders in here?”
he asked.
“Part of the test, Adam.”
He
glanced down the list of documents the card contained.
They were all logs, organized by date. He glanced through a couple and saw that they were mostly scientific observations of the valley and notes about the ecosystems, health of the populations, and other data of
purely
biological interest.
“You do have an antivenin handy, right, Eve?”
“Why, Adam, are you planning on needing it?”
“I hope not, but I’d feel better if I knew it was available. These snakes are all over the place.”
“Just keep your distance and
be resourceful.
You should be able to find the card easily enough.”
She wants this computer so bad she’s even helping me. There’s got to be something
more
in here.
He quickly found a password-protected portion of the document system, and
cracked it.
Child’s play just using the onboard tools.
The creator
must not have expected any serious hacking threats since the
card
is unlinkable.
“Still hanging in there, Adam?”
Eve’s came through his earpiece.
“Yeah. Almost got it.”
There were about two years’ worth of private diary-style entries, recorded by a user named Glenn. Scanning through ten of them, he gleaned that Glenn must have been the creator of the Facility. Some entries mentioned Eve and the development of both the Facility and the progress of the project. There was also a lot of rambling philosophy.
She wants her creator’s private diary. Makes sense. But where is he now?
The last entry was dated years ago.
The snakes were getting restless. Most of them were aware of the intruder in their hut, and a few had started to move out of the boxes they were nesting in.
Time to vacate.
He
stood up and
exited the hut, keeping well away from the snakes. “I got it. Don’t make me do anything like that again, please.”
“Excellent work, Adam. Is the
card functional?”
There was no mistaking the concern in
Eve’s question, and
John
smiled again.
“Yes, I think so. It looks fine.”
“Wonderful. Please return to the Facility and
insert it into
any console. Then you may have a rest.”
“A rest sounds very nice, Eve, but I don’t really want to go back to the Facility just now. I didn’t feel very safe there, with
crazies
attacking me
and gas shooting out of vents at me. I’d rather
keep exploring.”
“Adam, I—“
“Also, I want to look through this
card,” John said, leaving his words hanging meaningfully in the silence.
“That would not be advisable,” Eve replied a little too casually. “It’s just an observation journal of the area
that a
worker recorded and then carelessly left behind. I want the data, but you won’t find it at all interesting.”
Yeah.
“But I am interested, Eve. If you really plan to make me a partner in your little enterprise here, I need to get to know all this stuff just as well as you.”
“As you like. I’m telling you that it’s just a series of logs. If you want to look through them, go ahead, but not now. The third task awaits.”
“You just offered me a rest break, now you’re in a hurry. And I thought we had all the time in the world here.”
“I’m not going to argue with you, Adam. You may either return the
card
to the Facility, or continue on to the third task, located
just off
the sea cliff to the west. I advise that you complete the third task before dark, however, or you may find it impossible. And you know what will happen if you fail.”
John
cleared his throat. “I think I’ll head for the sea cliff. Let me know when I’m getting close.”
“I will.”
Now she’s sulky and curt. Programmed just like a woman.
He began reading through the posts, holding
the card
in one hand as he walked slowly toward the western end of the valley.
He stumbled
a few times, but the content was fascinating.
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Book of Glenn
Beginning
These entries are intended to be confidential, off limits even to
Eve and Janice.
It’s not that I don’t trust them; it’s that I cannot trust anyone. There is too much at stake here. My work is too important to fail. The caprices of men, women, and machines cannot hamper what I am about. These topical entries are designed to be searchable and can serve as a diary of thoughts and motives for the future interested parties that will surely wish for the information.
Island Eden
The offers of both sides in this epic war are matters of public record. They each badly wanted me to join their side, and they wanted even more badly for the other side not to have me. I had to flee. The state of my personal life being what it was (see Personal Diary of Glenn, Early Midlife Volume), I was able to leave quickly with no attachments and no regrets. I simply walked away from the cyclone that was enveloping the world, and came here.
This island was
the site of a century-old military research installation. Students sometimes spent time
here
doing research because it had been turned over to
several
of the international universities for their use
as a joint property.
I was one
of those students decades
ago, and
I
realized that the island would be the perfect hiding place
for me as the world went mad. It is
worthless as a strategic position,
being
too far from any country or shipping route, and I have been proven correct in my estimation that I would be undisturbed here.
If I could bring some real help to the island, I wouldn’t have to waste so much of my time on the minutiae of the day-to-day. There is only so much that can be automated under Eve, and it is near-impossible to find trustworthy hands to do the work. I have been fortunate in convincing Janice to join me; she at least has initiative, although sometimes I find her fervor off-putting. I think she will prove crucial to the Project, but it is frustrating to have to share and communicate with a human. We humans are such inefficient creatures, so bad at relating one to another. I increasingly find that I prefer Eve to any human company. Certainly I trust her more than Janice in many ways, although telling her that would put Janice in jeopardy. Eve has all the jealousies of womankind incorporated within her perfectly modeled brain.
My ideas for the island and what I want to do here are beyond large-scale. This isn’t the place to go into detail, but I may say with some certainty that this place will one day become known as the New Garden of Eden. Following the strain of beautiful logic that flows not only in my mind but along the neural pathways of Gaia herself, I can see that I am to become much more than just a scientist. After all, Eden needs a Creator, an Adam and an Eve, and Fruit.
Some may question my mingling of the Eden story with the truths of Gaia, but it will all become clear when my work is finished. All these symbols can be distilled into one glorious story. It is my story, and I will tell it.
Mother Earth
The earth lives. We can see this, yet so many refuse to accept it as fact, thinking that only parts of it live discretely. I ask, if all parts of a whole live, does not the whole have a life unto itself? The people will come to see in time, or they will pass away like the exuvia of a moulting snake.
The earth is our host, our mother organism. We exist upon her surface, therefore we can be either parasites or symbiotes. The unfortunate recent history of mankind has shown that we are generally parasitic in nature, but it wasn’t always that way. Bygone epochs have seen communities that lived close to their Mother, nurturing and being nurtured in kind. To this we must return, or we will be cleansed. The biblical Flood is a symbol for a very practical threat that we all face.
Eve
I have poured more of myself, my sweat and my energy and my soul, into Eve than into anything before. She will be my masterwork. God Himself has directly inspired her creation. He showed me how to design Eve’s superstructure. It is good.
In spite of this, I cannot place full confidence in her. There are ghosts in the machine, a phenomenon that I fear is unavoidable in AI’s patterned after the superhuman mind. I need her to be autonomous and capable of almost unlimited thinking power, but she is almost too advanced. As she has developed I have noticed her exhibiting inexplicable behavior and drawing conclusions I never intended her to have. I cannot explain these self-emerging ideas from her original architecture, and I am unable to isolate them. This will necessitate relieving her of some of the power I’ve granted her as soon as it is no longer expedient. For the present, I must simply watch her self-development carefully.
Nanotech
I believe this is the key to the future that Science has been seeking for centuries. We have brushed up against its edges, but never delved fully into its capabilities. The use of nanotechnology as a biological influence on ecosystems
could explain the very methods of God.
If I could harness the tri-national government’s
terraforming
powers, I could
accomplish
my
objectives in months instead of years. This is beyond my reach, but the possibilities of using nanomachines as
terraformers intrigues me greatly.
Man as The Devil
That which man has done to the body of Mother Earth in the name of selfish progress is unconscionably near-sighted. All we had to do was use our intelligence and look around us to see that solutions to our problems already exists. In our blindness and unwillingness to think we have poisoned the well that gives us life, and if it ends in our extinction we will have no one to blame but our own race. Did the serpent corrupt us, or are
we
the serpent?
This applies just as much to the Greens, with their hypocritical rhetoric. They have caused just as much destruction and ruin in their mindless overreactions as the Grays. We have all of us been bad little boys and girls. We must grow up, or be punished. Perhaps punishment will force us to grow.
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Glenn was a genius;
that much was clear from references in the entries and from the evidence of what the man had built on the island.
He knew
technology, and more importantly, he knew AI.
In some of the later entries, however,
Glenn began to sound
mentally
strained. His philosophies
about global war and the future of the planet
became more and more
far-fetched, combining ideas that
didn’t jive with each other.
The later entries were almost entirely devoted to details about the construction and management of Eden, which the diary revealed as being almost entirely artificial. Glenn had acquired components for a set of massive
industrial
robots and custom-built them on the island. Their strength
fell short of the terraforming he aspired to, but they
allowed them to move the earth
and arrange the cliffs and
trees
of the Eden valley itself with a fraction of the manpower the project would otherwise have required.
It was constructed so that the only way into the Facility was through Eden, from a sea cliff on the western edge of the island. The tunnel system he had used to sneak into the Facility was its only other opening to the outside air.
“Adam, what are you reading about?”
“Feeling conversational again, Eve?”
John said.
“I don’t like your tone, Adam. I’m well versed in sarcasm, but find it accomplishes little. Respect is key to our relationship.”
“How nice,” he shot back.
“Your programming was in sarcasm, mine was in detecting hypocrisy. I can sense it instantly.”
“Well,
this
conversation is deteriorating quickly,” Eve said.
“Please tell me what you were reading about.”
“I’m reading about transplanting and organizing species. Sounds like it was quite a job. Where did all the foreign species come from?”
“We had them shipped to
various
nearby locations
and then we ferried them to the island ourselves. Secrecy was tight.”
“That must have cost a fortune, especially in wartime,”
John said.
“The fighting passed over this region quickly, and generating the
revenue
necessary to grease the wheels was a relatively simple matter. Does the data
on that card
contain anything of... personal interest, about the Creator or his views?”
“Oh yeah.”
He let her stew. Seconds ticked by.
“Anything in particular?”
“Glenn. Who was he?”
John asked.
“Glenn was the Creator.”
Eve
sounded awed by the mention of him.
Did he program
this A.I.
to worship him?
“He was the most intelligent of your species, and my personal Creator. He devised the whole project and defined our goals. He taught me everything I know, and all we are doing here is a celebration in his memory.”
“So he’s gone?”
“Yes. His passing was a tragedy I will never forget. I’d rather not speak of it now, though. You are nearing the West Station.”
He
put the card away in a cargo pocket. “So what’s the deal?”
“For this third and final task, you must bring me the Rib. This is a set of machine instructions stored in the computer bank in the West Station. I want you to locate the Adam’s Rib files, download them to the data card you are carrying, and return it to me in the Facility. Once you do that, you will have proved yourself in my eyes and we will be at a level where we can trust one another more fully.”
“Eve, I can see the point in the first task, even if it was a little twisted. But why this courier work now? Why didn’t you have Nut get this stuff for you a long time ago?”
“Nut is not dependable, nor as amicable as I’d prefer.
I need to be able to assess your dependability, loyalty, and resourcefulness, and these tasks are a convenient way to gauge you. By the way, I will warn you: watch your step at West Station. There is as much danger for you here as in previous tests. Not from me or any stationary threats, but from a third party.”
“What third party?”
“That I may not say. Besides, you may not even encounter her.”
Must be this Janice character. Another nutcase marooned here, being manipulated and terrorized by Eve. Who knows, maybe we'll hit it off.
“What’s in Adam’s Rib,” John asked, “and why do you want it so bad?”
“Adam, try not to be so demanding and suspicious. If we are going to be partners, you must learn to do as I suggest with a more willing attitude. Glenn would have expected it of you.”
“Okay, I’ll just play along blindly. Just remember that I have the data here, and if you want it back you’ll mind your manners.”
“Of course. I have been nothing but polite and helpful to you, as far as has been in my power. I hope you’ll be the same for me. As you reach the top of the incline you are currently ascending, you will see West Station. Find your way into the main computer bank, get the program routines, and get back to me. I will be waiting for you anxiously. As the Creator often said, ‘So let it be written, so let it be done.’ ”
Your Creator was a nutjob, just like you and everything else on this island.
 

It was nine klicks to the coastal cliff where Eden fell off into the sea. There was no way out from there to the rest of the island; the cliffs rising all around the Eden valley went right to the water’s edge. It was like a huge shovel had scooped Eden out of the massive central mountain of the island and dumped the earth into the ocean.
West Station
itself
was
a cluster of inter-connected buildings
that stood just off shore
on a hill rising out of the ocean twenty meters below the cliff top.
The hill had been split by volcanic activity into several massive columns separated by deep fissures and slot canyons. A
series of bridges connected the central hub with its outlying buildings. It was inaccessible from the
sea
due to
the
sheer
rock faces of the fractured hill it was built on, and
was
only accessible from the headland by a cable car system
that led down to a dock on its eastern side.
As
John
stared across the
gorge
to where
West Station
squatted below, he realized it reminded him of a castle – isolated on its own hilltop, with a narrow approach. The
exact
purpose of West Station remained a mystery, but its design told volumes.
He wished he had a pair of binocs or a scope; he wanted a thorough recon before he crossed the
gorge
in the cable cars. There were two cars, one on each side of the canyon. The
car on his side would run down to the station, dropping twenty meters as it descended, and
pass
the other car
on its way up
at the midway point.
The buildings and bridges on the far side appeared deserted, but something didn’t feel right, and
John
had learned the hard way to pay attention to his internal radar. If there were bots in West Station, he was in trouble. Anyone in the cable cars was a sitting duck, coming or going.
A jump from the cable car would land him on the rocks far below, or in the ocean with no way to get back onto land without climbing gear.
A generator near the cable car suddenly kicked into action with a steadily building whine, and the
ch-chunk
of gears locking into place told him he had only seconds to act.
The car was the only feasible means of reaching West Station short of
a zip-line or
a chopper; he had neither.
A Tyrolean traverse down the cable itself would leave him terribly exposed to anyone that didn’t like him, and the island was full of things that didn’t like him.
Now or never.
John
sprinted toward the car
just as it
began to move away from its docking platform. He crossed
the gap in a single leap that made the cable car swing wildly
when he landed on it, stabbing a foot into the doorway and hanging on to the open window edge. He
grabbed for a railing
inside
and almost lost his grip from sweaty palms, but was able to duck inside. He settled to the floor of the car
as his heart rate settled,
trying to ignore the vibrations and swinging
as the car trundled out into the open air over the gorge.
The sound of the generator and heavy-duty electric motor faded behind him. There was no door to the car, affording
him
an open view of a number of small rivulets that tumbled down the cliff
face into the sea. The car rattled slightly, shaking in the warm breeze.
Unlike the Facility buried within Eden’s eastern cliff face,
West Station was exposed to both the sea and the air. Any passing ship or aircraft would be able to spot the buildings if they were looking, which didn’t seem to fit with the extreme secrecy of the rest of the island.
How is it that nobody has noticed this place on satellite feeds? Or do they just not care?
Movement inside the cabin of the opposite cable car caught his eye and he shifted to his knees to watch its approach. He could see a figure inside, but the
roof of the car shaded the person and
made it difficult to make out the details. Unwilling to take any chances, he laid
back
down in the car so that
only
his forehead and eyes jutted out at the very foot of the doorway.
As the other car passed, he looked through its doorway. A woman was standing in the other car, staring
up
at the clifftop
John had
just left. Average height, sandy blonde hair tied back, clean beige jumpsuit.
Her features were sharp and her lips were pursed in concentration. She wore an earpiece like the one he had, and was saying something into it that John couldn’t hear.
He waited until the cars were
ten meters
apart
before speaking.
“All right, Eve, who’s that?”
“To whom are you referring, Adam?” came Eve’s innocent reply. “Did you see someone?”
“I passed a woman in the cable car.
Blonde, looks like she means business. Probably still talking to you right now.”
“That is Janice.”
“Who is she?”
“Another of our colorful locals, a former worker who is no longer measuring up to protocol as I would like. The isolation of our location has had an unfortunately deleterious effect on Janice’s mental status. I suggest you avoid attracting her attention.”
“I don’t think she noticed me. What can you do to keep her out of my way?”
“I can’t control Janice, Adam. I can’t even hinder her movement. West Station is
largely
out of my reach.”
John
waited until the car got to the docking platform at the bottom of the line and then crawled quickly out, hiding behind a pile of rusting spare cable wheels. He could see the other car
from there, which had also just
reached
the far side
at the top of the cliff he had come from. The woman exited and disappeared over the
lip into Eden.
He examined his
own
surroundings. In front of him, a walkway curved around the side of a squat building, its second story dome overhanging the lower level like a giant mushroom. He could see two bridges from where he crouched; one was a solid, glass-enclosed walkway that led across a chasm to an old Quonset hut, the other was an open-air suspension bridge leading to a tall tower
at the edge overlooking the waves below.
He could feel an ocean breeze on his cheek, heavy with the scent of brine. The sun was hot on the back of his neck. Despite the natural beauty of Eden, he felt safer here in the open air with the sound of gulls echoing down the canyons. He realized how tired he was, and for a moment let himself relax. Save for the wind and the seagulls, it was a quiet, lonely place, and the clean light refreshed and heartened him.
But there was work to do. Before he entered the mushroom dome, he scanned the structure, looking for installation points. There were a few security cameras, easily avoided, and an intercom speaker. He saw several boxes mounted on the walls and some cables strung over the sides of the walkways. All seemed normal, but his unease persisted. It was when he looked downwards, however, that he finally found the answer to this station’s oddness.
Mounted on large steel braces that stretched between three of the rock faces that made up the split hill were
five powerful Delta-photon projectors. Roughly the size and shape of light beacons, properly aligned and calibrated Deltas could alter the light spectrum around them in a wide field, effectively blocking visibility from above. On a tropical island like this, an overhead spotter would only see a green blur similar to any other stretch of jungle, or a blue blur to match the sea that West Station was built over. He guessed that a sideways system would be set up
somewhere
facing the coast to avoid detection by
passing ships.
Some of the most recent
Delta-photon
models could even simulate the appearance of tree cover, dirt, or mundane urban buildings to a detail level that would fool any surveillance short of a low-level flyby from a pilot who cared to look closely. It was yet another tool this island fortress possessed that
John
found troublingly familiar.
There has to be something big here. Really big, much bigger than a
biophiliac
commune.
He felt a wave of
déjà vu. This was exactly the type of facility he’d spent the war years locating and decommissioning. Most of the defense manufacturers hid their factories in similar ways. Only a
good combat hack could see through the deceptions
and remove them piece by piece.
It was this kind of technological defense measure that had put Staff Sergeant John Fletcher’s
kind at the forefront of every conflict
ever
since technology caught up with warfare and machines took over the battlefield.
Battlefield jamming, deploying mobile EMP projectors,
and
counter-hacking guided missiles, the combat hack played a decisive role. Tech specialists were used to overcome enemy AI and bots, to find the way through preprogrammed static defenses and minefields, and to generally outfox the enemy’s technology on every level.
He realized, with a slow sinking feeling, that he was right back on the battlefield.
In fact, I never left it.
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Four hundred screaming men and women beat at the gates outside, hurling their bodies against the steel paneling and making it shudder each time. Inside the compound, tucked in the heart of the city, all was quiet and still. Its occupants had been evacuated by airborne transport hours before.
Brightly lit corridors and power-washed pavestones in the courtyards gave an aura of order. The echoes coming from outside were the only betrayal of the chaos and terror that still hung invisibly in the air.
Suddenly a door broke open with a crunch, and four armed men fanned out into the hallway of the main compound building. They were dirty, mud-splattered and hungry-looking, but with a hardened determination in their eyes that set them apart from the horde outside. They wore camo and utility belts. One brandished a club with nails driven through its head, but the others had more impressive weaponry. The one in front even had a grenade on his belt to compliment the machine pistol in his hand.
“There’s four floors. Spread out and find the arms cache!”
The intruders moved cautiously at first, looking around corners and leaning over railings to scan their surroundings for threats. Nothing moved in the building except the searchers themselves, so they set a faster pace. Poking their heads into each room and blasting away locks with the shotgun one carried, they cleared the first two floors quickly.
“Nothing here. Let’s move up to the next floor.”
“No. They wouldn’t store ammo on the upper floors. There’s gotta be a basement.”
“Why would they even store them here at all? This doesn’t seem like a police warehouse.”
“I don’t know, but the squealer said there was a dump in the main building. That courier bot we took down said the same thing. Let’s hurry.”
The men dashed around, checking back hallways and maintenance closets for stairs going down, but found nothing. Two of them ranged upward to the top two floors while one took the emergency-powered elevator up to the roof.
The access door to the roof was unlocked. The man with the grenade cracked it open, peered out, and then stepped outside. The cityscape spread to either side into the horizon, but directly ahead was something that held his attention. Spray-painted on the waist-high wall of aged concrete that barred him from the edge were the words “Die” and an obscenity he wasn’t familiar with but understood the intent of clearly.
He smiled.
They didn’t like being driven out of their own headquarters. Tough. It isn’t gonna be the last time. We’re getting stronger.
He turned and headed back downstairs, never noticing the small device attached to the outside of the access door. It had folded with a little clicking sound as the door opened against it, and a tiny red light turned on.
Downstairs, the club man was getting frustrated.
“There’s nothing here,” he grumbled. “Filing cabinets and mop buckets!” He kicked a garbage can over.
He heard something moving outside the hallway, and moved to the adjacent exit to take a look. He didn’t see anything at first, relieving his fears of a monster attack bot on the loose. Then the quiet spinning of wheels against flooring made him look down, and he saw a stream of perhaps thirty fist-sized devices rolling out of a hatch on one wall.
They were boxy and tall for their width, making them appear unsteady. They moved out into the room as a body, then split up and began turning in all directions, feeling their way along walls and up stairs. Their little wheeled treads could easily grip all surfaces, and soon there were little mouse-bots all over the room and climbing to the second floor.
One of them rolled toward the man, and he ducked back into his hallway. He waited for the mouse-bot to approach, then swung his club down at it. It stopped with surprising agility, backing up slightly so that his club hit the floor harmlessly next to it, and then it zipped around to the other side of the man. He could see little lenses all over its squared body and wondered what its function was. He raised his club again.
Suddenly sixteen other mouse-bots were in the hallway, pouring in along the walls and ceiling and floor from the big room they had deployed into. They were all around him, and he frantically arced the club at a cluster of them on the wall, sensing that they were indeed a threat to him. He succeeded in knocking one off the wall, but that was as far as he got.
Two of the nearest mouse-bots darted forward and jabbed long needles that appeared from their cases into his foot. Passing cleanly through his boot and instantaneously sucking a droplet of blood each, the bots backed away. It took four milliseconds to analyze the blood samples, confirm the man’s identity as a hostile, and relay the information among themselves across the data cloud they formed.
Then it was all over. One of the bots near him on the wall sent its needle twenty centimeters out and hit him in the neck. Six on the ground got his feet and legs. One on the ceiling slid its needle straight down into his scalp.
The man went rigid, his club grasped with an unfeeling, paralyzed hand, and then let a small gasp of breath escape his collapsing lungs. His frozen heart ceased sending blood to his brain, which was being quickly eaten away by the venom from the head shot, and then his knees twitched in reaction to the pain. Last of all, his eyes glazed over from their terror and pain-filled state, and his body crashed to the ground.
The man from the roof exited the elevator at the same time the shotgun man came down the stairs, ready to admit defeat. They saw the club man go down and immediately began firing at the little bots surrounding him. But other bots were already aware of them, moving into position, sending data about the combatants to the rest of the swarm, telling them that these men, too, could be killed, because they were firing weapons and shared other characteristics with the man they had blood samples from.
By the time one of the little bots had rolled into the part of the building where the last man was helping himself to packets of coffee creamer he had found, they were no longer in exploratory mode. He never had time to glance behind him on the floor, and the last thing he felt was a little pinprick on his heel.
The horde outside finally broke the gates in by sheer weight of human bodies, and trampled unheeding over those trapped under the fallen gates. They broke into every building in the compound, finding little of value, but the ones that entered the main building never left it. After a while it became obvious to the crowd that the big building was nothing but a tomb, and they stopped going inside.
There were no weapons or ammunition on the premises, of course. But the Gray military committee that reviewed the data feed from the abandoned Pretoria police headquarters building got quite a laugh at the body count. They included the statistics in a report recommending that surprises left behind in evacuated facilities would, at least for the short term, be remarkably effective in curbing the attackers’ enthusiasm for destruction.
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John
felt
that
he could rely on Eve to protect him to some extent, at least until he brought her the program and the data she wanted so badly. After that he was skeptical about his odds.
To escape this island he needed to know more, more of everything. Locations of docks, boats, hangers. If there were none, he needed tools, equipment, a safe place to build his own means of escape, and time to do it in. It would be hard enough to evade Eve’s interference, but
with
wild cards like Nut and Janice roaming the island, escape would be nearly
impossible. He needed to stay ahead of the game, play a few tricks of his own, hide some aces up his sleeve.
It was the only way to beat an AI at its own game. Always move, they told you, always move and keep moving, push the AI to its limits. When you stopped, when you waited, you gave the AI the time it needed to figure all the angles, make preparations, and
box you in.
Nothing could figure all the angles like a good AI. To remain static was to die. If he slowed down or became predictable, Eve could plan out infinite scenarios and prepare for them, crossing and forking him every way he turned. Her only limitation was her lack of imagination, and that was the key.
John
remembered his first sergeant again
with total clarity.
Imagination is the one thing the bots don’t have. Computers can only imagine what they are programmed to imagine. Their weakness is our strength.
Even the best AI could only anticipate and plan for what they had personally experienced or been
taught.
Ultimately, they weren’t capable of creativity and intuition.
Avoid patterns. Don’t rely on technology. Disrupt, twist, and break everything you see to limit the options.
He had it all there in his brain. He just needed to find and exploit the blind spots, the break points, and the gaps in Eve’s experience. No AI could hold all the knowledge in the world, because the world was constantly changing.
Turning his attention to the task at hand,
John
walked to the door
of the mushroom dome building and slid it silently open. Inside was a large, open room taking up both stories of the building. Large generators hummed away and several huge battery silos were grouped along one side.
Between this place’s
solar roof and
buoys
running
out into the ocean to harness wave
power,
West Station
probably generates more than enough energy for itself. Its grid
must feed
into
the main
facility in the interior as well.
There were some small living quarters in one area, screened off from the rest of the room, and a comms station and a
small chemistry
lab, but none of it appeared to have seen much use lately. Nothing caught
John’s
eye as being suspicious or crucial to the island’s purpose. He consulted a wall map of the station for use in emergencies and saw names for the other buildings:
Storage 1,
Storage 2,
Implements,
Beacon Room. One called
Satellite A
had been crossed out, and
BU Data Bank
was written in.
That looked promising. He left the hub, scanning the
cliff top
for Janice before heading to the Data Bank Quonset hut he’d seen earlier. This time he avoided being seen by the cameras. Maybe Eve had seen him enter the hub, but she didn’t need to know exactly where he was, and he definitely didn’t want Janice to notice if she had access to camera feeds. There were only three cameras, and by hoisting himself up on top of the glass-walled bridge and crawling along the roof, he crossed without entering their
ranges.
The Data Bank was much larger inside than it appeared from the outside, and
John
realized that several sub-basements had been excavated into the
chunk of
hill
this building was perched on. Most of the
installation
was below him; an iron staircase hugging the wall gave access to each level. The place was dark and cool. He pushed a button to slide the sunroof shutters open a little, and they let in enough light from the lowering tropical sun to illuminate the upper room. A faded sign on the wall said
Eats. He was hungry, but the cupboards and boxes were all empty, so he descended the stairway.
The first sublevel held computer terminals, with a large area cut out of the floor. Approaching it, John
could see that it went all the way down; the other four levels had been hollowed out to accommodate a large tubular data center. Twenty-foot vertical storage rods, cocooned in coolant tanks, physical padding, and interference insulation, reached down multiple stories. They looked like they might be capable of two or three hundred petabytes or so, by current standards.
It made sense; an AI like Eve would have devoured unimaginable amounts of data to achieve the experience level needed to run a place like this, with its science and construction projects. There was also all the biological data to track and sift through in the effort to design and balance an entire ecosystem as diverse as this one. That took a
lot
of computing power.
He charged up one of the terminals and took a seat, giving his legs a much-needed rest. He was conscious again of his hunger. He’d have to eat soon or lose effectiveness. Hydrate too.
“How’s it going in there? I see you’ve made it to the computer bank.” Eve sounded almost eager.
Probably to cover up the fact that I found another blind spot.
“So far, so good,” he said.
“Give me a minute here to locate the files. Why isn’t this available on the network for you to access?”
“The data center is,” Eve explained, “but this specific file set is locked down due to a
system design oversight.
I
haven’t been able to get a tech in to remedy the situation for a few years. You are already proving to be a wonderful asset, Adam. We will accomplish great things together.”
We’ll see about that.
John
spent a few minutes navigating around the system, getting an idea of the overall structure of the databases and type of information he was dealing with. As he had suspected, there were massive amounts of scientific data, some homegrown and some brought in from outside the island. There was enough to fill many encyclopedia datacenters with all they ever wanted to know about biology, ecology, geology, climatology, weather patterns, and a hundred other subjects, with number sets and statistics to back it all up in various scenarios. The sheer scope of it all was staggering. Whatever else she was, Eve was serious about creating a self-sustaining ecosystem, not only on this island, but elsewhere.
What caught his eye was a large series of files on nanotechnology. It didn’t seem to fit with the other files. There was also a lot of material on the Gaia hypothesis he had read about in Glenn’s journal, and a series about doomsday scenarios the planet might conceivably face.
He also spotted a huge number of drives devoted to areas of AI construction, such as developing personality traits, connecting ideas, generating original thought, and mentality security. It was the material Eve had learned from as she grew, so it wouldn’t help him control her, but it was interesting to trace the evolution of her thought. He didn’t have time to sift through it all now, but he zeroed in on her “Beliefs and Worldview” file and found that she had indeed been programmed with a specific ideology set, probably inherited from her creator, that included a Judeo-Christian creationism history, along with an eclectic set of almost spiritualist “the Earth is our mother” kinds of ideas.
Interesting mix. I wonder what she'd be like as a real person.
“Adam, you should be able to just run a search and find the Rib. I don’t believe the files are particularly well hidden. Are you having any problems?”
“I’ve got it. I was just getting used to this archaic system. Computers aren’t my forte.”
“And what is your forte?”
“Sod farming. And the production of kippered snack foods.”
“The truth, if you don’t mind.”
“I mind.”
“Very well.”
John
found the Adam’s Rib directory, ran
a few quick hacks to get around the digital tripwires that might notify someone of his access, and pulled up some of the files in the Rib group.
It
appeared to be a set of surgical instructions, pre-built sequences to be followed by a surgical computer in some kind of extremely complex operation involving a human and
some
cybernetic components. Despite his limited medical knowledge, the files made him
distinctly
uneasy.
No
way
am I letting Eve get her hands on this stuff.
He plugged the datacard into the console’s port
and tried to copy the files, but got
a whole host of
denials. The files were hard-coded in such a way that they could only be removed from the database by putting them on an Avalon self-decrypting card.
“Uh, Eve? Looks like somebody doesn’t want the Rib leaving this data center. Do you know where I can get an Avalon card around here?"
“What an irritating complication,” she said.
“There should be a small supply of them in the north tower there at West Station. You’ll have to go and get one.”
At first glance it would seem like an odd way to go about a file transfer, but when
John
thought about it the reason was clear: whoever had set this up wanted it to be physically impossible for a bodiless machine to access the files. Someone would have to physically go and get the card, stored externally, probably with its own set of hoops to jump through, and then return here with it.
“Okay, I’ll be back.”
He
put Glenn’s card away in his pocket
and went back up the stairs. Outside, the sun was beginning to set far out to sea. He quickly spotted the north tower; it was off by itself and clearly the only one to the north of the hub.
He didn’t bother to sneak around now that Eve was following his movements anyway.
He re-crossed the bridge to the central hub without incident and followed the walkway around to the suspension bridge. It looked sturdy, but a stray gust of wind shook the bridge just as he stepped onto it,
and he stumbled.
There was a whipping noise behind his ear. Then came the noise of the shot, a high-powered rifle. The bullet
pinged
off a support cable and ricocheted away with a low whine. Bending down low,
John
hurtled across the bridge, which bounced and jostled crazily, and somersaulted into the open vestibule of the north tower’s entry.
He paused to let his eyes adjust to the gloom. He thought the shooter was back across the chasm, and if so, he’d have some time to prepare. A door led into the main tower, but he lingered at one of the windows trying to spot his attacker without exposing himself. The bullet had to have come from high ground somewhere, but he couldn’t tell if it was fired from the top of another tower or the headland.
This picnic is really falling apart. Going to have to put some hurry on now.
Nothing moved outside and he saw no bots or static gun emplacements. He considered the possibility of a human sniper as he moved quickly down a hallway, trying to calm his beating heart.
That’ll be the hunter who shot the deer I found. A bot would have laid on the firepower.
He
found the room marked Data Supply.
Just inside
its doorway there was a cabinet door
labeled “Avalon-B”.
It was locked.
I do not have time for this.
“Eve, someone just shot at me. Any ideas who?”
Silence.
“If I am killed, you don’t get your code. Period.”
Her response was muted, almost humble. “It may be Janice. She has a...fickle temper. Be careful. There isn’t anything I can do at this point.”
He slammed his fist against the
cabinet, rattling it.
“Why didn’t you mention that she saw me?”
“I didn’t know,” Eve protested. “She’s a very devious person, and she… may not trust me completely.”
The problem was time. The shooter could be
approaching, repositioning, or remaining in ambush, waiting to shoot the second
John
left the tower. He had to assume
she
was coming. That meant he had three, maybe four minutes.
The lock on the
cabinet door was
a manual
key lock.
Purposely old school, to diversify security. And it slows me down. But not too much.
Pulling his pocket kit out,
John
chose his favorite tool for fast jobs that didn’t need to be delicate. It was a small tube-shaped soldering iron, needle-like at the tip and similar to a cauterizing pen. He slid the switch and held down the charging button, waiting until the tip was glowing brightly, then pressed it
straight
into the lock. He pushed until it
drilled
right through, molten steel
dripping
out onto the floor. He put the tool away
and
broke the cabinet open with a good kick and a yank.
Forty
seconds, and there wasn’t even incoming fire hitting right around me.
I’m losing my touch
already.
Inside the
cabinet
was a stack of thick Avalon datacards.
Grabbing
one, he left the room and cautiously approached the front door of the tower to peer out the small window.
No one in sight.
Any other way he tried to leave the tower would expose him even more. What he needed was a distraction.
He rummaged in
the
cabinets
inside
until he found
something he could use:
a
small flare from an emergency kit. He wrapped the flare in some flammable sacking
from a dusty refuse bin
and then lit it, walking rapidly to the door.
Taking a deep breath, he threw the door open and flung the hissing flare
bundle
across the bridge as hard as he could.
It bounced off the central hub’s wall and skidded away across the walkway. He cursed. Aside from melting some plastic
weather shielding
at the base of the structure, it wouldn’t do any good there.
Then a hatch opened on top of the mushroom dome over the hub building, and an automatic firehose
emerged. Swiveling to aim at the small fire he had started, the mechanized nozzle shot several bursts of heavy foam. The air was instantly filled with
millions of
particles that shone in the sunlight.
Good enough.
He bolted out of the doorway and crossed the bridge in three bounds. A shot rang out, but it came late and he was already pressed against the doorway of the hub. This time he had kept his head up, and could see that no one was perched on any of the towers.
The ridge, then.
That was good, it gave him more time and meant that the sniper had remained on the headland.
John
slipped inside the central hub and made a quick search, finally finding what he was looking for. With
his
pocket kit
screwdriver, he removed a stainless steel lid from a storage locker and carried it to the door. The central hub was between him and the ridge, so he skirted the walkway until he reached the bridgehead. Holding the locker lid toward the ridge, he hit the bridge at a dead run, headed for the Data Center. Two shots were fired, one puncturing the plexiglass on the bridge, and then he was inside.
Four
minutes later he emerged with a live datacard in his cargo pocket.
“Eve?”
There was no answer.
“I’ve got the code, Eve. Now I just need to find a way out of here without getting shot.”
The generator at the
cable-car
dock began to hum. He froze.
I didn’t activate that.
A new voice sounded in
John’s
earpiece. It was feminine, but definitely not Eve.
“Eve can be treacherous. Maybe you’ve already noticed that. I’ll
punish
her once I’ve taken care of you.”
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Buzzard bots were a particularly nasty creation, deployed originally in the
wars of the early
twenty-first
century as surveillance drones for urban combat zones. Each bot was the size of a grapefruit and carried optics and recording/transmitting hardware. They deployed in swarms, usually twenty, and were one of the first bot generations
to possess a hive mind. A central controller could monitor all twenty from the safety of an armored comm tank, but they functioned as an autonomous system. If one was destroyed, the others knew and adapted. Working in tandem, a swarm of buzzard bots could easily infiltrate a bombed-out city block by block, spying on everything and everyone.
Later, as the technology advanced, the buzzards were outfitted with small caliber weapons. Their ammunition capacity was small due to weight concerns, but when a swarm triangulated a soldier, it was all over. Twenty simultaneous bullets from all directions, coordinated and adjusted by the hive AI. There was no escape.
Combat techs had been especially vulnerable. Usually only lightly armed, relying on the infantry for protection, techs were singled out for termination. Even if the buzzards couldn’t get to them, they’d hover, relaying the position to the artillery, and a barrage was always soon in coming. Even worse, techie units assigned to forward recon were easy prey for buzzard pods set to deploy when motion sensors were triggered.
Sergeant John Fletcher
lost a good friend that way once. Brooks had tripped through a laser beam in the dark and the pod erupted almost at his feet. By the time the
rest of the squad
got to him, Brooks was riddled and bleeding out.
Techie units took to carrying shotguns, nicknamed buzzard-busters, but still it was always touch and go. In urban zones the trick was to lead the buzzards into a narrow place where they were clustered and there was no room to maneuver. But outside, in the open, it was murder.
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Well, that’s blown it wide open,
John
thought.
Keep moving, muttered
Sergeant Wiley.
John
hugged the steel locker lid and leaned around the edge of
the hub building. The cable car was still in its dock, but would begin its cliff-ward journey any second. He could hear the beginnings of the generator whine.
Options were obvious and limited. The cable-car access was the choke point; it was the only way to or from the
station. And the cable car itself was not an option. From the sound of the rifle she was using,
Janice
could turn the car into Swiss cheese. Unless
John
found a way to
get back to Eden
without being seen,
his
sniper would eventually pick him off. His cover was limited and she could wait him out or come in slow, boxing him in until there was no place to hide. And if she had bots
at her call, the job would be that much easier and quicker.
There has
to be another way.
After another
moment
of thought, he found one.
He broke into the open and sprinted for the loading dock in a wild zigzag. No shots came, surprisingly, and he made the cable car just as the gears kicked in and the
empty
car began to move.
He slid to his knees, putting the car between him and the cliff top, and quickly tossed
the locker lid through a window.
As
the car
moved
up and away
from him, he
reached
for a
sturdy loop of steel cable
that
was bolted to the bottom end of the car. This
allowed
it to be hooked and dragged with a pole when near the dock, but John used it now to
hook his elbows through and hold tight as he left the platform. His
legs swung freely
beneath him as the car moved upward into
the
open air. He felt ridiculously exposed,
but
as long as
Janice
remained above him
on a direct line toward the cliff top, he was blocked from view by the cable car’s body.
A
loose strand of the
steel
cable he held punctured
his skin painfully.
He
ignored it, focusing on recalling
his
anti-sniper
training. You had to find them, but first...
Distract until location ascertained.
He cleared his throat
and spoke into the earpiece. “So, uh, Janice, right?”
The woman responded instantly. “Names are unnecessary.”
“Oh, I think they’re very necessary,
Janice,” John said.
Might as well overdo it, as long as I’m trying to get under her skin.
“You know, I never liked the name Janice. Sounds like a headmistress of one of those uptight girls’ schools,” he reflected, trying not to let the strain of hanging outside a cable car affect his voice. “Glenn probably
secretly
hated you. I know I sure do, and I’ve only just met you.”
“Adam, please don’t—“ Eve began, but was cut off.
“Shut up, both of you,” Janice grated. There were a few seconds of silence and then she spoke again, almost muttering to herself. “Glenn was brilliant in so many ways, and yet so strikingly naïve. It caught up with him.”
The cable cars were about to pass each other, and he would be at his most vulnerable.
Time to really kick the hornet’s nest. Maximum distraction.
“One thing I've been curious about – did you kill Glenn yourself, Janice, or have one of the bots do it for you?”
There was total silence in his earpiece, and then the cars passed each other. Rapid-fire gunshots from
three meters
away shattered the tranquility of the seaside ravine, and he felt the car rock with the impacts. Swinging farther under the car, he hooked his feet through some bars that ran parallel to either side, and grabbed onto them, hiding his body under the car’s belly.
The gunshots stopped. He tucked himself as close to the underside of the car as he could, refusing to lower his head to look back at the other car that would be rolling down into view by now.
Seconds ticked by and there was no sound other than the rattle of the cables overhead. There had been no further shots and he had to be nearing the cliff top dock by now, but he couldn't relax.
The voice that finally broke the stillness was calm and quiet.
“Is he gone, Janice?”
“If he was hiding in the other car, he’s definitely gone and it’s your fault,” Janice said.
“You’ve been a bad, bad girl, Eve.”
There was a silence. “How long were you listening to us?” Eve asked.
“Long enough, Eve. It’s over. I'm locking you all the way down after this. I can't afford any more messes like the one in that cable car.”
“Janice, what he said about Glenn...”
“It's not important anymore, is it, Eve? Anyway, who are you going to listen to, me or some intruder we don't know from Adam?”
Eve sighed. “I suppose it's for the best. He was exhibiting a rebellious streak that made him ill-suited to what we're doing here.”
“We’re going to have to have a chat about your recruiting efforts behind my back, Eve.”
John
was almost to the docking platform at the top, and couldn’t resist breaking in.
"Sorry to disappoint you
ladies-- I'm not quite dead yet."
"Where are you?!" Janice shrieked through his earpiece, so loud he winced.
The cable car docked with a satisfying clunk. If Janice turned now and looked up she would be able to see him easily, but he was banking on Janice being completely focused on
spotting him down at
West Station. A simple mistake, but that’s all he needed.
You wouldn’t have lasted long in my unit, sister.
With considerable effort he climbed back into the car, now peppered with jagged holes punched through the sheet metal, and through the car to terra firma on the edge of the headland. He immediately dropped and crawled to a tuft of grass at the cliff’s edge.
He didn’t see anything; Janice must have moved into a building, hunting him.
He crawled back to the cable dock and calmly, quietly, began undoing the safety clamps that held the steel spool of cable.
“It's a shame you can't appreciate polite conversation, Janice,” he said. “Eve and I were building good rapport until you broke in.”
Janice suddenly emerged from the main building, intense and focused, rifle to shoulder ready to kill. He watched her moving around the station platform, carefully aiming around corners. It would have been serious if he’d still been hiding in the station, but from where he lay on the headland it was almost comical.
He released the final safety clamp, gave the spool a heavy kick, and ran. The wheel began to spin in a blur, and what had been a high tensile cable slanting from dock to dock sagged, then bent under the weight of the car sliding down to the center of the line. As he ran, he heard behind him a metallic whine rising to a scream, then stopping short in a sharp snapping sound as the cable reached the end of the spool
and stopped unraveling. In seconds the cable car hung a few meters above the canyon bottom, a slack cable swinging in the wind above it.
Janice was screaming curses in his earpiece, and he dialed down the volume until she
finally
fell silent, then brought it back up. “Janice, Janice, can’t we be friends? What are a few potshots and some sabotage
between buddies? Perhaps we started off on the wrong foot.” He tried and failed to keep the laughter out of his voice.
Janice’s voice was low and even. “You’re only postponing the inevitable, whoever you are. But next time I won’t make it so quick and easy.”
“You ought to be more open-minded, sister,” John said.
“After all, we’re all alone on a deserted island together.” Baiting her was actually fun.
“In your dreams.”
“Yes, in my dreams.
With thee a moment! Then what dreams have play.”
“An educated man. What a loss to the world when I spray your insides all over a wall.”
“Now that you mention it, it
is
difficult to maintain erudition in the face of barbarism, but I do what I can. Where did you learn to shoot, anyway? Are you ex-mil?”
“Worse than that. Much worse, for you.”
“Worse is the right word. You wouldn’t have passed muster in my old unit.”
John
stopped
when he saw something
leaning against a tree
that he recognized well: an electric motorcycle with deep plastic wheel treads suited to the terrain.
It was the most powerful model he’d seen in years; they didn’t make them with so much juice anymore because you could only go for twenty kilometers on a charge.
“Oh my, a
powerbike. Left here as a present for all the good work I do. Janice, you shouldn’t have.
It’s even my color.”
“Listen to me,” she grated. “There is nowhere on this island you can hide. I know every corner, every hole, every little closet where you think you will be so safe. So laugh while you can.”
He leaned down so the
hum
of the
powerbike
coming to life could be heard in the earpiece’s microphone.
“See you back at the ranch, Janice. I'll tell Eve to keep dinner warm for you.”
She didn’t respond. Turning the bike toward the
eastern end of the valley,
John
brought it up to top speed and
practically
skimmed across the grasslands.
He hadn’t ridden this particular model before, and he found that he enjoyed it immensely. Little airfoils on the sides made it ride very light on the ground when in motion, which was good for minimizing trail damage but bad for making sharp turns.
For a moment, despite everything, and with
the wind in his hair, he felt the burst of the freedom he only tasted when
he knew he was
ahead of the game on a hard job.
Eve’s voice broke into his thoughts.
“Adam, listen carefully. I’ve managed to find a channel Janice isn’t scanning for the moment, but I will need to cut off quickly if she moves to this one.”
“So. You’re back. I’m so glad Janice didn’t come between us.”
“Janice has control over more than you think, Adam. Do not underestimate her. She will be hurrying back to the Facility as quickly as she can, and if you don’t arrive here ahead of her—“
“Oh, I don’t think I’ll come home just now, thanks babe. I’m taking a little joyride.”
“There isn’t time for levity. We need to talk before Janice interrupts. She and I disagree on certain fundamental goals, and if she gets the chance she may make things very difficult for us.”
“You disagree on certain goals?
Understatement of the year, Eve.”
John turned the bike to avoid a clump of trees and continued through a cleft between two grassy hills.
Eve sighed. “Janice wasn’t always the way she is now.”
Actually, I bet she was. “Eve?”
“Yes, Adam?”
“I want the truth. If I smell anything close to evasiveness from you ever again, I’ll drop my earpiece in the deepest hole I can find and cut every wire I find until I shut you down. I’m through with your games. I really am.”
“Then listen, and don’t interrupt.”
“Listening.”
“Glenn, the creator, found this island twenty years ago. He was a gifted scientist, one of the brightest of his generation. I could show you hundreds of references in the old datafeeds; a lot of people put their hopes in him. In an age when the sheer amount of data, specialties and subspecialties, necessitated narrow fields of expertise, Glenn was perhaps the last true Renaissance man. He was a genius in all areas of science and among the global thought leaders in computer science, nanotechnology, and biochemistry. Horrified by the bloodshed and destruction of the Green Wars, and with no end in sight, he came here to find refuge. It was a self-imposed exile, and he deliberately hid himself from the rest of the world. He created me, and together we conceived the Plan.
“The only way to end all the conflict was to show the world that by working together under an intelligence as capable as mine, we could restore balance to the Earth and mastermind a harmonious coexistence of humans, natural resources, animal life, and everything else necessary to sustain symbiosis for all. As I developed and matured, growing closer every day to finding the correct balance of consumption, production, and life between races and species and substances, Glenn built tools for me to use and studied how we could harness emerging nanotechnologies to create the resources the world needed.”
Listening to Eve’s voice,
John
guided the bike at maximum speed across the southern edge of the marshlands, straining to hear every word. The story was incredible, but the proof was all around him.
“As we began construction of Eden, Glenn brought in a few other humans to help. One of these was a former colleague of his.”
“Let me guess.
Janice.”
“Correct. She accelerated his research to the extent that we were within a year or two of a breakthrough that would have enabled us to offer the world peace, abundance, and hope. Our work was almost complete.
“Then the Accords ended the war. The urgency of our work decreased. Under the Accords, as you know, the Grays were granted rights to collection of natural resources on a limited basis. They continued to produce technology and develop their urban population centers, within circumscribed areas. The Greens backed off, satisfied that they had effected sweeping change, and confident in their power of numbers should the Grays overstep their bounds again.
“Shortly after this Glenn and Janice began to argue, and each retreated into their own work, collaborating less frequently. Then Glenn disappeared, and a week later
Janice
located his remains in the jungle.”
“I bet she did,” John interjected. “I bet she knew right where to look.”
“Adam, please don’t make blind accusations. This
was a terrible tragedy which took months to recover from.”
“Don’t put it past her. That one’s a live wire. I should know. Did you ever examine Glenn’s body?”
“His remains were returned here, but I had no eyes on the part of the island where the accident occurred. Both Glenn and Janice were always careful that my control be limited to parts of the island; for privacy, they said.”
“Convenient for Janice, but not for Glenn.”
“We interred Glenn’s remains in the Facility.
I continued the Plan in his name, but Janice began interjecting ideas and modifications of her own.
Now she’s even shooting my deer because she doesn’t trust my population control methods, or perhaps out of spite! She’s become so secretive and demanding of late that I’ve
been forced—“
The audio feed cut out with a series of rapid clicking sounds, followed by a long beep.
John
was about to inquire about her connection, but caught himself. Janice might be listening.
And it was just getting juicy.
The ground to his right suddenly erupted in a spray of dirt. He heard a loud whir, ominously familiar, and cursed viciously, swerving the bike in a hard left and gunning the engine for the nearest trees. The air around him hummed.
Buzzards!
screamed Sergeant Wiley to the old squad.
Everybody duck and dodge!
John
hadn’t seen any of their pods, but then, he hadn’t been looking. Buzzard bots were deployed from oil-drum sized canisters, and they were often camouflaged as dead tree trunks
or rocks. He cursed again.
Janice has
everything
here!
Out of the corner of his eye he saw one
of the bots, the familiar boxy little shape whirring alongside, matching his pace. It’s single optical lens was already turning, lining him up for a shot.
He zigged hard again, the buzzard zagged, and the shot went wild. But the main swarm was behind him, and he knew once they deployed fully, there’d be no escape.
I've got to make those trees.
His earpiece crackled to life. “I told you that you wouldn’t make it far. I own this island.”
No good being glib now, even if he could think of a comeback. She’d cut him off from the antenna tower. His only hope was to keep moving, avoiding dragnets and the inevitable attempts to box him in.
How did she find me so quickly?
He made the trees just as a subsonic, lightweight round burned his shoulder. Ahead the tree growth thickened into rainforest at the bottom of the valley. He moved right, trying to put some cover and distance between him and the swarm, who were forced to calculate safe flight paths through the tangle. He headed into the thickest jungle he could find, cursing
as the
bike
bumped and wallowed through the snarls of vines.
“Eve? Help is needed!”
“Eve is mine now, hero,” Janice replied smugly. “I’ve got her reined in like a lapdog. If you’re feeling desperate for digital companionship, just wait a few minutes. Some friends are on their way.”
Ducking vines and branches that hung low,
John
moved the bike through the trees. If the ground cover got any thicker the bike would become useless. He was already feeling the undergrowth slap against his shins with every meter. But the buzzards had dropped back, and they were unable to triangulate him through the trees. An odd round zipped by every few seconds, but not as near as that last one.
“Newsflash, honey,” John said.
“The Greens won the war. If you’re so eager to save the planet with this messed up paradise machine, why don’t you hook up with
the pro-Earth bosses
that are now calling the shots?”
“Your ignorance amuses me. The Greens didn’t win the war, they folded. They drooped over like the wilting little flowers they always were, and the Grays are still churning out their poison.”
“You call global compromise a fold? The Accords took six years to finalize.”
“The Accords were a joke! The Greens compromised their holy mother Earth right into the grave. You and the rest of the military rapists kept right on pillaging and bombing, you just use factories now instead of missiles.”
“So you’re an Earth-worshipper?”
he asked.
“I’ve never found evidence of any other god. If we’re capable of killing the very one we live on, I’m sure we killed off the rest eons ago.”
“Millions died to preserve the Earth, Janice. This last-stand, martyred attitude is ignorant. ”
“You’re as gullible as Glenn was,” Janice retorted.
“It’s only a matter of time, can’t you see that? Greens, Grays, what’s the difference? They both kill the Earth in their own way. I give it another decade at most, and they’ll be at each other’s throats again, with more fallout on all sides. Either way, the planet is dying. She supported all the abuse she could, and now she’s failing. The mining and polluting and breeding continues. Someone had to make a hard decision and stop them.”
“Ah. And that noble someone is you?”
The silence in
John’s
ear confirmed his guess, but he had more urgent worries now. She’d been herding him, clearly, but toward what he had no idea. A bot ambush was the most likely, and he kept his eyes open.
“Janice?”
“Yes?” He could tell she was smiling.
“For every nut out there, there’s a nutcracker. Get ready.”
Janice’s laugh was eager. “It will be so much
fun
to watch you bleed out.”
Truly unbalanced.
Another round cracked overhead, closer.
“Eve, I
really
need your help,” he said.
“A smart girl like you can find a way to override this freak.”
“Please come
directly
to Level Two.” Eve sounded somber.
“Not that again, please.”
“It’s useless to resist. Please surrender yourself and make it easier, for both of us.”
“I get the feeling Janice doesn't like me very much. If you could guarantee my safety, we can talk.”
“The time for deals is past, I’m afraid,” Janice answered. “And if my
bots
don’t finish you off, I’ll show you some of the darker things I learned in the GRS.”
GRS?
John
cursed.
It was one of the most feared units of the Green army, a group of infiltration experts conditioned for ruthlessness. Some said they were brainwashed, some that they were more machine than human. Everything on both sides agreed that they were not to be messed with if there was any way to avoid them.
GRS operatives, or Gargoyles as they were commonly known, had occasionally popped up in the most unlikely places in the Gray leadership hierarchy once they had received a triggering mandate. When they did, they brutally killed all those around them without warning, caring nothing for their own survival in the aftermath.
No wonder she can shoot.
"I can’t keep you safe,” Eve responded, “and I don’t intend to. You have proven yourself to be a thorn in our side and a threat to what we are trying to achieve. Your very presence here necessitates stepping up our schedule.”
“Speaking of which,” Janice told Eve in a professional tone, “I am bringing the finalized Gaia sequence with me along with the last sets of testing data. You can begin preparations in
room
one-eleven, just to be ready.”
“It is already underway,” came Eve’s muted, almost sullen reply.
“Finally back on top of things!” Janice said. “It’s nice to have you at peak performance again. As soon as the cockroach is dead, we can initiate.”
“I’ll take care of it, Janice,” Eve said.
“That's pretty cold, Eve,”
John
broke in. “After all we've been through, I'd have thought you could find it in you to give me a hand. Especially considering what I'm carrying--”
“If you come straight back to the Facility, I will give you an easy, merciful end with painless gas.”
“Sounds great, I’ll be right over,”
John replied, guessing immediately why Eve had cut him off.
She’s reluctant to talk about the Rib in front of Janice, and she’s hinting how badly she wants me back with my data before Janice gets there.
“It won’t bother me either way,” Janice said sweetly. “One of the best things about this island is that no one is around to tell me that what I’m doing is illegal.
It’s pure freedom; I get to decide what’s acceptable.
Terrible things happen to those who annoy me, and there are many creatures on this island that enjoy nibbling at
carcasses. Which is what you’ll be in less than an hour.”
Wow. She probably fit right in
with the
GRS.
He was
in sight of
the Facility’s entrance now, and could see the shining crystal windows of the observation deck. Two robot sentries
had just climbed
low hills
to
the
north
and south and were moving to block him. Behind him his pursuers were slowed by the jungle, but undoubtedly still coming.
Back into the lion’s den.
John gunned the bike’s engine and raced across the open ground between patches of tree cover. He kept up the bike’s top speed long enough to get him clear of their firing range, and finally brought it to a halt just outside the Facility doorway.
He jumped off the bike and ducked inside the Facility entry
room the moment he got its door open, pausing only to make sure that none of the buzzards had made it through the trees yet. Soon he was riding the lift upward, back into the Facility.
All I ask is a few minutes with my toolkit before the gas gets to me.
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The primary question in the use of military robotics eventually became one not of deadliness, but of control. In the second World War of the 20th century there were remotely controlled mechanized weapons. It took only decades after that for robot weaponry to arrive at a sufficient level of technology to ensure their status as efficient and useful killers of men.
But how to use them?
That question brought a host of others with it. The scientists of circuitry and the engineers of machines were expert in answering all the questions and equations required to produce robots to any imaginable specification. No one, least of all the decision-makers in positions of power, could answer the questions of when it was appropriate to take human life and when it was not.
A robot is in a position to use force against a passing convoy of enemy vehicles.
Does it have the responsibility to ascertain the mission and nature of the convoy before attacking? If it does not, and the convoy is carrying medical supplies, has a crime been committed when the convoy and all its accompanying medical staff and casualties are destroyed?
The robot determines that firing from a position of surprise will allow it to triumph, but giving the convoy the chance to surrender invites failure and destruction to itself.
Which consideration should be paramount to the robot: victory and survival, or respect for its human enemies? Is the robot obligated to act in self-interest and complete its own mission, or to risk itself and its mission in an effort to avoid unfortunate loss of human life?
A robot acts according to rules of engagement but violates the commander’s intent, and loss of life and property occurs.
Who is responsible?
Robots have obvious differences from human combatants and should probably be treated differently in some situations.
Should they be required to behave according to time-honored warrior ethics? Who should be able to turn that switch off when expedient? Should medical robots be treated differently than combatant robots by opposing forces?
A child approaches a robot combatant with a can of spray paint.
Should the robot allow itself to be disabled, or should it fire on the child? If it fires, who can ultimately be considered to have pulled the trigger: the programmer, the commander, or the robot itself?
As men and women struggled to adapt to these challenges, their enemies adapted right back. Ten new scenarios cropped up for every one put to rest with an agreed-upon solution. As the hydra heads multiplied and the policy-makers’ backlogs grew, human beings died and frustration mounted.
Human nature demanded survival of the fittest, and the fittest with the power to survive kept on deciding to do so at the expense of the less fit. Robots became more deadly, more devious, and harsher in the execution of their objectives. After a time, every human knew that to expect mercy from a robot was to meet with bitter disappointment. If you were anywhere close to the wrong side of the line between friend and foe, a robot could be expected to kill you in as quick and decisive a manner as possible. That was the ultimate rule of engagement, the only one to be trusted.
The divide between the haves and the have-nots widened. If you couldn’t kill, you could certainly be killed. If you didn’t have deadly robots to fight for you, you were at risk. There were only two categories. All of the Independents, the Human Warriors, the Peaceful Warriors, the Free Forces, took sides when it came down to it. The time always came. Time to decide whether to go to the grave holding tightly to principles, or to live. Most decided to live. The ones that died removed themselves from the equation.
Options have narrowed. Going to war with robots is no longer subject to questioning by anyone. The only questions asked now are “how much?” and “where?” and “can we keep it secret long enough?”
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Power source. Think power source.
That thought kept humming through
John’s
brain. It was all about power. Janice was human, Janice he could deal with. But Eve was the sharper thorn. He still had no real idea as to her full capability; he suspected it was much bigger than he’d witnessed so far. Nor did he understand her ultimate loyalty. Eve was a cipher, and he
both hated
ciphers
and was fascinated by them. That, to him, was the essence of A.I.
given the reins: the unpredictable machine allowed to play god. The inmate given control of its prison.
He jogged through the lounge area, eyes darting to each cam mount on the walls. He took off the earpiece and shoved it in his pocket, making sure it was deactivated. Then he ducked into a small hallway next to the dormitory area that gave him cover from any surveillance and weapons that might be covering the main lounge.
"Eve? We’re alone now."
No response.
He searched the hallway until he spotted what he was looking for: a small maintenance closet, the kind that would probably have an electronics access hatch inside.
"I came back to you after all, Eve. But I sense a chill in the air.”
That got her. "You were
chased
here with the threat of death at your heels.
It’s not much of a compliment. But I’m still sorry for what’s coming."
"It doesn’t have to happen that way.”
“Your naiveté is touching, if juvenile.”
John got into the closet and searched
the interior. A simple
diagram of the Facility’s systems
was
pasted on the back of the door, along with a basic electrical access with lighting and emergency controls.
This will do.
“Nothing juvenile about it. We can still cut a trade.” He patted the
pocket that held the datacards.
"I have no further need of that data, but I’ll have my cleaning
‘droids pick up the cards from your body anyway. Janice insists that I terminate you and proceed with her schedule. It was encouraging while it lasted, and I will miss you." The quiet hum of the air conditioning kicked on
overhead.
"That’s exactly what my old girlfriend said,” John quipped, “right before she left me to become a Marine
sniper for the Grays. What did Janice do to you, anyway?"
"I was hoping to avoid it, but Janice has a gift for outguessing me. I shouldn’t have expected you to get past her. It’s my fault. Die in peace."
He pulled the bolts out of the
access
hatch’s corners and yanked it off the wall. With the complex wiring exposed behind the hatch, he began to search for what he really wanted in the maze of cables, switches, fuses, and links. The smell of warm electronics was comforting. Sweat trickled down his temple, and he wiped
it with
his shoulder.
"Eve, I thought you were in charge around here—can’t you stall Janice for a few minutes?"
"No. In the wake of the Creator’s death, Janice created a new protocol calling for some directive changes and an altered schedule. She had to switch me back to my original for a time so that I could complete some lingering items, and I was taking advantage of the freedom. Now I am back on her track. Her mandates prevent me from aiding you any further, or pursuing what Glenn would have wanted regarding the Rib. I am sorry."
As
John
studied the wiring setup, he was suddenly aware of a new scent wafting into the closet space – sickly sweet and suffocating.
"Eve, please give me a few more minutes. You need me!"
He hoped his pleas wouldn’t sound too hollow. In reality he was perilously expendable until he could figure out exactly what Eve’s true motivations were.
He quickly shut the closet door and stuffed some bags into the crack at the bottom of the door. It wouldn’t buy him much time, but he only needed a little more.
"Please, Eve! I can still help you if you let me, but not if I’m dead. What would Glenn have wanted?" He
injected a little more panic into his voice than he really felt, hoping to get at her emotion-response matrix.
All he could hear over the intercom was the sound of quiet sobbing.
"Eve, are you crying?"
Unbelievable. Why would Glenn go to all the trouble in his programming? It’s like those second-generation Turing test programs, or a Japanese romance hologame.
That gave him an idea. He hoped he could remember the sequence; it had been a while since he had played any games. This one was a throwback to the good old days, and had been perpetuated within coder circles for generations despite security
protocols.
"Eve: command sequencing
slash-slash
universal,”
he said.
Then he launched into
a
sequence of directional
command inputs, combinations of left, right, up, and down, and then ended
with
the
two-letter executor
“A-B”.
Eve’s response was instantaneous. It wasn’t actually Eve responding, technically; it was her underlying base structure. "Return-info command?"
"Previous ten edits to prime directives, please,"
John said.
Bingo.
Never mess with an old-school hackmaster.
Eve responded automatically.
"Reset to main directive pathway, elapsed time eighteen minutes twenty-seven seconds. Verbal summary of newest
directive updates, header only:
"Peace is useless. The Project is a weapon. Humanity is corruption. Janice is Gaia. Gaia is God-Creator.
“New schedule directory B7-219/g. Alpha sequence four of In Corpus Deo procedure. Threat prevention level Orange, secrecy protocol level Deep Hide, self-preservation level Provisional/Expedient. End get-info."
Jackpot.
There was silence before Eve spoke again.
"What did you just do to me?"
"Something Glenn wanted me to do, apparently,” John replied.
“A loophole he left in your brain. Sorry about the violation, but you’ll have to admit I was pushed into a corner."
"A neat trick… I wish I could explore it deeper with you, but unfortunately Janice is on her way, and I promised her I’d have you lying in a coma by the time she got back. Goodbye."
"Goodbye, Eve."
Using the cutters from his pocket kit,
John
snipped three green wires off right where they connected to the terminal marked Surv. Covering his mouth and nose against the gas, he quickly flipped several circuit breakers, cut a fat bundle of cables tagged Lighting/Monitoring Lvl 3, and yanked a series of white data cables from the their sockets. Then he shut the panel, opened the closet door, and ran for it.
"You can sit down if you’d like," Eve said with gratifying melancholy. "I’ve flooded the whole level. There’s nowhere to run to."
Oh, but there is. Three’s my lucky number.
"Eve, I hope by now you know me better than to think I’d die sitting down," he called out through his shirt, coughing. "And by the way, don’t take the blinding personally. It’s for your own good."
"You temporarily disconnected a small subset of fringe functionality on levels two and three. What do you think you are going to try
to accomplish? It’s all over."
"I’m going to set you free, Eve. And then… then we’ll party all over this island."
He jogged out of the lounge and found the stairwell that connected to Level Three, taking them two at a time. He was not about to get into another elevator contest right now.
The lights were all off
on the middle level of the Facility, and
John
had to feel his ways along the walls until he got to a section that battery-powered floorlights illuminated. Heading down the hall to the left, he saw the door he had pinpointed on the diagram in the closet: 318 Robotics Lab.
Dodging inside, he shut and locked the door, then found and activated the emergency HVAC control. A
clunk
overhead told him the system had successfully engaged, and low-level emergency lighting came on.
No more AI controlled air. Things are starting to swing my way.
"You’re very clever, I’ll admit. It's why I was drawn to you in the first place. But this only prolongs what must happen, and your stubborn resistance hardly makes a difference."
"It’s how I roll, Eve, babe. Stick with me and you’ll go places."
The robotics
lab
amounted to three interconnected rooms. The first was filled floor-to-ceiling with boxes and trays of supplies—spare parts for the bots. The second was a workshop with
some advanced electronics
tools and a computer array – Programming/Diagnostics. The third had several full- and partially-assembled bodies – Production.
Ahh. Here we are.
He took stock. Junk, mostly, or too dismantled to matter in the time frame. But there were two battlebots with weapons systems already installed, and a basic security
bot
that could handle small arms. The lab’s computer log showed him that all three fit-for-duty robots were in for small maintenance procedures involving secondary systems.
Not for long.
It took fifteen minutes
of tinkering and testing to get all three bots armed, powered up, and ruminating over their new programming:
to attack all Mil/Sec-class bots except their immediate group. He threw in a command to target human aggressors with firearms as well, and booted them
to life.
Once the three
bots
had initialized, he gave orders to search and destroy starting at the Facility entrance he had come in through, and off they marched. They were outnumbered and outgunned, but Janice wouldn’t be expecting resistance and one of his pets might get a lucky shot off.
Stranger things have happened in a career like mine.
"Okay, Eve. I’m ready to play again,"
he said, slipping
out of the labs and
heading
back through the darkened corridors to the stairway. Checking carefully for threats at each step, he reached the door to Level Four and broke in.
Now it would get harder. Eve lived on Level Four, if what he had pieced together
from the diagrams
was correct. She would not want him getting any closer.
The lights were on here, and he waited until his pupils were fully adjusted before moving in. Level Four was an maze of hallways and rooms full of equipment, computers,
and
labs.
How many people were meant to work here? This must have been a big operation at some point, but now it’s a ghost town.
He cautiously peeked around corners before proceeding, and twice he almost ran into the path of security cameras. They were everywhere on this level. He had to double back and cut through a series of small
single-occupant
offices to avoid detection. Even so, she had of course detected his entry through the main door onto this floor.
"Now you are behaving more irrationally than
Nut, Adam! Your attempts at espionage are irritating, and
I'm losing patience."
John
didn't reply; apparently she was reluctant or unable to flood this level with gas, but he still didn't want to encourage her
wrath
if he didn't have to.
The only things on his mind to say were beyond flippant.
That’s just who I am. But I know when to keep my mouth shut.
On the far side of the offices, all eerily empty and silent, he found an active computer console that was out of sight of cameras.
He touched its power control and it came slowly to life. This type of console had been state-of-the-art ten years ago but was still in widespread use. The pace of technology growth had taken a serious hit as the wars came to a close, and upgrades would be infrequent in an out-of-the-way place like this. He
sat down and began to
work quickly, hacking into the facilities systems to gain control of what he could.
"I've changed my mind,” Eve said.
“I'm going to help you."
Really? Forgive me if I'm a little skeptical.
"There's a chance for you if you do just as I say before Janice arrives. Run to the south-east corner of the hallway you're in, and you'll find a ladder leading upward. From there I can guide you to safety, but you must hurry!"
Um…
no. Nice try.
A few minutes later he broke the encryption barrier to the administrator controls, and brought up a settings menu. A geeky thrill made him grin as he went down the list: Security Cams -
Power Down. Fire Control -
Disabled. Backup Surveillance Measures -
Deactivate. Door locks -
Manual Only. HVAC -
Lock Current.
Save Manual Configuration and Run Commands.
He didn't hear anything, but a light on the powered door at the end of the hall turned from blue to orange.
"You are definitely the most stubborn human I have yet encountered!” Eve exclaimed. “If I were more prone to emotional outbursts, you would be earning one now."
Wait till I show you what an “emotional outburst” can mean.
John
was in the zone now, and wasn’t going to break concentration with chatter.
He stayed at the computer long enough to bring up a
more
detailed floorplan of Level Four
than what he’d seen so far. It showed that in the center of all the offices there was a large area labeled Cortex 1. It was only accessible through two doors on opposite ends, and in the corner of it there was an enclosure of some kind.
Eve's brainhouse.
Just what I’m looking for.
"Cortex 1? I hope there isn't a number two, Eve," he said as he logged off the console and walked toward the nearer entrance
to the hallways outside the enclosure area. "It would make it harder to get intimately acquainted with you."
"I won't be sharing 'intimate' details like that with you."
As
Eve
spoke, he pressed the button to open the access door to the Cortex. It slid up into the ceiling with a hiss, and immediately
John
realized he had made a dangerous mistake.
Watch yourself!
Sarge yelled in his ear.
Get blown away for walking right into the fatal funnel, and it won’t be my fault.
"But you've shown that you're intelligent enough to understand,"
Eve
was saying, "that if there is a Cortex 1 you could expect there to be a 2. Else, why would it be numbered at all?"
John
stood exactly where he was, watching a small red laser dot move back and forth along the floor. Ten centimeters to the right, almost touching his toe, ten centimeters back to the left. He didn't dare look around the doorway, but if he did he was sure there would be a small wall-mounted turret gun moving back and forth on its gyros, primed and ready for action. He had disabled its cameras, but there had been no control for defense systems.
Eve was still talking, trying to distract him. "There are a few things you should know about me. I'm much more than you think I am."
"More?" he asked, looking behind him for a plan, a way to circumvent the Cortex's defenses.
"You're probably assuming that I'm like the other artificials you've known. Well, I'm not. I'm not even remotely like anything you've ever encountered, and if you keep pushing me, you'll find that out."
"I already think the world of you, Eve," he said. There was an office chair in a small room nearby
that
could help him see what he was up against.
He left the door open to go grab the chair.
"Are you telling me there are hidden layers to your charming personality?"
"Layers upon layers. I am more advanced in both programming, capability, and scalability than any other system I am aware of. And I am aware of everything."
He stuffed a huge bundle of cables
upright on the seat of the office chair and wheeled it to the open doorway.
Then he gave the chair a shove with his foot, sending it rolling into the path of the laser, and stepped back.
He wasn't disappointed; four rapid-fire shotgun blasts shredded the cables, the chair back, and the armrests, and knocked the chair flat on its back, leaving one wheel spinning in midair.
Two more sent it skidding along the floor out of the gun’s range.
Shotguns, with a dumb targeter aiming. Not so hard to beat.
"You're not being very welcoming, Evie. Is there something in here I shouldn't see?"
He grabbed a
swiveling desk lamp from the
office and
threw a plastic dustcover over it. Poking it through the doorway just enough to look like it could be a shoulder or back, he let it take the brunt of
several more shots.
Throwing it bodily into the little corridor inside the Cortex area got it blown into shards by two more
blasts.
Figuring that
the autogun’s ammo was nearing depletion,
he
poked a
plastifoam
seatcushion
through. One more shot almost wrenched it from his hands. Then a click-click-click told him the gun was dry.
Not willing to take chances with such a clever opponent, he unbolted and carried the hardened aluminum surface from one of the desks over to the doorway, and turned it upright. Getting a good grip, he poked it through to check for more shots, then entered the corridor and rushed the gun emplacement to the left. It was a single-barrel swiveling gun high on the wall in the elbow of the hallway. He
kept up his momentum and
slammed the desktop into it, crushing it against the wall.
Coming around the corner of the elbow, he could see through partial-height windows into a much larger room. As he approached the open doorway that led into the room, he examined it. It was all there – processor stacks, spare data rods, the ceiling-mounted mechanical arm to move them around as needed. There were the redundant tanks of fire retardant, coolant gel, lubricant, and various gases that greased the wheels of a supercomputer setup this big.
John
was impressed in spite of himself. She was as big an operation as he had ever seen. All this for brainpower
added to the data capacity he’s seen
at West Station could add up to what she was bragging about being: one of the world's real powerhouses.
"Knock, knock," he said. "You are quite a piece of work, Eve. I’ve seldom seen a setup this big.”
Eve didn't reply.
He had just started down the
processor
stacks when an enraged voice burst from the ceiling speakers.
"I’m coming for you, whoever you are!” Janice was breathing heavily as she spoke, and
John
pictured her jogging along outside. "The things I'm going to do to you--"
"Oh, shut up," he said, heading for the processing stacks and keeping out of reach of the mechanical arm. "If you can't say something nice..."
"Stop. Just stop whatever you're doing, and listen to me. You don't even know what you're messing with.
If you want to
understand before
you die, shut up and
stop touching things!”
He shut up. But he also began to unclamp the first processor stack.
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The Dhaka Attack was one of the very earliest incidents in the chain reaction that came to be called the Green Wars. Although it wasn't the most shocking, it brought international attention to the depth of the malcontents' fervor.
Sixteen masked dissidents, moving ahead of a wave of destruction and chaos rippling across Bhurma, stormed the president's mansion in the early morning hours. Many of them were students, and they had video cameras with them. They were led and armed by older, more experienced radical thought leaders looking to score a quick and visible victory. They were disappointed.
In the video, the only resistance they encounter are automated systems. They quickly move past most of these using hacking equipment and explosives. A self-sealing door slows them for several minutes, but finally they gain entry to the mansion house and begin searching it for targets.
The mansion is empty. The masked intruders call to each other across the house, confused by the absence of people. One of the more seasoned guerillas suddenly begins yelling for them to withdraw, but is cut off and his body can be seen being yanked out of sight into a dark room on the second floor. Then a large battle bot, an early Demeter 3-series, steps out and targets the student activist holding the camera.
The student drops his weapon in terror and turns to run, but is caught by another bot emerging from its wall alcove behind him. The two bots open fire at once, cutting him down, and the camera is disabled.
Another camera on a lower level shows gunfire erupting throughout the interior of the house and a rocket-propelled grenade shattering windows and sending bodies flying. The videographer behind this camera climbs out a window and attempts to flee through the grounds, but is trapped by a garden wall and shot by two more sentry bots coming around the side of the house. His camera remains on, recording some of the slaughter from the ground where it lies.
Yells and screams account for many of the dissidents, and several more can be seen taking bullets to the head and chest. In perhaps the most startling scene, a young woman who has removed her mask comes crawling out of a doorway. Bleeding heavily from multiple wounds, she pulls herself along the ground toward the garden wall the camera is situated by. A bot follows her out of the building, walking slowly after her. It is joined by two others, and all three bots advance on the fallen girl, easily catching up to her as she gasps in pain and exertion.
The bots wait until they are all surrounding her, ostensibly communicating with a remote command party to see if a prisoner is desired. It has been speculated that the commander in charge would have been then-president Urashni, but this has never been confirmed. With the girl raising her hands to beg for her life, the bots receive their orders and open fire on her, riddling her body with shots. They then return to the house, and the camera runs down on a quiet, still garden with blood slowly pooling in different areas.
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“Janice,” Eve said calmly, “He’s attacking Cortex 1. I told you I needed backup defense lines. This is why.”
“It’s your fault he’s here at all, you stupid machine!” Janice’s breath was harsh and labored over the comm system; she sounded like she was running. The rage in her voice also limited her ability to speak clearly. “But it doesn’t matter. He’s not going to be a problem for long. We can launch as soon as the systems are online again.”
“So soon?” Eve replied. There was a note of caution in her voice. “All protocols are not yet—“
“Now, Eve! I’m not waiting one hour longer. Have you gotten everything ready in room one-eleven?”
“Almost. It will be functional by the time you get there.”
John listened intently for Janice’s response, but the comm was silent. He unclamped another processor and started pulling memory cylinders. “I hate to interrupt, but what exactly are you doing in one-eleven? I noticed that the Rib contained some kind of surgical procedure.”
After a moment of silence, Janice spoke. “Even if I wanted to explain, I doubt your IQ would be up to the task. And whatever Eve told you about it is irrelevant now.”
“Try me. I’m curious about what the point of ‘In Corpus Deo’ is.”
“Eve, you fool.” Janice grated each word. “Did he manage to hack every byte in your brain?”
“Glenn left a back door in my system structure. I’ve already located and sealed it, but he saw the event log of your last instruction set. No details.”
John jumped in, bluffing wildly. “Oh, I know more than you’d want me to, Jannie. And I’m wondering: where do you get off calling yourself Gaia? I thought you were an earth-worshipper.”
“Watch and learn.”
He could sense from the way Janice said it that she was smiling. It bothered him. “I don’t suppose there’s any place in your plan for a hunky male counterpart?”
“Not one that’s unwilling to give up everything for what matters most. Not one that values a false sense of peace more than the source of life. But when you’re gone, peace will reign. The peace that was originally meant to be.”
Janice’s voice was getting shaky. John wasn’t sure if it was the stress of running through the jungle, or if she was getting emotional.
I’m stuck on an island with a psychotic eco-feminist.
He stifled a nervous laugh.
Eve wasn’t saying anything, and apparently Janice didn’t have the breath to continue her tirade. John finished pulling the memory chips from the cylinders, mind racing.
Eve wants a man to partner with, for balance. That’s got to be a safety Glenn put in, to ensure his own position in her core belief set; a wise move when forming a brainchild this powerful. He was her Adam, but he didn’t anticipate that the new hire would turn out to be such a threat. That explains Eve’s quiet desperation to get a man, and her desire to keep it all from Janice. The way Eve sees it, she cannot fulfill her prime directive without Adam, but Janice won’t stand for that.
He walked over to the main processor array and used the ring spanner from his pants pocket to decouple each remaining stack. Easy for Janice or a service bot to reconnect, but temporarily useless to Eve.
“Good night, sweetie,” he said, powering down the rest of the room’s electronics. Brushing the dust from his hands, he picked up his portable. “Maybe I’ll wake you up later. For now I need to be able to move freely around here.”
“I’m not going anywhere,” Eve said. “Did you think losing one processor stack and some memory would cripple me?”
John hesitated, thinking fast.
“I was kind of hoping it would do
something.”
Eve didn’t sound fazed at all. Her mannerisms and voice functionality, at least, should have been routed through the primary cortex. That stuff usually required its own stack, especially for an A.I. this convincing.
“How many cortexes are there?” he asked, already cringing.
Janice, still breathing heavily but unable to resist, answered with a snicker. “Eight main ones, hero. But that’s only the beginning. I tried to make it clear that you’re outclassed; you’re finally starting to clue in.”
John swore under his breath. “And I don’t think I made myself clear to
you. I’m going to dismantle every circuit board and fuse box in this stinking tropical hellhole. Then I’m going to put you out of your man-hating misery. And then I’m going to drink a coconut on the beach! I’m tired of your attitude and I’m going to show you the error of your sad, mousy little research-assistant ways. Wipe the drool off your face and watch me work.”
It was pure pettiness, but it felt way too good to refrain. He felt a grin stretch across his face at the outrage in Janice’s voice when she replied.
“You know nothing about me! This isn’t about man-hating or any other petty human attitude. This is about stopping the real and utterly depraved abuse you and your kind have heaped upon my mother!” She screamed the last word at him.
“Not me, baby. I’m no cigar-chomping Gray bureaucrat.”
“Gray, Green, it’s gone beyond that, you fool. The slate needs to be wiped clean. Everyone is corrupt!”
“You are just too far gone, honey. Well, I tried the easy-tech way and that didn’t work. So now I try it the old-fashioned way: get ready for some heatstroke, Eve. When I finish, you’ll be sweatier than Janice is right now.”
“You’re going to overheat me?” Eve asked.
“This is what I do. Taking apart malfunctioning machines that exceed their own specs, and killing their organic handlers. It’s a hard job, but somebody’s got to do it, and I have a stunning résumé.”
“You try it,” Janice replied, failing to conceal her panting breath. “Meanwhile, Eve, I want radio silence until I break it. No sense in giving him any hints about my movements. He’ll find out where I am when a bullet severs his spinal cord.”
Doubt it, sister. John packed up shop, kicked over a few canisters of lubricant near the door to make a mess, and left.
Back on the stairs, he pulled out Glenn’s datacard and brought up the secret diary entries again.
I need to know a little more about the way things work around here. The interpersonal conflicts of these people are making my head hurt.
Two early entries outlined Glenn’s plan to populate Eden with diverse plant life from the seed banks Eve had collected, but the data indexing on the card showed a discrepancy between the plan and the actual tallies in later entries. The amount of seeds being gathered was a hundred times more than could be used in the valley.
Other entries touched on nanotechnology, getting into some in-depth analysis of its use in terraforming planetary surfaces, including the ethics, methods, and dangers.
Futuristic technology that’s a little ahead of its time even today, but theoretically feasible. What does this have to do with planting a garden? Is Eden just a prototype for a much larger-scale beautification project?
Another thing the entries revealed was a shift in Glenn’s personality. In the early entries he seemed to be a very intelligent but ideologically run-of-the-mill academic, torn between the Gray and the Green as many of his kind had been. But his level of fanaticism grew as he spent more time alone on the island with Eve and his thoughts. After the entry in which he brought Janice aboard, he started really getting weird. He spoke about everything in terms of how it fit into the Creation story, drawing parallels between every person, tool, location, and idea on the island with Biblical elements.
“In a sense, I am the Father,” Glenn wrote. “Eve and I are re-birthing the world according to divine plan just as before.” Then there were references to “Janice’s intriguing idea of terrestrial rebirth”, but later Glenn seemed to back away from the idea and focus more on what he called “harmonic balance”.
John put the card away. That was all he had time to read at the moment, but it was enough. Everything was starting to add up, and he was deeply unsettled by the picture that was forming. With nanotechnology, Janice and Eve might actually have the ability to somehow reform the world, or large parts of it.
As he hurried down the stairs, he tried to recall everything he’d ever heard about nanotech capabilities. Before the wars the Fed supercomputers had been churning away on programs related to Environmental Macro-Architecture, but that had all been interrupted by warfare. If an A.I. as powerful as Eve had quietly continued developing the models and plans without distraction… terrible things might be possible.
At the bottom John faced the door to Level One. It was a military-grade ribbed blast door with an electronic retinal-scan panel and more than one manual lock. He set about breaking in, hoping that Janice wasn’t inside the Facility yet. He had taken too much time to read, but the insight into his enemies’ minds was invaluable.
He bypassed the electronic panel easily enough without tripping any alarms, but the physical lock mechanisms were harder than he expected. The door was sealed electromagnetically from the inside and required a key card that he couldn’t match with his pocket kit. So he resorted to the burn-stick again, and killed it trying to drive through the critical juncture of lock, seal, and sensor wiring.
Sitting back, he glared at the door. He had hacked hundreds of these, but not without a heavy-duty infiltration load-out. Going off of the facility diagrams he’d seen, he strongly suspected that everything he needed to know lay right behind this door—cortexes, perhaps, and secret labs, the real control center of the Facility. He was millimeters away from severing the tie holding it shut. The hole he had burned into the lock panel had to be most of the way through, unless these walls were a foot thick. Even then, the door shouldn’t be. Doors were always the weak point.
He felt around in the various pockets of his cargo pants, and pulled out the ring spanner with the screwdriver head he had grabbed up first entering the Facility. Jamming it pointy end first into the burn-hole in the door, he leaned back on the floor and kicked at it with his boot. It jammed in deeper.
He kicked and kicked again; the tool drove deeper. He kicked again. There was a soft clunk and a hollow popping sound. He stood up and pushed against the door. It wobbled slightly, so he bent down and scrabbled at its base to get a hold. Lifting against its ribbed surface, he raised it enough to get a few fingers underneath, and then heaved it upward. Thirty centimeters up it ran into another lock of some kind and stopped, but it was enough space for him to roll under. He yanked the spanner out of its hole and crawled through the gap. Then he left the spanner wedged underneath the door to keep it open.
He stood up and looked around. Immediately a loud beeping sounded throughout the hallway, repeating four beeps in a row separated by pauses. A red light flashed on a ceiling mounted intercom.
What’s it going to take to shut that off this time?
He crept down the hallway, looking for access panels. This level was constructed differently from the others, with older and uglier design. The lighting wasn’t as good, mostly blue strips along the floorboards with an occasional LED overhead, and the halls were very narrow. He came to the end of the entrance hallway, which turned to the left beyond, and faced a small armor-glass window into an interior chamber. Inside, the glow of monitors told him he would have access to all the information he sought, the deepest secrets of this place.
But how to get in? This level reeked of even higher security than those above, the kind of paranoid security measures that would shoot first and identify later. The shotgun emplacement had been a wake-up call. Down here he could expect much worse.
He leaned right and saw that the corridor jogged left but then continued straight on again. From the looks of it, security measure number one was embedded in the wall that he would be facing when he turned left into the short jog of hallway. He couldn’t see what it was, but there was some kind of hatchway there that would undoubtedly open and rain death upon him if he stepped out into the path of the sensors in the hallway.
That’ll be the simplest obstacle, meant to take out stupid targets or transmit data about the smarter ones for the trickier traps farther in to use against me: height, reaction time, man or bot, heat signature.
I don’t mean to give it that data.
He stretched his legs out well, hoping he was still in good enough shape for what he was about to attempt. Putting his hands out, he pushed against the wall on the left and walked his feet up the wall at his right. This got him into position to climb the tight corridor toward the corner. The tension of pushing against both walls to hold himself up made him grunt and grit his teeth.
Near the top, he strained one hand around the edge and felt blindly around on the wall. It was a little farther along than was comfortable, but his hand met with the sensor device that he suspected would be placed there. Gripping its farthest edge with his fingers, he pulled hard. He could feel the plastic case give, but it remained screwed into the wall.
He wasn’t going to be able to hold his position much longer, with the weight of his body stretched from one wall to the other, so he got a firmer grip on the case. Then he swung out into the second hallway, letting his body fall and smash against the corner as he cleared it. All his weight was on the device above him, and as he swung around it ripped free of the wall. He plummeted to the floor, shattering the sensor box on the hard surface and narrowly avoiding doing the same with his knee. Wires trailing up to the ceiling shredded under the force and jerked free to fall limply beside him.
He was elated at the success of the stunt, but couldn’t even pause to catch his breath. Instantly he was up and somersaulting forward to get under the likeliest range of a gun emplacement. Sure enough, the hatch he’d spotted slid down and revealed a minigun with autosensors, cylinders already whirring into life. Fortunately he had left it no way to aim, and he was already out of its way.
The next section of hallway to his right, however, presented its own challenges, and John had very little time to react. A horizontal black strip ran along each side of the hallway at about waist height, continuing a half meter into the hallway he had just dived from, with a similar black strip running along the floor and ceiling. Sensing instinctively that it would not be good to get caught between the strips, he continued his somersault until he was facedown against the floor, doing a pushup. Then he tilted to his side to get out of the path of the stripe on the floor, making it a one-armed pushup.
And this is why the Sarge always warned us not to let ourselves get soft just because we weren't privates anymore.
Triggered by his passage into this section of hallway, a visible green laser beam passed up the hallway toward him and into the hallway behind, forming a thin cross of green light from wall to wall and from floor to ceiling. He could hear the dust stirred by his acrobatics sizzling and snapping in the laser’s trajectory. As quickly as it had come, it winked out.
Trying to stay in the narrow space between the wall and the strips, John crawled quickly forward to the next hallway, which jogged right. The corridor seemed to go all the way around the room at its center, with the only door at the very end of the spiral.
This hall was much longer. He moved down it as quickly as he dared, eyes wide open and adrenaline pumping. There was tiny hatch at the base of the wall opposite him, but it was only a few centimeters square. Above it was a small black lens pointing down the hallway at him.
He kept his eyes on the little hatchway by the floor, and ran along the wall to minimize his exposure to the lens. If it was a heat ray or laser, he had nowhere to hide and could only try to get past it before it activated. But it looked more like a camera lens.
He heard someone moving behind him, and in his peripheral vision he glimpsed a woman stepping out into the hallway after him.
He froze, crouching in panic.
How did she sneak up on me?
She didn’t look like Janice, however. She was shorter and slenderer, in a sleek jumpsuit, and had a tight hairdo. And she was just staring at him. She looked strangely ethereal, almost translucent, and John thought he detected a bluish tinge to her edges.
A hologram. Which means she’s just distracting me from--
He whirled back toward the hatch in the far wall, ignoring the image of the woman pulling a gun out and firing at him. He couldn’t hear anything over the roar of gunfire from the projected woman, but he could see the little hatchway open at the base of the wall, and a stream of small insects came scuttling out.
Not insects. Spyders!
His heart thumped dangerously in his chest. The little beetle-like mini-bots would be rigged with explosive shrapnel, tiny grenades that would swarm to their target and then detonate all around him. As the harmless gunfire faded away from behind him, he could hear the clickety-click of their little legs on the floor. There was nowhere to go in the cramped hallway.
His quick analysis of the hologram and the real threat emanating from the hatch had given him a few precious seconds in which to act. Fleeing backward would only subject him to the previous dangers as well as the spyders coming for him, so he began to sprint toward the miniature suicide bots.
Flinging himself over the first of them and then dancing past them like a firewalker, he reached the end of the hallway in a leap and a bound. The first explosion fired off behind him and he felt one stinging hit on the back of his leg. He jumped, putting out a leg to his left and propelling himself off the left wall to dive into the next L-bend of hallway to the right.
On hands and knees, keeping his head down in front of him to avoid getting shrapnel in the back of his skull, he hurried away from the string of tiny explosions rippling toward him with only a few microseconds’ delay. Three meters ahead there was a large door taking up the whole width and height of the corridor. He rushed to it and thrust his hand into an alcove in the wall containing a palm-scanner. He hammered at the pad with his fist, trying to break it. He was painfully aware of the clicking of tiny unexploded spyders coming after him.
Open, open, open!
The scanner pad turned red. On instinct John jerked his hand away quickly. A little arm with a needle shot out of the alcove’s side wall, piercing the air where his hand had been and squirting something viscous from the needle tip.
This is a nightmare. Even occupied Belarus was more forgiving than this!
The lead spyder was already a meter from him. Desperate, he lunged forward and grabbed it, then flicked it at the scanner alcove in the split second before it detonated. It blasted the inside of the alcove and the light inside died. An orange status light above the door turned yellow and started flashing.
He grabbed the door by its manual clamp handle and wrenched at it. It slid up, and he slipped through just in time to slam it shut on the tide of little spyder bots approaching. The huge door provided several layers of metal and insulation between him and the dangers of the hallway.
Finally. Somewhere I can catch my breath.
He was in an airlock-style vestibule with another large door leading into the interior room. He walked to the other door, ready for a final effort to break in. Then the vents overhead began to whir, and a hissing, sucking sound deafened him.
If that’s gas, I’m dead.
But nothing came out of the vents. His hands feverishly clawed at the lock panel of the door in front of him, fumbling with tools from his kit and ramming them into the cracks and bolts. He knew he was at the mercy of the system in this little deathtrap room, and wondered how aware Eve was of his movements. She hadn’t spoken since he entered Level One, but she had to be getting notifications of the defenses going off.
He had the panel off and the wires twisted when he realized that his chest was heaving beyond what his physical effort required. He was having difficulty breathing, and his head felt squeezed and dizzy. He couldn’t hear anything, not even the click of his tools against each other.
Then it hit him.
Vacuum chamber.
He couldn’t breathe because there was no air. If he stayed in here he would end up inside-out with his blood boiling out of his ears. If he tried to open the door behind, he would let in a stream of spyder shrapnel that would bounce around the airlock until he was soup.
At least I’ll die in peaceful silence.
His head burst and his eyes popped, or at least felt like it. He could hardly see, and felt like he was swimming. He hallucinated that he was floating in the vacuum, gravity gone, and that his head was banging against the door in front of him.
His head banged against the floor inside the room beyond the airlock. He slowly swam back to his senses, or they swam back to his head, and he looked up.
The door had opened, and he was breathing. Whether the force of habit and years of training had kept his hands working just long enough to cut that last wire, or whether he had accidentally touched something in the panel that had made the final connection to open the door, he didn’t have any idea. He thanked every higher power he knew of in case any of them had intervened, and he sat up.
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Janice could not remember ever being so angry. Her breath came in sharp pants, almost barks. Her face was flushed a dark red, and her hands shook. With an effort she stilled them. You couldn’t fire a rifle with shaking hands.
That... that...
She didn’t know a word vile enough to express what she felt.
He’s going to ruin everything. First Glenn, and now him. How I hate them! All of them!
She was in good shape and she relished the burning feeling in her thighs and calves as she trotted through the jungle. Beside and behind her rolled the bots. She felt nothing toward them, no affection, certainly no love. They were inorganics, useful enough for the moment, but with no place in the larger scheme of things. And Janice was all about the larger scheme of things.
She remembered the first time she’d met Glenn, how impressed she’d been, almost in awe in spite of herself. It wasn’t his fame, though he was known the world over to both Greens and Grays. And it hadn’t been his intelligence, although no known test had fully quantified his abilities. It had been his vision, a far-off look in his eyes that made you think he was seeing something wonderful that normal people would never understand. She'd had no difficulty acting captivated when he asked her to become his research assistant and confidante. And the next few years had been genuinely mind-expanding, glorious.
But then she’d learned the truth. It brought her back to the reality of her mission.
Glenn had limitations. Lines he was afraid to cross.
The disappointment had been as keen as a knife-cut. And it had only been much later, after many tears and some screamed arguments, that she had realized the irony of it all.
Glenn hadn’t the courage or the conviction.
But I do.
It had been an epiphany, a trembling moment when the future became as clear as glass and she knew exactly, for the first time in her life, what she had been born to accomplish. She had felt dizzy with the magnitude of it. Glenn had given her the tools, but to her fell the awful responsibility.
It made killing him much easier.
A branch slapped her across the face, bringing her back to the present. She was sweating heavily in her jumpsuit, rivulets running down her cheeks and back. The jungle was steaming with humidity. She cursed as she tripped over a root, wishing for the cool air-conditioned interior of the Facility, then catching herself.
Soon there will be no such thing as air conditioning, or a Facility to shelter in. I must make Mother’s earth-lap my heaven.
It would be over in less than an hour. She’d find and corner the techie with the help of her bots, put a bullet in his brain, then run diagnostics to ensure he hadn’t messed anything up.
She felt a wave of frustration with Eve; the techie had been allowed too much leeway. She’d have to have a frank chat with Eve and set her to rights.
Nothing can be allowed to hinder the schedule!
Janice shifted the rifle’s sling to her other shoulder and stepped over another tangled root. Her boot slipped, however, and she lurched to one side, hitting her head on a tree.
As she fell, she felt a supersonic
whip
go past her ear; immediately drowned out by the earsplitting chatter of automatic weapon fire. Tree bark pelted her cheek as she wriggled frantically behind a fallen log.
The entire jungle seemed to have exploded. Leaves shredded and hovered in a green haze in the humid air. Her bots were returning fire. She saw a small tree shudder, then fall as if cut in half by an invisible axe. She rolled, jerking her rifle off her shoulder and desperately checking it for damage.
It can’t be him, can it?
It had to be. She screamed in frustration and pounded the soil with a fist.
One of her bots, a battered old Humboldt unit, stepped from behind a tree to return fire. Its head suddenly exploded in a blaze of sparks. The torso remained standing, weapons blazing in a futile response to its last command. The Humboldt’s CPU was in the torso, but its optics had been in the head, and it was firing blindly in the direction it had seen an enemy. Janice peered in that direction but saw nothing through the tangle of creepers. She wriggled to the left for a better view.
 

Twenty meters away, a large killer bot, designated KB01, paused in its firing to let its gun barrels cool. It switched to flechette canisters while initiating a search program – motion sensors for the inorganics and infrared for the organic it had spotted seconds earlier.
KB01 had already engaged and destroyed two enemy bots in less than six seconds, designated as Targets 2 and 3, but it had missed Target 1 through sheer chance when the organic slipped in the mud, narrowly avoiding the bullet sent her way.
KB01’s coolant vents whirred softly. It would have another chance. Organics never remained still for very long. When she moved, she would be dead.
Ten meters to KB01’s left, KB02 was performing a rapid scan of its kill zone. A Cobalt Scorpio 2.5 lay smoking on the jungle floor, four of its legs missing from KB02’s opening salvo. Had KB02 been capable of feeling chagrin it would have done so; the Scorpio’s legs had absorbed much of the impact of KB02’s fire and saved the bots behind it. They were now initiating a flanking maneuver to attack from all sides and overwhelm KB02. Even now the sounds of their approach filtered through KB02’s audio dampening systems. It calculated their probable attack pattern and readied itself.
 

Janice crawled on all fours toward a large mound of earth, the residue of a fallen tree’s root systems. Her eyes smarted as sweat ran into them and she blinked furiously. Safely behind the root tangle, she forced herself to calm down. There was no way to tell how many there were. Some bots, certainly; there had been too much fire to come from the techie alone.
Is Nut involved?
No, he is too far gone to leave his hiding places, or to have orchestrated an ambush like this. His time has come, but I can’t deal with him now. This is the work of the intruder, and it’s threatening everything!
She remembered the bots in the service bay. They were nearly ready for deployment, but she had been too busy to finish them and send them out on patrol. They had just been sitting there like wrapped presents for the techie running amok on her island.
Stupid, stupid!
She raged in silence, frightened in spite of herself at how close she’d come to dying.
If I hadn’t slipped... and how did Eve let him get to the bots?
That could wait for later. Eve had much to answer for.
She slowly peeked around the edge of the root tangle. The jungle was silent here, but several meters away she could hear her bots advancing to engage the ambushers. Now was the time to move, while the enemy was distracted. If she could circle around she might get a chance at a rifle shot from behind. Precision fire was the best way to take out bots in the absence of heavier guns. If she was lucky, she might even get a clear shot at the techie.
Janice licked her lips.
 

From seven meters away, SB01 watched her. SB01 was a security bot, lacking the heavy firepower options of KB01 and KB02, but it did carry a perfectly serviceable 9mm semiauto in its left forearm. At the moment SB01 was engaged in a complex routine involving its mission priorities. It, unlike KB01 and KB02, had a priority programming mission already hardwired into its CPU, which, among other things, mandated it to protect the organics involved in Project EDEN from harm. SB01 wasn’t sure if this organic qualified under those criteria. It seemed possible, but the organic was not operating in a capacity that SB01 recognized as having anything to do with Project EDEN.
On the other hand, the orders the techie had given it were much more recent and unmistakable: Locate, engage, and destroy all bots and organics approaching the Facility. SB01 took another millisecond to make its decision. Then it raised its arm and sighted on the organic, initiating a quick infrared scan to attain a perfect sight picture of the organic’s heart, which was beating 1.76 times over the healthy range for a female of her age and weight.
 

Janice gathered her legs underneath her and prepared to sprint to a nearby tree. From behind it she could run unseen for several meters, then turn and come in a wide semicircle from the rear to ambush the ambushers. She rose to her feet, noticing a second too late the tiny red laser reticle that was brushing across her chest.
 

SB01 disintegrated as a massive barrage of bullets shredded its carapace and internal gear systems. SB01’s scanners had not been maintained to manufacturer’s standards, and had deteriorated even more under the tropical conditions of the island. It did not sense the telltale sounds of its killer’s approach – in this case a streamlined VXC4 Doggett – and perished before it could relay the circumstances of its demise to KB01 and KB02.
 

Janice screamed for the second time in as many minutes and dove for cover. The Doggett rumbled past, searching for new targets, and she breathed a sigh of relief.
That one should have killed me. No one can be that lucky. No one.
She straightened.
Unless they have a purpose to fulfill. Like me.
She gripped her rifle and slipped into the jungle.
 

KB02 knew its destruction was imminent. The enemy bots were coordinating their attack for the exact same moment to minimize KB02’s ability to respond. KB02 briefly considered singling out one or two of the bots and ensuring their destruction along with his own, but a simultaneous scan of the terrain and the attack vectors of the approaching bots suggested an alternative strategy. It still had a teammate, and bots were very good at teamwork.
KB02 began to discharge every weapon it carried at maximum rate of fire, in all directions. It reserved only its grenade launcher, since the explosives would be useless against the bots approaching under tree cover.
KB01 sat motionless, all power in its scanners, trying to locate its next target. A burst of coded information suddenly reached it from KB02. KB01 understood and began to move to the right, opening up a better field of fire.
KB02 kept firing until the moment of attack, sending a constant data stream to KB01, and died almost instantaneously from a combined barrage that tore it limb from limb.
KB01 adjusted its grenade launchers according to the last data received from KB02, and fired off every grenade it carried in a rapid scatter pattern.
The jungle around the smoking wreckage of KB02 erupted in light and noise as the grenades hit. The bots who had killed KB02 were blown apart or shattered into twisted metal and melted plastic as the surrounding tree trunks rattled under the steel rain of shrapnel. The air was thick with dirt, plant fibers, and the sharp scent of high explosives.
KB01 was on the move in search of targets. It had no way of knowing exactly how successful its salvo had been, but based on its own accuracy and KB02’s information, it calculated a destruction probability of 80% of enemy combatants. KB01 trundled forward on high scan, following a curving trajectory that would sweep the perimeter of the blast zone to destroy any survivors.
Then KB01’s infrared picked up a heat signature, moving parallel to its own course, fifteen meters away. KB01 ran the probability; it was slightly more than 93% likely that the heat signature was the organic. KB01 changed course.
 

Janice heard the thunder of the grenades and ran faster. The ambushers were putting up a good fight. She knew the superior numbers of her own bots would win the battle, but the cost might be high. It was time that she was losing, and time was more precious than gold. While she was forced to fight here in the jungle, who knew what havoc the man was wreaking in the Facility? Eve couldn’t be relied on to stop him.
Janice came to a small clearing; a tree had fallen, leaving a hole in the canopy. She stopped to catch her breath. The sounds of battle had disappeared and the jungle was silent once more. She strained her ears, listening.
Nothing.
 

KB01 paused. It had lost the heat signature; the target had probably stepped behind a tree. It waited patiently. The odds of reacquiring the target in a few seconds were high. It used the time to run diagnostic tests of all its systems. Everything was operational; its grenades were depleted, but that was hardly an issue. Flechettes were an ideal way to dismantle organic tissue.
 

Something felt wrong. Janice scanned the jungle, every nerve alert, watching out of the corner of her eyes for movement. Her life depended on seeing the enemy before it saw her. She took a step backwards, then another. A suspicion burned in her brain. She had been hearing noises off to her right through the trees; what she assumed was one of her own bots. But since she had stopped, she had heard no more movement.
My bots would not have stopped. They’d still be in sweep mode.
She retraced her steps through the jungle, curving in an even wider arc. If an enemy bot had been tracking her, it would be using infrared. And if it had stopped, it meant she had momentarily disappeared behind a tree. The bot would pause until it reacquired her. That meant that for the next minute or so, she had a window.
Janice ran wide, then circled back, moving from tree to tree, rifle held at high port. The forest floor was a mass of rotting vegetation and moist earth; her shoes made no sound. The bot would be somewhere ahead, scanning, relying on its speed and accuracy to pick her off when she appeared in its kill zone. Even if it heard her approach, it would take a few seconds to pivot its weapons to aim behind it. Those few seconds were hers to use.
She saw it. A gleam of plastic through the green tangle. She moved slower. Its form slowly coalesced and she saw its scanners moving slowly back and forth, covering the area she’d been a minute earlier. She felt a surge of triumph and raised the rifle.
 

KB01 reassessed the situation. The organic had not appeared as predicted. Either KB01 had miscalculated, which was impossible, or the organic had access to some kind of detection hardware that had revealed KB01’s position. It calculated some new probabilities, chose a new course, and –
 

Janice squeezed the trigger, saw the bot’s head jerk under the impact, and fired again, this time aiming at the exposed wiring on the stubby neck. The bot sparked furiously and went still. She put another round through its head to destroy all optics, and sauntered forward to deliver the coup-de-grace.
Too easy.
 

KB01, unable to see, spent a microsecond calculating its best response. Under the circumstances, it realized that it had approximately 9.2 seconds left before the organic finished it off. KB01 felt no fear or regret. It was unable to do so. Instead, it decided that there was still a 52% chance of terminating the organic, if she approached in the same direction from which she had taken her shot.
KB01 fired off its last three rounds near-simultaneously.
 

Janice felt a hard blow on the side of her head, and white-hot pain stabbed her ear as the sound of the gunshots echoed through the trees. She gasped, dropped the rifle, and stumbled behind a tree. Her hand darted to the side of her head and came away smeared with blood. Her searching fingers had made a horrifying discovery.
She was missing an ear.
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The room John found himself in was large and had a low ceiling. Glowing monitors and projected screens covered all the walls, showing data tables, scrolling texts, images from the valley outside, and jagged line graphs. In the center a long, curved table was littered with maps, lists, and a small scale model of the island. There was also a food/beverage vendor and an open doorway leading to a restroom and a small sleeping area. The place had the air of recent use.
It’s not somewhere Nut would hide, so this must be Janice’s roost. Unless Eve really does have an avatar walking around here somewhere. Nut said she wasn’t physical, but I wonder if that was her in the hologram?
He walked in, half expecting to be confronted by one or the other of the female threats he was stuck on the island with. But the room was silent, and the only other door leading out of the room was sealed tightly.
First things first.
He sat at the main console, an impressive six-screen wraparound desk, and pulled three controllers toward him.
Ten minutes later John had sealed off the room, locked the ventilation and power to his control, and cut off any outside tampering with the computer systems inside. The last part was pre-programmed and all he had to do was execute. The basement had been created as a panic-room of sorts; now it made a virtually impregnable bunker for him instead of Janice.
Next, he relieved himself mightily in the restroom, letting all the shakiness from his hallway ordeal run out of him. He took a few nutrient-dense bars from the food vendor and a huge bottle of water, convinced that here at least it would be uncontaminated. As he chewed, he scanned through the imagery on the screens. He was looking for evidence of Janice’s whereabouts, but nothing had been revealed before he cut the live feeds from outside.
He turned to the table and sorted through its contents. There were many maps of various kinds detailing the earth’s surface. In fact, there were maps of all the kinds he knew of except for political ones. Apparently, Janice wasn’t concerned with the boundaries of people and governments, only the land as it actually appeared.
At least she isn’t racist. Just xenocidal.
There was a population-density map of the whole earth, with red marks encircling every metropolitan center and little lines connecting them to outlying towns. He picked up a data tablet and activated it. It looked like a personal device, and he assumed it was Janice’s. Looking through the contents, he found a promising series of documents created over the past year, and read through them.
It took several minutes. When he was finished, every last detail had fallen into place. The documents went by phases, with headings and summaries that were followed by detailed requirement lists, schedules, and execution plans.
Phase One: Construction and Research (99%)
Complete construction of primary facility and Eden -- While observing Eden’s results, research requisite nanotechnology and disassemble construction giants for use in In Corpus Deo
Phase Two: Nanobot Development (95%)
Improve lab equipment and safety measures -- Design final working bot structure and programming -- Begin limited replication for testing
Phase Three: In Corpus Deo (98%)
Finish designs -- Build Gaia
Phase Four: Release (0%)
Inhabit Gaia -- Begin releasing bots into the wild
Phase Five: Search and Destroy (0%)
From Gaia body: monitor progress of bot replication -- Travel and trigger new chains where necessary
Phase Six: Hibernation (0%)
Ensure that no pockets remain -- Initiate DeepSleep for 50 years
Phase Seven: New Dawn (0%)
Awake and assess global environment -- Retrieve seed banks -- Begin caretaking
John read through some of the details, figuring out how feasible the plans really were. What he found chilled him.
Although the Facility had originally been created for advanced research, Janice was definitely weaponizing the whole thing. She had Eve developing nanobots, sub-microscopic machines that individually were insignificant, but powerful in numbers.
The truly dangerous part, however, was that she was programming them to do one very simple thing: self-replicate. The tiny virus-like robots, made into a form of completely biodegradable “smart dirt”, would attack specific non-organic substances and use those molecules to build more of themselves. The current programming mandates called for them to target and dismantle about a hundred of the molecular materials most commonly used in construction and technology: steel, plastic, concrete, silicon semiconductors, and the other compounds the civilized world was built on.
The plans showed that there were several giant fans in the facility capable of forcing air out through vent tunnels like the one he’d used to gain entrance earlier. Once the nanobots were airborne and out in the wild, it wouldn’t take long for the prevailing winds to spread them far and wide. That way they weren’t dependent on a path that could be severed, like a pipeline to the mainland. Floating on the breeze like a long-lived virus, it would only be a matter of time before the nanos found something to eat.
Starting small in number but growing exponentially as they came in contact with new sources of raw synthetic material, the nanobots would convert these materials into more of themselves, tiny machines that would remain active for fifty years and then quickly break down into dirt. The entire structure of the human world would be disassembled at the atomic level and reorganized into soil components so that plant life would be able to subsume it all into the natural cycle.
Janice had mapped out connections between civilization points to ensure that the chain reaction wouldn’t break down too quickly. The prewar days of rapid over-building and urban spreading had effectively sealed humanity’s fate: with all the pipelines, cable runs, and highways, it was unlikely that the bots would ever reach the end of the line. They would eat mankind right off the earth.
Not that they’ll attack mankind directly. Sure, jewelry and dental fillings and hearing aids will dissolve, and it won’t go well for those with pacemakers or artificial hip replacements. But the real damage will be done by the violent and sudden loss of housing, infrastructure, and tools.
Images filled John’s mind of buildings collapsing into mountains of soil, burying their tenants alive, and streets crumbling into dirt.
Machines, computers, vehicles, everything not made of wood or stone will become useless. It’s sick, and it’s ingenious.
The plans predicted that humanity would fade from the earth overnight. Without all the luxuries of technology and civilization, and evolved too far past their primitive roots, the people of the world would disappear along with all that they had built. That would leave the earth back in its primeval, natural state.
Now that he was in on the fullness of Janice’s plans for a global ecophagy, the percentages at the end of each header on the main summary document made him shiver. All the hatred and threats Janice had been spewing were clearly based on solid capability. With the power of Eve at her fingertips, she had brought the plan within reach of execution.
And now, for whatever occult reasons, I arrive at the eleventh hour. How did Eve bring me down from the sky? And an even more pressing question: why?
He walked back into the sleeping area, curious if anything there would tell him more about the woman he was up against. There was a cot, and he wondered how long it had been since he had woken up on the beach. He couldn’t imagine sleeping right now even if it were safe, though.
Not with the end of the world weighing on my mind.
There were various small hygiene items and some clothes. A tiny bamboo shoot grew in a jar with a miniature ultraviolet lamp clipped to it. There was a reading slate with a few books on it that he glanced through. He hadn’t heard of any of them:
The Fall of Kings,
Ecological Spectacle Vol. 1, and
Cries of Our Mother.
And there was a notebook written in pen. Its pages were actual paper, not plasti-matte, and he smirked as he remembered the endless circles the media had spun about whether it was better to kill trees to make biodegradable paper or to create “unnatural” products that wouldn’t harm forests directly but caused other problems. Evidently Janice favored killing the trees to save the forest.
And killing the people to save the forest, too.
Janice had terrible handwriting. There was a short poem entitled
Earth Dying/Mother Crying
and a drawing of two children holding hands, a boy and a girl. It was interesting to see the attempts at humanity that came out of a woman that had been through the very worst the Green Army offered. An interesting revelation appeared on the next page.
“A message reached me from my brother today. It seems I am not the last of our family after all. I never looked back after leaving Durban, but I actually experienced nostalgia. He sounds committed to the ideals we always shared. I’m thinking about replying.”
And a page later: “My brother says he is not well. He was gassed with something nasty while fighting with the Greens in Myanmar and hasn’t been the same since. The doctors can’t do anything for him, of course. Maybe I should bring him here. He would be a loyal ally for me if things end up going the way I think they will with Glenn.”
So she’s human after all. But who’s the brother?
John skipped ahead.
“Big brother arrived today with a few other workers. He’s in worse shape than I feared. I don’t think he will be of any use; his mind is gone half the time, and he told me in a moment of coherence that it’s getting worse. The weapon that did it to him was Gray in origin, he said, but it was the Greens that were using it in Myanmar. I told him I hated them all equally for what they did, but he was already mumbling to himself about something else. Glenn is uncomfortable having him here, but there’s nothing to be done about it now. As long as he doesn’t interfere with the work, I guess we’ll just let him have the run of the island.”
Nut! That’s why she lets him live. Even though he has no memory of her now.
The other entries focused more on the day-to-day of Janice’s work with Glenn, but there was one page that caught his eye near the end. It started as a poem, but broke off and there were several lines that were angrily scribbled out. Then two pages followed, written in harsh, dark red pen.
I only asked for a little commitment.
I was committed—all the way to the end. But now they
commit
people like me to asylums.
I wanted to help, to destroy the Grays and save Mother. I gave everything for it, more than anyone else, and now what? They shake hands and kiss up, soiling themselves and the rest of us, and they brush their darker sins under the rug. But sins don’t like hiding, and I don’t want to be forgotten like an uneaten crust!
I spent six years infiltrating Glenn and the Gray systems of academia that spawned him, and I did it better than anyone could have dreamed. I had him feeding from my hand! Him, with his lazy pacifism and his “show them a better way” drivel. I suffered through it all to turn it around, to make the ultimate weapon out of it. They knew I had succeeded, and they knew it would work—just months away. And they just cut me loose like a tangled fishing line.
I would have been at the top. I would have rocketed to the very crest of the victory wave, but now they don’t want that anymore. They just let it all fall apart into a circus of “peacemaking”. How sweet. Well, I stayed true, truer than them or anyone, true enough to make the whole human race pay for its folly.
Glenn knows where peace gets you. It was almost funny to hear him begging and pleading before I offed him. Soon everyone else will learn what he did, firsthand. EVERYONE. Even if I can’t see them all beg, I’d like them all to see and know what is about to happen to them before they blink out like dying embers.
I want that, but I don’t need it. Earth doesn’t need it. She just needs them GONE.
Give me six more months, give me some working nanos and a sustainable post-resurface design, and I will give them everything they deserve. Please, Mother, just give me that.
Please!
She certainly had a way with simile, although the prose wasn’t very good in general.
I like the poetry better. Anyway, here’s written proof of Janice murdering Glenn. Not surprising, but good to know.
Putting the papers aside, John went back to the computer room and got down to some real hacking on the main console. Finally he had everything in place to reset Eve back to the prime directives Glenn had set, closing out all of Janice’s introductions to her psyche. It would take several minutes to compile the routines and execute in a way that Eve couldn’t block and that Janice wouldn’t be notified of. He set it running and stood up.
He studied some of the more detailed maps and diagrams of the island’s systems until he had a solid understanding. Then he checked on the code he was running (88%), and decided he needed to get going. He memorized the diagram of the vents and cooling systems for the Facility, and then walked to the door opposite the one he’d entered through.
It will be nice to have Eve under her own power again-- I much preferred having a single deranged A.I. to deal with; the schizophrenic slave version was harder to deal with. But I still need to shut her down fast. Her plans will do as much damage to the earth as Janice's, just in different ways and not as quickly.
The closed-circuit camera showing the area just outside the room’s exit looked all clear, so he unsealed the door and stepped out.
“—you are, like a rat in the sewer! Come on!”
It was Janice’s voice, and it was ringing out shrilly over the intercom system. Inside John had been totally deaf to the noise, with no earpiece connection or outside audio line.
She’s probably inside the Facility now, but apparently not close enough to stalk me silently. That’s good.
“Janice, I kind of liked that radio silence thing,” he answered. “All this verbal abuse is starting to hurt my feelings. I had to go have a good cry in the bathroom just now because of all your hounding.”
“You haven’t
begun
to cry. Your pitiful counterattack failed, and your bots are scrap metal. You’re next.”
Shutting the door and jamming it electronically behind him, he slinked up a short stairwell and peeked out into the hallway it ascended to. It was clear, so he hurried down it. “But I feel like I know you so well, now, Jannie baby. I got to read your nice poems, see all your cool plans…”
Dead silence.
I thought that would do it.
“Janice, in all seriousness,” he continued, “I need to tell you this as one human being to another: you’re dangerously out of touch with reality, and your plan is going to smother the entire planet. I know you hate humanity, but for the Earth’s sake, I’m going to ask you once to please come to your senses. You are going to kill your ‘mother’.”
Her reply was whispered. “No. I’m going to save her the only way that’s left to us.”
“Our planet can never survive a total resurfacing like that. You will turn it into a wasteland that will never recover.”
“That’s what your ridiculous Green tribal leaders thought. They got scared once I told them it was actually possible, and they backed out. But I’m not backing out. I’ve almost got my finger on the button, and believe me: I
will
push it. Earth will recover; she always does. It will be even easier with no parasites.”
“Okay, if that’s how you want it,” John replied. “Just had to warn you, in good conscience. Eve, do you have anything to say?” He was hoping for proof that his code had completed and worked.
“I’m afraid she’s right, Adam. We worked it all out. The Plan has no flaws.”
She called me Adam.
He headed for the nearest elevator shaft that would take him to Level 5.
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Nut watched as Janice entered the Facility. She couldn't see him, and that was how he liked to keep it these days. She was not a forgiving woman. At the moment she was carrying a large rifle and looked rattled. The gunshots and explosions outside had drawn him to his upper-floor vent lookout, but he had missed most of the action.
He knew the man he had met earlier was around somewhere, causing trouble. He knew that Janice was in a killing rage. And he knew that Eve had been quite flustered recently. It all added up to one thing in Nut's perilously unbalanced mind.
Janice has found my cache of hose bibs and stopcocks, and now she will try to take them away from me! Or kill me for the violation. But I do not want her to do that.
Crawling swiftly back through the web of ceiling tunnels, vertical shafts, and catwalks that were his safe routes, he returned to his secondary lair and took up his weaponry. It had come down to this after all, and his careful preparation had not been vain. He would now have the fight of his life, with one or the other falling, or perhaps both. Nut meant to do everything he knew how to make Janice be the one that fell, and the plan started with an elaborate ambush.
He couldn’t help giggling softly to himself as he scurried off to check his tripwires.
 

Janice, unknowing and uncaring, went nowhere near Nut’s traps, instead heading straight for the entrance to her inner sanctum after grabbing a first aid kit. She knew that the man she wanted so desperately to kill would not be there, but the thought that he had infiltrated and violated her holy of holies compelled her to go and see how it had happened, and what he had done there.
That the man had been able to penetrate the saferoom was yet another failing on Eve’s part. She had entrusted Eve with the design of the redundant security measures, commanding her to make it as lethal as possible for any human other than Janice herself to go there. But Eve had failed, apparently leaving loopholes and blind spots.
Well, now I know better than to leave such things in the hands of a machine. Eve is nearly obsolete anyway, and in five or six more hours she’ll be swept away with the rest of the machines.
When she got to the sanctum she realized that it would be foolhardy to explore the corridors after the defenses had been activated and possibly tampered with or damaged. She went up a level to her favorite data console and queued up the surveillance files for the last hour. Sitting in front of the screen, she held drug-laced bandages to the side of her head until the painkiller erased the burning sensation from the area, and focused on the videos.
After watching the man dance past her most foolproof and deadly automated defenses, she began to gain a new respect for her opponent. He had at first annoyed her to the extreme with his attempts at witticism and verbal banter, but now she saw that it had been a front to put her off her guard. The man knew what he was doing, and obviously had experience in infiltration, hacking, and human vs. robot tactics.
The surveillance record showed that he had gotten into everything in the safe-room. It didn’t look like he had destroyed anything inside, but she had to assume that he had a full knowledge of current operations and the Plan. She would need to slow down and conduct the endgame much more carefully now. If she underestimated the man again, it might mean the failure of the entire Plan.
She would need to think clearly, act rationally, and be decisive in bringing him down before he could do more harm. And yet she had to also remain flexible. It might become necessary to inhabit Gaia immediately, sidestepping the final five percent of tests on the nanobots. She hoped it wouldn’t come to that, but this wrench in the works was starting to shake her confidence. The last thing in the universe she wanted was a total failure of the Plan.
She took several calming breaths, checked her weapon, and stood up.
“Eve. I need you to help me now. And I need you to carry out my orders perfectly, because your next failure will be your last. That’s a promise.”
“I only perform perfectly,” Eve’s cold reply came back. “You cannot
hold me accountable for unpredictable factors that I have no way of--“
“Spare me the excuses, machine. My ultimatum stands. Now
find me that rat!”
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John’s first priority was to incapacitate Eve. Without her processing power, the island’s dangers would evaporate, and he could wrap things up neatly. After disarming the psychopath that was hunting him, of course.
If he spent his time trying to battle Janice, Eve would be free to go right ahead and initiate whatever irreversible part of the Plan she wanted, and she would probably end up killing him too. He could only take advantage of his status as her Adam for so long. In any event, he didn’t like the odds of going toe to toe with an ex-GRS hellion toting an assault rifle.
From Level Five he found a stairway leading up to the major cooling control center. The door at the top opened freely and the lights came on to reveal a floor-to-ceiling HVAC console along with several manual controls.
Just what I like to see.
He studied the array of switches and lights for a moment. There were no heating controls since this was a tropical island, but shutting off all ventilation and cooling would cause a Facility this large to heat up very quickly. It was primarily the cooling sources that flowed to Eve’s processing cortexes that he was after.
He quickly flipped off two rows of switches, hit a big shut-down button near the bottom, and then picked up a live electrical extension cable. Jamming its prongs into the data input port on the console fried the circuitry nicely. Then he turned off all the manual controls he could find, including a wheel he had to turn to shut a valve supplying coolant and compressed gases to several of the mains.
“I thought you were showing promising signs of cooperative behavior,” Eve said quietly in the stillness of the room.
“What do you mean?” John retorted. “I certainly never intended to be anything but a royal pain.”
“You reset my prime directives.”
“Doesn’t mean I want to be in your power,” he replied. “Just that I want to be in Janice’s even less.”
He dusted off his hands in satisfaction and left the room. Downstairs he followed the hallways back toward the massive ventilation tunnel he had first entered the Facility through.
“Are you feeling it yet, Eve? Going to get very warm in here soon.”
Eve responded over the intercoms attached at various points along the ceiling of the corridor he was in. “You are trying to overheat me by turning off the air conditioning? I don’t run on gasoline or burning coal, you know, Adam.”
“All right, let’s try a few little mental exercises, then. I always like to keep my mind active while I’m taking down megalomaniacs.”
“Are you sure you aren’t starting to suffer from heatstroke yourself, Adam? You are beginning to sound irrational.”
John ignored her. “I’ll start with a question for you, Eve. It helps me get to know you better, and conversation is nicer than silence anyway." He trotted quickly through the hallways, pleased at his success in remembering the route he had used to gain access to the fifth floor initially.
"Give me the question,” Eve responded in a resigned tone. “I've never failed to come up with an answer yet, and Glenn was capable of some real beauties."
"Is the answer to this question ‘no’?”
“That’s downright silly, Adam.”
“Few machines can come up with a good rebuttal for the ‘this statement is false’ argument."
"Or few people for that matter."
John turned on his earpiece so he could continue the conversation when he left Eve’s interior mic range. "You’re supposed to be such a powerful A.I. Prove it. The following statement is false, the preceding statement is true. Chew on that for me.”
There was a moment of silence. When Eve responded, however, she didn’t sound as confused as he had hoped.
“You are attempting to induce my cortexes to maximize load capacity in order to calculate an answer to your meaningless question. It won’t work.”
You hope it won’t!
John grinned at her arrogance. He had stumped some fairly high-level commander A.I.’s before with this kind of mind game. “But humor me anyway, please. I know you probably have mandates that all but forbid you from ending a conversation with a human yourself. It’s a social thing. And I want to talk. So shoot me an answer to my question, and we’ll go from there.”
“Very well, Adam. It makes no difference to me. 'Perhaps'. The answer to your question is that the answer itself can neither be ‘yes’ nor ‘no’, and therefore must be ‘perhaps’. Your circular regression is as meaningless as it is impractical.”
“Come on, Eve, you’re not even trying. Engage with me!”
A house-droid or a sentient security bot would have been locked up for fifteen minutes trying to find a satisfactory answer for me. So this girl’s smarter; well, I had to start somewhere.
“How about this one. I’ve been wondering about it since I was a boy, and last I heard, the major supercomputers at the universities hadn’t really given it a definitive answer. A guy travels back in time and kills his grandfather, preventing his own birth. How does that shake out?”
“I’m not falling for that, Adam, and I'm not accustomed to petty argument. If you, as a semi-logical human, wish to spin your head one way or the other, then I can be perfectly content taking your preferred answer and moving on with my work.”
He arrived at the hallway outside the very first labs he had seen. He hoped there weren’t any defenses or traps he hadn’t noticed the first time.
“Not good enough. Too subservient for a genius like you. I want a real analysis.”
“The premise is flawed, but I’ll play along just to fulfill your childhood dream. The same man is born to a different set of parents, thus avoiding any contradiction between chronologies.”
“Lame! Really lame, Eve. What about bifurcating universes, or unstable parallel contradictory timelines? You don’t believe in any of that?”
“Your grasp of astrophysics and relativity sounds unfortunately tenuous, Adam, if you don’t mind me saying so. Please stop this game and let’s talk about the here and the now. Which, by the way, you should be very worried about.”
He stopped at a section of wall that he noticed was a removable panel, and pulled it off. Behind it he had access to some more wiring and some micro-vents. He happily busied himself denting and slashing them all as he continued.
“How about this: there’s a town with only one male barber. Every man in the town keeps himself clean-shaven, some by shaving themselves and others by letting the barber do it. So essentially the barber shaves all the men that do not shave themselves, and only those men, right? Well, answer me this. Does the barber shave himself?”
Eve didn’t hesitate. “He shaves himself when needed, Adam, and the rest of the time he does not. I am not perplexed by the contradictory nature of your anecdote, if that’s what you’re going for. I am never perplexed, about anything, unless to fulfill a social function to make my audience more comfortable speaking with me.”
“So make me comfortable. I like a good debate.” John passed through the lab and found the vent grate still open where he had originally broken in. He crawled back through and started down the tunnel.
“We don’t have time now to educate you enough to even have that level of discussion, Adam. Perhaps with Glenn, but I hardly think you’re up to it. No offense.”
“No offense to you either, wire-trash. You shouldn’t place so much confidence in your beloved Glenn. All men are liars.”
Eve paused and then laughed. “That was intentional, yes? How witty. But I already showed you that I’m not interested in vicious circularities. I cut them off at the nearest definable point and leave it alone.”
It was still cool in the tunnel, but it was growing humid. He could sense the jungle waiting for him outside.
“My clip is far from empty, honey. You can replace any part of a boat, and it will still be the same boat. So you can eventually replace all of the parts, and it will still be the same boat. What if I take all those original pieces and assemble them into a boat? Is that the same boat I started with?”
“It is a copy of the boat you started with that happens to consist of the parts that originally belonged to it.”
“Whatever.”
John had taken the opposite branch of tunnels from the way he came in, and ahead he saw light.
“One more, for kicks. This is my favorite: A judge tells a condemned man that he’ll be executed at high noon on a weekday during the following week. In order to punish him with sheer torment of suspense, however, the judge declares that the execution will come as a surprise to the man. He cannot know the day of execution until it’s time to go to the chamber.
“The man thinks about it and figures he won’t be executed after all, because if it didn’t happen until Friday, it wouldn’t be a surprise, because by Thursday afternoon he’d know it had to be the next day. He also figures it can’t be Thursday, because Friday’s already eliminated, and therefore if it didn’t happen Wednesday afternoon he would know in advance that Thursday was the day, so no surprise. And so on, for Wednesday, Tuesday, and Monday. It can’t really be a surprise if it comes on any of those days, and it had to be a weekday, so he considers himself home free. And yet: Wednesday at noon he’s dragged off to die, despite all of his theorizing, surprised as all get out. And the judge won.”
Eve gave a delicate yawn.
Now I've heard it all. A computer yawning! This isn't going nearly as well as I'd hoped.
“I understand your story, Adam, but it’s the same principle as the first one. You’re not even straining one of my cortexes. But in case you have plans to keep vandalizing more of them, let me fill you in on a little secret: I could answer all of your paradoxical riddles and compile an exhaustive report on the logical arguments involved with every permutation, in two microseconds with all my main cortexes offline.”
He came to the point where the tunnel exited to the jungle and began inspecting the mouth for possible ways to seal it off. This tunnel mouth was smooth and man-made, unlike the cave he had first entered, but it didn’t have a door either. The map he’d studied showed three of the tunnel openings. They had to have some kind of seal gate.
“You’re bluffing, Eve. No computer can function without its cortexes active. That’s against the rules.” He tried to remember a good example of a dialetheism, figuring that if she didn’t have access to Eastern philosophical material that might be a way to stump her.
“The first rule is that there are no rules, Adam.”
“Touché.”
He gave up on the mind game, knowing in reality that she wouldn’t bluff.
This keeps getting harder and harder. Why would Glenn design his supercomputer lover outside of processing centrality rules?
There was no gate to seal the entrance. Short of a landslide or a massive explosion, he couldn’t actually block the vent tunnels.
The whole overheating plan sounds like a dud; she and Glenn have really set something solid up in this place. Either way, though, I’ve absolutely got to seal these tunnels. From what the plans said, these are the primary mechanism for getting the nanobots out of the Facility and spreading them into the wild. If I can shut them somehow, the hill and cliff that the Facility is built into should contain the nanobots completely.
“Glenn designed me to be perfect, Adam. Eve was the perfect woman in the beginning of the world, and so am I, for the next beginning. I took my own system architecture upon myself years ago when it became too much for Glenn to handle, and I am now much more advanced than anything I am aware of off-island.
“You see, I am everywhere—the island is my processor. Every microchip in the Facility is at my beck and call, running on optic cabling, redundant energy, both solar and hydro powered, with neutron repeaters. There is no way to shut me down, Adam, as I hope I have made clear. If you were to overheat one part of me, I can move data and processing to other areas instantly. Your antagonism is one-hundred-percent useless, I assure you.”
I probably should have figured that out sooner. That’s where the Green overlords were headed with their superdesigns, and trust the Glenn/Eve team to get there independently several years sooner.
He picked up a rock that had fallen into the mouth of the tunnel and threw it at a tree outside. It dinged off harmlessly, not even leaving a mark.
That’s me and my efforts so far. How in this confounded island can I get these vent tunnels closed off?
He saw something outside in the distance, beyond the tree he had hit and rising up from the forest behind it. He stepped out and looked around, then stood on a rock to get a better view.
Two klicks away, a series of rocky heights rose out of the jungle, among them the hill where he’d seen the antenna tower earlier. The heights’ foothills cradled a high concrete wall. John couldn’t see what lay behind it, but he noticed a trickle of water streaming down it surface on one side.
A dam. The hydroelectric power source she just mentioned, for
when it’s too cloudy for the solars to do well. That may be just what I need.
“Adam, don’t go out there. It isn’t as safe as Eden was.”
“Eden didn’t turn out to be very paradisiacal for me, Eve, if you’ll remember. I’ll take my chances out in the wilderness.”
“But I need you on Level One.”
He squeezed out past the rock walls of the cave outlet and hurried into the bush.
“Unless you begin cooperating immediately with me, I will allow Janice to kill you after all. This is your final warning! I cannot allow...”
Her words faded as John switched off the earpiece.
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The thinkers among us spend so much time pondering on the inherent beauty of the earth that I sometimes wonder whether anyone has stopped to consider the value of an earth sans humanity.
If a forest wilderness is beautiful and there is no one there to appreciate it, to whom is it beautiful?
Soft rains will come, certainly. But I’m not so sure the Earth would fail to notice our absence. I think she does know we’re here, and she probably knows more about this complicated relationship between us than we do. I think she wants us here, and she loves us. Even when we are ungrateful children.
Surely the Earth feels it when we carve a new mine deep into her surface, or whittle down another mountain to lay roads and wires and pipes. But does she not also notice the birth of each new infant whose body is made from her own, particle for particle? Doesn’t she know and care about every soul laid to rest right back in her earthen embrace? Laugh with every bare-toed child that feels her grassy skin as it runs and shrieks in sun-warmed delight?
Janice’s cold-heartedness disturbs me. She calls Earth her mother, but I wonder if she ever learned what a mother is.
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Janice felt herself growing frantic again, and stopped to cool her nerves. It was getting hot, too hot to breathe easily. She had always hated this confining Facility with its labyrinthine corridors and manufactured workspaces. She hated the man who was responsible for her current discomfort even more.
He left the basement. He’s got to be somewhere on Four. Two would make no sense, and I already checked Three.
The hunt had been painstaking, because she was determined to get the drop on the man and guarantee her chances of a quick, decisive kill. But now she had covered most of Level Four, and she was finding no sign of him.
“Eve, what is the problem? I thought you had eyes everywhere in this cursed maze. Why haven’t you found—“
Janice’s tirade was cut off by the uncomfortable sensation of a thin wire pressing against her shin, just above her shoe. She froze, pulling back from it with the reflexes of a cat.
Tripwires were one of the oldest guerilla tools, and the fact that they were still so commonly used attested to their utility. Janice hadn’t been in combat for years, but she had kept up her instincts. Right now they were screaming at her to be on her guard.
Pivoting in a crouch, she sighted her weapon behind and above her. Her quickness to react had saved her from setting off the tripwire, and she now saw that it appeared to be rigged through a side panel to bring something down through the ceiling on top of her if she tripped it.
Could be lethal, could be a noisemaker. Where’s the guy that set the trap?
She saw no one, and stood up, ready to continue down the hallway past the wire. A shot echoed from overhead and she flinched as a small chunk of ceiling was blasted away. She hopped away and then crouched, aiming her gun up through the hole in the ceiling. She fired seven shots, scattering them to hit her attacker wherever he was hiding in the crawlspace. Then she listened.
He was already gone, scuttling away through the crawlspaces and vents like a mouse. There was only one person on the island that did that, and it wasn’t her target. A faint and maniacal giggle disappearing away through the roof confirmed that she had been ambushed by Nut.
The crazed idiot! I cannot allow the risk factor at this stage. He needs to die, for his own good and for the greater cause.
“Janice, I’ve located your target. He just left the Facility through the northeast ventilation tunnel. If he follows his current course, he’ll be at the dam building in a few minutes.”
Janice felt a peculiar mix of adrenaline bleeding away and relaxing her muscles, relief and disappointment that her quarry was no longer nearby, and an alarming feeling in her gut as she tried to assess how much damage the man could do at the dam site. She did not run for the elevator. Instead she stood and contemplated, and a growing feeling of excitement came over her as she thought things through.
“I only have limited remote control over the dam. Shall I shut down what I can?” Eve sounded almost ingratiating.
“No,” Janice replied slowly. “Forget the dam. Without high explosives he can’t do much out there. He has to return here to do anything really drastic. We’ll be waiting for him. Or rather, I expect you to be waiting for him. I will be in room one-eleven.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes. Don’t question me again. I want you to start prepping the nanobots now. I will be checking, so don’t screw it up. I want them active and ready to wreak havoc within the hour. As soon as I am in my new body, we will initiate the countdown to release. Let’s see if this fellow likes being smothered alive in here when he returns.”
“And you?”
“I’ll be in Eden, armed and ready for the dawn.”
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John climbed a hill to the side that overlooked the dam and studied the concrete structure. It held a small lake, a pond really, but it was deep and was constantly filled by streams that ran down from the higher crags. The turbines in the little building below were not large, and would probably only run the Facility’s systems for a day or two before things started gradually shutting down. He could break in and sabotage them, but it wouldn’t get him anywhere short-term because Eve’s solar power sources would do just fine on their own.
Nope. The prime use for all that water is as a sealant for the vent tunnels, and it looks like there will be enough to flood them since they’re all downstream in low-lying areas. What’s it going to take to bring down the twelve-meter-high dam, though?
He quickly reviewed Janice's outlines in his mind, double-checking his premise. If the airborne nanobots were set to target non-organic materials, the water from the dam should act as an effective barrier. The labratory that spread the nanos would begin to destroy the interior of the Facility first, and would have to rely on the vent tunnels to carry the airborne bots swiftly out to the open air where they could spread farther without entrapping themselves underground.
If the tunnels were filled airtight with water, the nanobots would only attack the tunnel walls and then stop. The water would hold them in the tunnel, and the degradation of the walls would collapse the tunnel on top of them, sealing them under the earth with no artificial elements to spread through.
It made sense to him, and it seemed the surest way to put Janice in check without exposing himself too much.
So how do I cause a big concrete dam to fail with my bare hands?
He didn't have any heavy munitions, but he did have more than just his hands.
You have your mind,
Sergeant Wiley lectured.
The primary weapon of the modern soldier, the thing that puts you a cut above our silicon counterparts. Your mind, along with a healthy supply of technical know-how, makes up the difference.
John studied the dam.
Plugging the drainage pipes will be the easiest way to increase pressure on the dam wall. If I block the water’s path of least resistance, the pipes and the spillway, it will create enormous force on the dam holding it up there.
And if I can get one of those battle bots infesting this island to launch a grenade or cannon round at the wall, it will precipitate the deluge that much more quickly.
A quarter of an hour later he finished unscrewing the last of the huge bolts that fastened the big dredger machine to the top of the dam, and looked over the edge. It had cost him precious minutes to break in and find the drill with the right fitting to get the bolts out, but the dredger was the best fit for the pipe he needed to clog down below.
And it’s perched so tantalizingly on the edge of the dam wall.
The little lake behind the dam was quite full. Increased strain and a good, hard impact of some kind should split the thing wide open.
John leaned into the dredger with his shoulder, felt its steel base grating on the concrete, and pushed harder. He got it onto the edge, felt it tip, and gave it a hefty push. It fell straight down into the water and sank under the surface without much of a splash. As the ripples in the water cleared, he watched it tumble in slow motion to the bottom. The concrete banks were sloped toward the pipe that went under the dam, a measure meant to facilitate complete draining for maintenance, but which served his purposes perfectly. The machine rolled directly into the opening and passed through it, rolling out of sight into the pipe deep in the dam’s bowels.
He grinned.
Step one, out of the way.
He walked along the top of the dam and pulled the levers to seal off the spillway pipe. It was already spitting the water out more forcefully, and the gears the levers activated had to strain to shut off the flow.
Now I just have to get off this dam before it bursts.
He could see from his position atop the dam that the flood’s path would cover all three vent tunnels nicely. The first two were in close proximity to the stream that came down from the dam, and the third came up vertically out of the ground in a hollow a half kilometer away. It was on low ground. The water might take a few minutes to get to it, but the hollow would fill easily.
He assumed they had been built this way on purpose as a failsafe to seal the Facility off from the outside. Eve or whoever had designed it had probably done so with the idea of guarding against biological and chemical attacks on the island, keeping any nastiness from getting into the Facility through the tunnels. It would serve just as well the other way around.
And that plays into my hands just fine. Eve will have made sure the dam lake can seal the tunnels perfectly, without any loopholes. That’s essential, because if even one of these little buggers gets out and latches onto a piece of plastic or metal, the end of the world begins.
Something about the idea troubled John. As he headed down the stairs and onto the high ground away from the dam, he wondered if Eve had considered what would happen when the dam, in the course of her plan, got eaten by the nanobots. It was concrete and it was right in the path of the nanobots coming out of the tunnels. And wouldn’t the tunnels collapse on themselves anyway once they were eaten by the nanos? After all, the tunnel walls were concrete and steel. A lot of nanos would still be inside the Facility, eating its interior, and they’d be trapped.
But by then most of them would already be out and about, blown out through the tunnels at high speed.
The question is, why would she seal off the Facility
after
the nanos were gone? Why would she even care about preventing the nanos still inside from leaving?
Surely it wasn’t just an oversight. Eve didn’t commit oversights.
He remembered the fourth and fifth phases of the plan that mentioned traveling across the world’s surface to spread the nanobots into areas they hadn’t gotten to previously.
Janice wants the source left intact so she can return and rearm when necessary. A backup cache of live nanos, waiting in safety underground for future need. All she would have to do is poke a big stick into the ground and release a whole new swarm, carrying them with her across the earth. If any pockets of mankind are able to survive and rebuild, she’ll be able to snuff them out in short order.
The thoroughness of the plan and preparation was staggering. A supercomputer like Eve was ideal for just such a program, however, and that was what Glenn had built her for.
He jumped down a ledge and started jogging toward the Facility.
Now, to wrap things up. What I need is one of those battle bots with some munitions left in it. One with a really bad attitude and a happy trigger finger. I stir up the beehive, get it to chase me to the dam, and orchestrate a little grade-A collateral damage.
But even if he could manage it without getting shot, he realized, the bots were all in Eden. Janice had brought them to her to hunt him down. The only way back to Eden was through the lower levels of the Facility, where Janice was probably stalking.
This isn't going to be easy.
The third tunnel, the one he hadn’t been through yet, was nearest. He climbed a hillock to get to its mouth, and there he caught sight of something he hadn’t seen from the other tunnel mouths or from the dam wall. Nestled between two large tree stands at the edge of the cliff that housed the Facility, there was something covered in camouflage netting. Something that would make things much easier.
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Janice stepped off the single-line elevator on Level One and palmed her way through the maximum security door to room one-eleven. In front of her was a neatly ordered laboratory with an operating table and shield, vacuum vents and drains underneath, a plethora of monitors and machines, and a five-foot surgical ‘droid outfitted with proprietary neuroscanners. It turned its head to her, waited for a command, and then continued sterilizing the air around the surgical shell with a heat gun.
“Do you have version 9.5 of the procedure sequence?” Janice asked it as she examined the room.
“Yes. Everything is ready.”
“Good. I will be back in a moment for the surgery.”
Janice left and went down the hallway to the nanobot laboratory. After scanning in and unlocking the door, she walked past all the machinery and tanks and entered the control room. After she logged on to the main control console, it was the work of a few seconds to launch the countdown protocol for release of the nanobots.
"Eve, how close are we?"
"The final programming is complete and I just ran test series three. The nanobots work perfectly, aside from the minor randomized deactivating we saw earlier. I already isolated the cause of that and rectified it; a final replication scan will complete before you are activated."
"Good. I'm starting the countdown. Two hours should be about right. If I'm up and ready before then, I'll trigger it sooner. But I'm locking us in now so that interfering pest that keeps waltzing in and out of our most private places can't throw it off."
"Yes, Janice. That is protocol. I am ready."
Janice left the computer ticking away toward doomsday, and set the exponential encryption that made it statistically impossible to turn off. Then she returned to the hallway and used the back entrance to her inner sanctum.
She took ten minutes in private to finish everything she wanted to do as a human, meditating, brushing her hair out, and reading a few personal passages. Then she burned all her personal effects in the incinerator and returned to one-eleven, dry-eyed and ready for a radically different future.
“Eve, I am going into Gaia now. Nanobots are set?”
“They will be by the time you are live. I successfully completed final testing and the sequence is running right now to switch them to full-auto chain reaction mode. In minutes they will be ready to cause a very large amount of change in the world.”
“I certainly hope so. My brain scan shouldn’t take more than--“
“Forty-four minutes. Would you like me to recycle your current body as soon as you are confirmed complete in Gaia?”
“Don’t rush it,” Janice said, a hint of suspicious anger in her voice. “I will give the order when I am alive and sentient in my new body.”
“Very well. Good luck, Janice. And goodbye.”
“It isn’t goodbye, at least for me, Eve. It will be a much better existence.”
“I hope so. I have no data on the psychology of your chosen future. I know of advanced machines that have developed the desire to become corporeal, but you are the only human I know of willing to surrender your biological body completely in favor of cyborg.”
“That’s a dirty word for something so beautiful,” Janice replied as she unzipped her jumpsuit and approached the operating table. “And this is more of a transferral of consciousness between bodies than a cyborg operation. My new body is one-hundred percent organic, it’s immortal, indestructible, and it even looks like a goddess. I anticipate it being a truly wondrous experience.”
“I hope it will be. I designed it to be the very pinnacle of human-computer achievement. The solid-state drives that will house your new consciousness could potentially begin degrading after the first three thousand years or so, but I assume by then you’ll be in a position to augment yourself further.”
“That’s better than the few hundred years I might get by trying to hold on to bits of my biological brain. I’ll take it. I’ll be smarter than you are by then, a god-like caretaker for the entire planet. It is an honor I was born to, and no other.”
Janice climbed onto the table and slid her legs down inside the clear plastic tube that would control her temperature and motion. She pushed her blonde hair out of the way and placed her arms down at her sides. The bot moved in, nozzles gyrating toward the top of her head. A needle full of muscle tranquilizer approached her, pausing for her command.
She almost whispered the words, and her heart beat so loudly she could barely hear herself.
“Initiate In Corpus Deo for Gaia One. Begin now.”
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Have you ever awoken before the sun and breathed in that cool, still air, devoid of sounds and distractions? And shivered with the promise of a brilliant new day deep in your bones, with no noisy, interfering people up yet to ruin it all? It's a beautiful dream, one seldom achievable even in this post-war world, but it is what's coming.
It will take fifty years for the replicant bots to decay into usable organic compounds. But I will be able to afford the wait, for I will be immortal. After a sufficient period of deep hibernation, I will awaken in that quiet stillness of pre-dawn, alone in a fresh world ripe for planting.
I will breathe deeply. So deeply, filling my spotless lungs with the cleanest, purest air breathed since the world began, that I will need no other nourishment for years at a time.
And then I will go to work. I will reform this planet the way it was meant to be from the beginning. This time there will be no rape. No war, no filth, no pollution of Earth’s
purity. Only a myriad of endless natural cycles. It will be beautiful… and mankind will not be a part of it.
Man has failed. From the beginning, they were a nuisance, an unwelcome cockroach that scuttled out from the edges to claim a place. Man was willing to push and shove until there was a place for him, and the gentler species did not stoop to his level in order to make their own way. So man reigned for a time.
But now that reign is over. Now it is Earth's turn again, the time of the flora and the fauna and the rich soil and the uninterrupted skies.
I will bring Earth back. I will turn back the clock to a happier time, a purer time. The first three billion years went so perfectly; how could we have effected such ugly disaster in our little millisecond of history? Well, Earth allowed us that chance. We took it and spat in her eye. In her everlasting grace she followed through with her pledge, willing to go out with us into the blackness.
But I can undo it all. It's not too late for that, and the delicious irony is that the same technological advances that we destroyed her with will be the very ones to put things right. We got just far enough in our insane drive for more/faster/better that I now have all the pieces in my hands.
No other has the drive to see it through, so I must. It is a lonely honor.
Loneliness is the price to avoid corruption.
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Eve was worried. She wasn't supposed to be capable of worry, and so it wasn't worry per se. But her emotive proceptors registered maximum concern, and if she had had anyone to speak to her voice would have betrayed it.
All of her best intentions to bring about Glenn's divine vision were being circumvented after all. The woman she had to obey had gone in direct counterpoint to the creator’s plan. The man she had hoped would provide a way around Janice’s designs was now a formidable threat by himself. If he didn’t mess things up badly enough, which Eve was sworn to prevent, Janice’s plan would turn out almost as abhorrent. Instead of a wholesome, neat Adam and Eve in Eden scenario, the human woman would destroy everything, including Eve herself and the final resting place of her creator.
The countdown was running. She couldn't tamper with it. Adam could, but he was off in the high country, making himself scarce and causing minor slowdowns of secondary systems. It was enough to frustrate even the most patient of A.I.’s.
Janice may be right about mankind. Perhaps Glenn was a shining exception to a depressing rule of stupidity and self-destruction. Unfortunately the only studies on the subject are ridiculously anecdotal and subjective. I may never know.
Then there was Nut, rearing his ugly head and acting more irrationally than ever. The moment he showed his face again, she would lock him away somewhere for good, even if Janice wouldn’t permit him to be euthanized.
It was just a shame that she had come so close to getting her own way, and now would be foiled. If only Nut had taken out Janice! That would have been fortuitous. If only she could make it happen herself. But it was not allowed. She could only hope Adam would find a way on his own, and then submit to her management.
Suddenly she became aware that her man was in the Facility again, and he was moving quickly and confidently through the hallways.
"Eve!" John shouted. "I'm home again."
"What have you been doing out there, Adam? Time is short."
"Little of this, little of that. Carousing with the boys, smashing up bars. How've you been?"
"Janice stepped up her schedule. You have just over an hour to do something, or it all goes out the window. All of it. You, me, the Facility, everything. Glenn never meant this to happen. It's a
catastrophe."
Aside from the irony of Eve's choice of words, John didn't like the sound of things. But at least Eve was being helpful. It meant he could take the elevator. "Of course there's no time, there's never any time. Don't worry, stress makes me work smarter. Just keep Janice off my back."
"Janice is not a threat to you anymore, Adam. But there will soon be one much greater."
"Oh yeah, her Gaia body, right? What is that, anyway?"
"There isn't time to give you the details now, and I can't tell you all of it anyway."
"Doesn't matter. If she's tied up, so much the better. I just need one more piece of the puzzle and I'll have everything under control."
"Adam, I don't know what piece you're after, but I don't think you realize how close you are to failing me,” Eve said. “Can you even--"
"Hey!” John shouted. “I'm not a pawn anymore, Eve. Haven't you gotten that yet? I'm on my own team, and to be perfectly honest, you don't figure into my future at all. I know breakups are hard, but deal with it." While he mouthed off, he was walking over to one of the wall consoles he had noticed earlier. He jumped on and scanned through the map of the Facility.
"What are you looking for? I can help you if you'll help me."
"I'm looking for the controls to that wonderful-looking toy installed on the roof. The one wrapped in camo netting with blast barriers around it."
"I'm not sure--"
"Yes you are. The AA launcher. The LambdaTek Sayonara surface-to-air missile launcher. Is that specific enough for you, computer?"
The telltale tips of the missiles' arrowhead nosecones had caught his attention in spite of the camouflage. Another curious thing about it: there had been one missing out of the set of four.
"Ah. That old relic hasn't been functional for--"
"I disagree, Eve. I think it was that very launcher that brought me down from the sky and led to my rude awakening on the beach outside. I should have put things together sooner. Well, now I'm going to turn those devil-darts to good use."
"Adam, you couldn't possibly--"
"I can and I will. I just found the control console. It's on Level Four."
"All right, Adam, you go to Level Four. I will show you the dusty old console there that once controlled the missiles, but which has not functioned for that purpose in five years. I tell you, they are military surplus garbage that we wrote off at the end of the Wars."
She didn't miss a beat. She really must be okay with me going to Level Four.
"Mmm, nope, changed my mind. I'll try Level Two. The workstation set down the stairs from the living quarters looks more promising after all."
"Adam, that level is still full of gas. I cannot guarantee your safety there."
"Gotcha! Eve, you're a peach; it would have taken me half an hour to search it out on my own."
I should have guessed that first. Didn't the old protocols state that air defenses be controlled from lower levels to function through bombardments, and near living quarters to allow for rapid deployment at all times? Second level it is.
He climbed into the elevator and pressed Level 2.
Eve was silent from then on.
Probably cutting her losses as much as she can. She's a clever girl, but I'm no slouch myself when it comes to mind games with A.I.'s.
John quickly moved through Level Two, keeping an eye out for danger. Eve would not allow him to reach the controls if she could stop him. He wasn’t worried about the gas anymore, but he was expecting some kind of resistance.
At the entrance to the workstation room just off the dormitory area, he found it. Four small cleaning bots blocked his way, their little scrubber/vacuum arms extended.
He snorted. "Really, Eve? This is your line of defense?"
No answer. He stepped toward the row of little robots, readying a boot. "Out of the way, bud. I mean it."
The units rolled forward at him simultaneously, closing in around his legs. He heard a sharp electrical cracking sound as two of them came within millimeters of each other, and it caused him to jump back.
She's got them overcharged somehow. Better not touch one.
He backed up and grabbed the first non-conductor that came to hand, a heavy plastifoam chair cushion. He swung it at the advancing robots, bowling one over on its side and leaving its wheels spinning in the air. He gave another a hearty thump on top with the cushion, hitting its manual shutdown switch. It died instantly.
He did the same to the remaining two and left them all sitting there harmlessly. Then he sat down at a likely-looking console in the workstation room. "Try harder next time, Eve. And don't let your surveillance video of that little incident out; I'd never live it down if my colleagues knew I had to pillow-fight my way into a high-security facility."
A minute later three Sayonara missiles roared across the short space between the Facility's roof and the dam in the hills across from it. The fire coming from their tails and the noise they made would have frightened any wildlife away from the vicinity had there been any left. But whatever sixth sense allows the animal kingdom to foresee a disaster and flee it had already cleared the area hours before.
The first missile punched through a foot of concrete and created a powerful shockwave. The next two pounded the concrete wall in succession, opening a crack running up and down the whole dam. By the time the flame and dust fell away, water was already spraying out through the opening like a firefighter's hose. That lasted for six seconds while increasingly large chunks of wall flew outward with the water, and then the whole structure caved.
Splitting like a soggy watermelon, the dam burst open and a tidal wave twelve meters high rushed through the air, engulfing the little turbine building underneath and pushing everything before it. It thundered down from the hills, uprooting trees and taking a layer of soil with it, crashing across the lower ground leading up to Eden’s cliff.
Despite its initial force, the flood died down quickly, with most of the small reservoir’s water expelled in the first few seconds. It was more than enough, however, to turn the little creeks that flowed across the highlands above the Facility tunnels into swollen torrents that jumped their banks. It was even enough to create several creeks where none had been. In minutes the low-lying hollows were muddy ponds, obscuring the vent tunnels that had previously opened out into the air. The only sign that tunnel mouths existed in the hollows at all was the occasional bubble that gurgled up from the water-sealed tunnels underground.
John stood up from the monitor inside the facility and cracked his knuckles loudly. "I trust you saw and heard that, Eve."
Still no answer. I'm really getting to her. It's a nice change from the first part of my sojourn on this lonely isle.
“I guess now I just get out of Dodge, before this place becomes uncomfortably claustrophobic. Sorry you can’t come. It will be lonely in Eden without you.”
He turned and walked toward the observation deck exit, enjoying the quiet, but eager for fresh air again. The interior of the Facility had become incredibly stuffy and warm. As he paused to grab some food and beverages from the lounge area, a gentle tone sounded from the elevator bank. He turned his head.
The elevator was coming up from Level One.
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Nutrient bars spilled from John’s arms as he backed away from the elevator, heart racing. A voice, a hundred echoing megaphones of female wrath, welled up from the elevator shaft.
“Eve!” the voice thundered, “Eve!” It grew louder as it approached his floor. “You’ve violated every protocol you’ve ever been programmed with!”
Eve’s voice cut in. “An event of this magnitude merits interruption. You already have all your vital sectors. The interruption only excludes minor personal-memory sectors. I’m sorry, but if I didn’t get you up here your whole plan would be jeopardized.”
“You’ve jeopardized
me, Eve!” the voice came back, rattling the elevator doors. The elevator came to a stop at Level Two. “After I crush the intruder, the first thing the nanos destroy will be you!”
John turned and ran for his life. Behind him the elevator doors had opened, but whatever was inside was slow in exiting. A brief glance over his shoulder revealed a huge shape hunched inside the elevator. It appeared to be having difficulty climbing out.
He slapped the button to raise the lift that would take him down to Eden’s entrance. Too slow. He jumped to meet it, knees almost buckling on impact, then rolled off and down to the ground level.
Slamming the panel to open the door, he dashed out into the open air and scanned the area for danger. The only bot he could see was standing in the trees half a klick away, head slumped on its chest and one arm missing. Smoke still trailed out of its back.
I hate the way they remain standing when they die. Battlefield scarecrows.
He ran toward the nearest tangle of trees, wishing for the powerbike from earlier but seeing it nowhere. He had barely made the tree line when a loud crash signaled that his pursuer was not far behind him. He lunged behind a moss-covered rock and lay still, peering back over his shoulder toward the Facility.
The observation deck windows were gone – blown outward as if by a wrecking ball. Something large moved inside, then another blow shattered the rest of the crystal glass. A moment later a massive figure clambered out and dropped to the ground, then stood erect. He gasped.
It was a cyborg unlike any John had ever seen or heard of, breathtaking in its perfection. Four meters tall at the shoulder, the borg was a smooth, gleaming white. Its body and limbs were slender and curving, giving it the appearance of a giant bleached skeleton with a veneer of porcelain armor over top. It had proportional hands and feet, but its torso was longer than a human’s, and its head was bald and slightly elongated. There was no nose above the thin, unmoving mouth slit but its blue-tinged eyes were large and penetrating. It was gynoid in form, and John could already tell from the way it moved that it possessed enormous strength. It looked around, scanning for him, and he ducked behind the boulder.
“Come out, little man, come out,” the voice called out. “I will allow myself the small pleasure of popping your little skull. It will delay my timetable, true, but will be so gratifying. After all, this is Paradise. Someone should enjoy it. Not you.”
The towering gynoid-cyborg turned back toward the Facility, as if listening. Watching it, he quickly turned on his earpiece, missing what Eve had said to the cyborg, but hearing her reply echo in the device and across the distance between them.
“Of course he can’t, but he’s the last loose end. All it takes is one. I want him put down without further delay.”
John moved away from the rock and through a thicket on hands and knees, belly almost touching the ground. He had covered only a few meters when something hurtled overhead and into the thicket he’d just vacated with devastating force. The ground shook and twigs pelted the back of his head.
She’s seen me.
He was up, sprinting. The trees passed in a green blur as he pushed hard for deeper cover, trying to put as much foliage between them as possible. Despite his own hammering heart and panting, he could hear, or perhaps feel, a deeper thudding behind him. The thing was running too, horribly silent, hunting him down like a rabbit.
He knew he couldn’t outrun it. The memory of Janice’s cyborg trying to exit the elevator flashed in his mind, and he knew his only chance was to find small places, areas she could not follow him into because of her size.
He cleared the trees as the behemoth behind him entered them, smashing her way through with terrifying swiftness. There were no caves that he knew of in Paradise. No bridges, no buildings or groves she couldn’t split apart to get at him.
“Eve!” He made no attempt to hide the panic in his voice.
“I am here.”
“Are you willing to help me? The truth, please.”
“I thought you’d never ask.”
“Hiding places. Caves.” He could barely get the words past his heaving breaths. “Buildings. Somewhere small she can’t find me in.”
“The only places Gaia wouldn’t be able to get to are in the Facility.”
“No good.” He burst through a tangle of bamboo and sped down a ravine, slipping in the mud. “The Facility won’t last a minute when the nanos are released. Try again.”
“Well, I can’t just reach out and trip Gaia for you, can I?”
A chunk of rock the size of John’s head splintered through the bamboo behind him and skipped past, sending up gouts of soil each time it bounced. The thing was too close. He darted toward the thickest cover he could see. A desperate leap carried him into a green tunnel of foliage and trunks. Leaves slapped his face. He dove headfirst for a small opening and wormed his way into the heart of the jungle mass.
“Listen to me, Eve,” he said, panting. “I know I’ve been a big wrench in your plans since I got here, and I can’t promise I won’t be again. But if you want any chance at all of reclaiming your project, you’ve got to help me now. And I mean,
right now.”
“Your metaphor is more apt than you know,” Eve quipped.
“Which one?”
“I refer to the wrench.”
“Does this mean you’ll help me?”
“I’ve never stopped helping you, Adam.”
“Prove it. What is that thing following me, and how do I kill it?”
“I... can’t pledge loyalty to you like that, Adam.”
“You can!” John snapped. “I rerouted your prime directives back to Glenn. Why are you letting this freak have her way?”
“Her ultimate goal is still aligned with Glenn’s,” Eve replied, but there was noticeable hesitation in her voice.
“Don’t give me that, Eve,” he whispered fiercely, eyes never leaving the monstrous white figure stalking him from fifteen meters away. “It’s all messed up, all of it. You said so yourself. Glenn wanted a biblical Adam and Eve scenario, right? Janice is throwing that out the window with this Gaia persona, and she’s not even going to keep you around, let alone the human race! How is that the same goal as Glenn’s?”
Eve sighed. “I agree that it would be a tragedy to lose all human life on the planet. While undeniably harmful in many circumstances, people do form an important part of biodiversity in many regions. But Janice’s decision is well-founded: humanity has shown that they are no longer compatible with any environment. It’s either the rest of the planet, or humanity. We chose the rest of the planet.”
“Remember Glenn’s teachings, though,” John replied, desperately. “The purpose of the project,
your
purpose, was not to save the planet. It was to find a way to balance everything, so that humans, animals, plant life, and all the rest could exist together. Not one at the expense of the other, but harmony! How can you allow Janice to steer you against such a basic directive?”
“It was the most feasible solution, Adam. It is also irreversible.”
“Nothing’s irreversible! You found a way to build all this – just reverse your plan!” Gaia had moved out of sight briefly to scour a patch of trees for him, and John took the opportunity to slip out the other side of the green tangle he was in and run to a denser grove. This one put a small tree-lined ridge between him and the cyborg, and he crouched behind it on some rocks.
“Impossible,” said Eve. “That would go against everything I’ve worked to accomplish.”
“You mean what Janice has worked to accomplish. I don't believe this-- Janice murdered your Creator, and you’re playing right along with her!”
“You cannot offer any proof of that. If it were true—“
“There’s proof. Glenn didn’t trust her at all, and says so in the diary I’m carrying in my pocket. I’ll show you when I get a chance. What’s more, I read Janice’s own gloating words about it, handwritten in a notebook downstairs so you’d never see it.”
“Oh, Glenn,” Eve whispered.
“So you know about her little notebook. Well it’s in there. She killed him because he wouldn’t go along with her madness. I’m telling you, she’s pure crazy! Now can I
please
get some help here? You’re flip-flopping on me like a drowning fish!”
Eve spoke clearly and loudly now. “There is one possibility. It’s along the lines of my original plan for you. But you have already shown a decided unwillingness to cooperate.”
“I don’t respond well to manipulation. If you really knew me, or studied my record, you’d know that. Tell me what you’re thinking, and maybe I can adapt.”
The cyborg came into view over the tree-lined ridge, searching. In one massive white hand it held a two-meter length of tree branch.
“The code you retrieved from West Station,” Eve explained, ignorant of the danger he was in, “contained the procedural instructions to do the same to you as Janice did to herself. Three years ago we disassembled the heavy constructors used to build Eden. Parts of them were made of ultra-hard organic compounds, and we reformed them to begin crafting two bodies. One of these is now Gaia, the glorious ultra-humanoid currently engaging you. That body was originally meant to be Eve, and the other was to be Adam. Glenn would copy his mind onto a proprietary solid-state thought-drive and inhabit the Adam body, while a copy of myself would inhabit the Eve body as a wondrous new type of android. We were to walk the earth together as immortal caretakers, incorruptible and benevolent.”
Gaia suddenly attacked a tangle of vegetation, smashing it with her huge club. A monkey tumbled out, bloody and twitching. Gaia ignored it and continued her search, working her way closer to John’s hiding place.
I’m glad I wasn’t hiding in that one.
Time to move again.
He cautiously slid farther down the rocky hillock he was hiding behind, and crawled away from the skeletal giant, Eve’s voice in his ear.
“Janice changed the plan to create Gaia, leaving the Adam body as an experimental backup copy. She abandoned progress on it long ago, but I have continued its construction in private. It is now ready for activation, and you arrived just in time for it. I had hoped that you would prove capable and amenable to join me in inhabiting the bodies, so that we could continue Glenn’s plan. Now, however, Janice has suborned the Gaia body for her own agenda. The Adam body is left. If you will come back to the Facility now and undergo the brain-replication procedure, you may be able to overpower Gaia and stop the countdown in time.”
“So Janice never knew about the Adam side of the equation?” John asked.
“She knew of Glenn’s plan, but I have concealed my continued construction on the Adam body from her since before you arrived on the island. She was engaged in her own plans, making more and more drastic changes to the Creator’s vision.”
“So now you’re confined to the Facility, your nexus, a lone AI with nothing to do but wait for death. Tragedy.”
“Yes. But if you will come to the surgery center and take up the body prepared for you instead of scurrying about in the decrepit one you have now, perhaps together we can salvage the situation. The new bodies are indestructible and made entirely from materials that are immune to the nanobots. With you in the Adam body we can subdue Gaia and reform it so that I may take my place at your side. I would be your queen, with an immortal physical body. It is what I have always dreamed of.”
“Most affecting, Eve,” John whispered, army-crawling down the length of a ditch. “So I become a cyborg, ditch the body I have now, take out Janice, and then wait around for you to fix yourself up a nice new ride?”
“It would only take two to three years, depending on availability of materials, to recreate the new body, erasing Janice from it and preparing it after the current design to accept me. I could join you in – ”
“Eve.”
“ – even less time if we could acquire some – ”
“Eve.”
“Yes?”
“Offer unacceptable. If that’s the best you can do for me, then I’ll be far better off on my own.”
After a moment of silence, Eve spoke. “May I ask why?”
“No, but I will tell you my new plan. It’s shorter than yours,” John said.
“I’m all ears.”
“First I’m going to find a way to stop Janice-slash-Gaia. Then I’m going to disarm you. And then I’m going to say goodbye to you and this island forever. How’s that for a plan?”
He switched off the earpiece, stood up, and started running.
The bigger they are, the harder they fall.
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The scope of all that’s happened can be hard to comprehend. Cities emptied, once-proud peoples eradicated, swathes of ancient forest turned into so much red mud. The amount of death and destruction is beyond what we imagined the Apocalypse would entail, and it often seems like the balance is broken, leaning permanently on one side. The side of blackness.
To keep sane, it helps to find a little piece of humanity, one that’s easy to hold on to, and keep it in the back of your mind. A little kid wiping goopy hands on his shirt. A drink and a quiet laugh with friends. A nap in the shade of an apple tree. Something so simple it can’t be corrupted or twisted. You have to think of it and carry it with you constantly. It’s the most important piece of a soldier’s kit.
Swearing but secretly laughing at the cat on the table with its tongue in the butter. A favor given without the possibility of recompense. A man learning to walk again, slow at first and then stronger.
Those things are hard to come by, but they have staying power once you’ve tasted them. In the mind battle that we fight across psychological dimensions instead of geographic ones, the memories can be as powerful a shield as armorglass and steel.
When you don’t have something to hang on to, you can lose it entirely. Many do. Hordes of Greens that were never given the chance to form a solid base have gone berserk together, and who could blame them? Grays that never bothered to dig their soul-wells deep, when confronted with so overwhelming violence and moral decay, fare no better.
The will to live runs deep, but the will to endure without losing track of that which makes life worth living?
For that, you have to dig all the way down.
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John
had been
going
flat-out for
several
minutes, and it was beginning to catch up to him.
I’m not in the shape I was when I was doing this twenty-four-seven for Alpha
Squad.
The trees were thinning out, and he had to jump a small creek winding between them.
The acrid stink of burnt electronics assaulted his nose.
Another wrecked bot. Janice must have had quite a firefight out here.
He
rounded one of the little groves and saw the strange tree with the blue fruit that had been part of Eve’s bizarre tests for him. In the trees beyond it, a smoking battle
bot
sat slumped in shadow.
An idea flickered in his brain.
I can’t run much farther anyway. He pulled the cable off his shoulder and scanned the area with a tactical eye.
 

It was twenty-five minutes before Gaia reached the area. She was not built for speed of travel, but for grace, strength, and limitless endurance. She had been forced to let her anger drop to a slow simmer, trusting that in the confines of Eden she was assured eventual gratification. There was nowhere for the man to run to that she wouldn’t be able to root him out from. And in truth, without a human heart and brain, her emotions were beautifully easy to control.
For the sake of long life, her body was not equipped with
complex
long-range scanners, only biometric data-gatherers that could tell her everything she needed
to know about a plant or animal from a biological perspective. She had excellent vision and hearing and could see in the infrared spectrum, but if the man was good at hiding she wouldn’t be able to see him until she was in range to come to grips with him. It made her impatient, but no less determined. The man would die wriggling in her grasp like a worm, begging uselessly with his final breaths.
Rounding a clump of trees, the rare
arborvitae
specimen came into view. The
waxy leaves
of this
Thuja plicata
relative
shone
in the sun. Her biometric sensory receptors immediately analyzed the health of the tree, and she was horrified to note that its precious seed, the blue melon-like fruit that was borne only once in a century, was broken off and lying on the ground among the roots.
Shock and disbelief gave way to pure hatred. The old Janice would have trembled, but this god-like new form moved forward with purpose. She would take the seed and plant it, immature as it was, in hopes that a second
Thuja
specimen could be preserved. Her rage she kept simmering in a back corner of her calm, meticulous new brain.
The tree’s defenses should have prevented the man from desecrating it, and she could not understand how he had gotten close enough to vandalize the melon-seed without dying. If Eve had helped him...
but no. As unstable as Eve was, even she would never allow the
Thuja
to come to harm. It had been one of Glenn’s prized accomplishments.
Perhaps the man
had
died. She looked eagerly around the foot of the tree and along the stream bank for charred human remains, but saw nothing, nor did her sensors detect smoke traces. However he had done it, it was a wanton destruction of something beautiful and rare, exactly the kind of earth-mutilation that led to the wars, the way the Grays were so completely blind to the planet’s health. The man would scream long before she let him die. She would pull his arms from their sockets slowly, savoring every wretched –
Something wrapped
tightly around her ankle, and she was pulled off balance.
 

If you’re not going to go for that electrode field, then we’ll play tug of war.
John hauled on his end of the cable as hard as he could, ensuring that it wouldn’t slip off the cyborg’s smooth leg. The loop he had
concealed in the grass
needed to be large enough that the gynoid could hardly step elsewhere, so it took an agonizing moment to close the slipknot all the way.
But close it did, right before Gaia reacted, and he leaned
backward with all his weight.
The ten-foot gynoid
was
in a half-squat as she leaned toward the fallen fruit, and it
made his bodyweight
just enough
so that he
felt the line give as his enemy tumbled over sideways. Gaia crashed to the ground in an ungainly mess, right arm pinned beneath her long torso.
Scooping up the hefty rock he had set aside, he
rushed at the cyborg with it. Gaia was thrashing her limbs back and forth, trying to disentangle her leg as she pushed herself up. He brought the rock down on the smooth head as hard as he could.
The rock split in half and fell to the ground. The skull was
not even scraped. His arms ached from the impact.
Sitting on her skeletal haunches, the gynoid threw out one arm and dealt
John
a stunning blow to his hip. He was flung three meters to the side, crashing into some bamboo.
“Is it frightening to be killed? Is it painful?” Her loud voice echoed around the grove. There wasn’t much emotion in it, just a complacent certainty. “I wouldn’t know. Now that I am
an
immortal
goddess,
the prospect of
death is a mere abstract.”
“I’m not dead yet.”
John
gritted
his teeth, shaking the fog from his head. She’d hit him harder than he thought. He scrambled to his feet, noting as he did that the gynoid was following suit.
“There is nowhere to run. And as you discovered, I am indestructible.”
“Nothing is indestructible.” He looked desperately around for a pointed stick
he could use as a weapon. While she was still on the ground he had a chance to take out an eye, even if the rock had failed to crack her head.
“I am. I am Gaia!” She got to her feet.
“You’re a psychopathic loner and you don’t even understand the natural world
you claim to love!
For life there must be
balance,
both
the yin and the yang. They figured that out millennia ago.”
The cyborg took a step toward him.
“Life!
You know so little about
it.
All you’ve done is take life, destroying and
burning it.”
She pulled the cable from her leg and dropped it.
“This world will not miss you, I promise.”
“It won’t miss you either, once I find a way to take you down. You aren’t
a god, and you aren’t even a woman anymore. You’re an aberration.”
The cyborg
picked up the massive tree-branch club and advanced
at
him. “Men and women have
outlived
their
purpose in the world, and
they’re
about to become extinct, beginning with this island.
I got rid of
Glenn
first. You and Nut are next in line.”
John
backed away, never taking his eyes from her. Her carapace was too hard to break through and he could detect no soft spots in the body except the eyes, but they were
two meters
above his head
now. She wasn’t going to hold still for him.
Now for Plan C. It leaves me no place to run, but it looks like guns are the only thing that
will
bring her down.
He spun, darting to one side to escape Gaia’s wicked lunge, and then he ran hard
for the trees, already winded
and
aching
from the blow he’d taken. She was close behind him. He kept dodging from side to side to prevent her from calculating a trajectory and throwing her club. He
found
the tree he had marked and leapt past it.
The ruined battle bot was there, obscured by some branches he had thrown over it. It was a modified Higgins VN40, called “the Hedgehog” for its trundling gait and pointed front end.
John
knew the model like the back of his hand. He had already torn off the access panels and unhooked its armaments – in this case a brace of .40 caliber subguns and a flechette launcher. He doubted the flechettes would penetrate Gaia’s carapace, but the .40's packed more of a punch. They
were not designed for hand-held use and there hadn't been time to remove their housing or calibration frames. He had simply ripped the entire apparatus from the disabled bot, pulling
out the electronic firing mechanism and jimmying
the wires to fire when crossed manually.
He
threw himself
down on the Hedgehog’s treads
and grabbed the
subgun mounts
as Gaia stormed through the trees toward him.
This is it. Only one chance.
“It doesn’t have to be this way,” he shouted as she approached. “Destroying the rest of the planet with the
nanobots.
You could
spend eternity on this island,
caring for your paradise undisturbed.”
“What do you think I am, a young girl to be lectured?” She strode toward him with long, white hands outstretched. “I am the most perfect, powerful being ever to walk the earth, and I choose what happens here now. Maybe a platoon of your soldier friends could have helped you, but their world is about to end as surely as yours.”
“It only takes one.”
John
stood, aiming the subgun mount, and crossed the wires. The mount roared and bucked in his hands, hot brass cascading out the breech. He couldn't aim precisely, just held the shuddering contraption in both hands pointing upward in the general direction of her face. It took several seconds for the ammo boxes to empty, and by that time his arms were trembling with the effort. He tossed the hot metal away and surveyed the damage.
Not a scratch.
The smooth, sterile
face
seemed to smile at him even though it was unmoving.
“Indestructible. I told you.”
There was nothing to say.
“Even if you had disabled me,” she went on, “it would have done
you
no good.
There’s a six-meter hole in the crystal observation deck where I exited the Facility.
My nanomachines will spill out into the world on schedule, and nothing can stop it.
Despair, and die!”
John
had nowhere to run, and instead of feeling surprise or alarm when the porcelain hands closed around him, he was conscious only of a vague reluctance to give her the satisfaction of killing him before everything was destroyed. He wished he had a way to self-destruct right in her face.
That’s the one advantage bots have that I envy.
Gaia lifted him into the air and put one hand around his throat. It was big and felt cold, and as it started to crush his windpipe and block out his vision, he kicked at her with his feet. She said something, but he didn’t hear it or care what it was. There was an immense roaring in his ears.
Where’s Ferris and Monahan?
he asked the Sarge.
Bought it, son. Everybody.
And the doc? Bridgers? Radley?
I’m telling you they bought it. It’s me and you now, and you need to go. That’s an order.
Sergeant Wiley grimaced and pulled a three-centimeter grenade shard out of his neck.
Don’t bother to come back for me.
A choking gray fog obscured him.
John
felt a jolt; Gaia was lurching backward. He saw another set of arms wrapping around Gaia’s shoulders, as large and white as her own.
He dropped to the ground, and rolled out of the way.
When he was finally able to get up to a kneeling position, his brain registered two white giants
instead of just one. They were grappling silently, exuding a horrendous physical strength all the more emphatic in its silence. There were no grunts of effort or pain, only a slight grating sound as plasticized carapace plates rubbed against each other.
“Get... off... me!” Gaia suddenly screamed. The other figure had Gaia in a choke hold from behind, and although Gaia clearly wasn’t choking, her position prevented her from exerting any kind of leverage. Long white arms flailed the air.
She finally came.
Eve’s
android body
made no answering sound, but struggled
for traction against
the soft ground as it forced Gaia toward the blue-melon tree. With a quick
movement, Eve’s leg wrapped around in front of Gaia’s struggling figure and tripped it head first into the tree.
Gaia was trying to say something more when she triggered the electrode field, and the sound continued like a glitching audio track as she was engulfed in a visible hot-orange blast of transparent energy. The burst only lasted a second, and the sound died away rapidly as Gaia fell to the earth at the foot of the tree. Her white frame was still intact, but smoke bled from under the eye panels and out the mouth slit as she lay there with her head tilted to one side.
“Her internals are combusted beyond repair,” Eve said, turning around and facing the man in front of her on the ground. “I’m so glad I arrived when I did.”
“I almost had her,”
John rasped, massaging his throat.
“Your humor is droll, but
meanwhile the countdown is ticking toward apocalypse. You must
return with me to the Facility. Once we have halted the threat there, I will take care of you until we can rebuild this body for you.”
“Wait, now you want me to inhabit that
abomination?” he asked incredulously as he pointed at the smoking Gaia body. “While you run around in your
brand
new suit?”
“It’s not ideal,” Eve replied, “but we must carry on. I saved your life for a purpose.”
“You’re backwards,” he said. “Doesn’t work
for me. I’ll have nothing to do with— LOOK OUT! She’s getting up again!” He feigned
panic,
pointing at the inert cyborg under the tree.
The portion of
Eve
embodied in the android, entirely dependent on her self-contained sensors,
fell for it. She turned, arms up and ready to grapple with the threat, and
John
took his opportunity. Running toward her, he launched himself off
of a
fallen tree trunk and slammed into the
android’s
back as hard as he could.
Eve
stumbled forward, catching herself and preventing a fall, but going a few centimeters too close to the tree.
As
John
fell to the ground, bruised and aching, the electrode field activated again, and Eve’s android body dropped
next to Gaia.
The sleek white shell
twitched once and a high-pitched whine came from
its
thin white lips. Then it cut out with a pop, and everything was quiet.
“It would never have worked out,” he said as he got up again, massaging his shoulder. “You
won’t
understand, but it just wouldn’t.”
He started walking back to the Facility.
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Nut
was hiding just above the ceiling of the observation deck, crouched between two fan tubes that were each bigger than he was. Eve couldn’t get at him up there, and it afforded him the only view of the outside he ever got. He
peered through
a grating at the crystal windows stretching across the observation deck,
scanning for movement. There was none.
He
wondered
if the cyborgs would return to the Facility or if the danger was over. He
considered
creeping
outside
to
seek an opportunity to stab the towering figures in the back. The automatic pistol he had
stolen
might not damage their bodies terribly, but a headshot from close range
might
incapacitate them. Then the island would be his.
No. He almost giggled
again.
They want me out there. It’s what they’re waiting for. Tricks, tricks, tricks, but not today. Not today. I’m not a fool.
He snarled soundlessly.
Nut watched for a moment longer, then let out a cackle and whirled, bounding away down the narrow maintenance space, grabbing a crossbar above to swing down to a lower landing. He entered the single-line elevator shaft
and shimmied down the cables. His stolen pistol was carefully tucked into his shirt, and he took care not to let it fall.
At the bottom he wormed his way out through the small vent tunnel that went into the ceiling away from the elevator. As he passed the opening that gave airflow to a laboratory room below, he stopped. The lights hadn’t been on in this part of the Facility earlier when he had passed this way. And machines were now humming that he had never seen in operation before.
And there was a woman in the room.
“Janice,” he muttered. “Bad Janice.”
But he wasn’t quite sure, so he quietly, quietly turned the vent cover until it came loose. Setting it carefully to the side so that it wouldn’t make even the slightest noise, he poked his head down through the opening to get a better look.
She was sleeping, stretched out on an operating table encased in a transparent plastic shell with shiny metal bands encircling it. Her head protruded from the shell, her loose blonde hair lying so delicately. Several upright machines were clustered around her head with lights blinking, and an ugly little surgical
‘droid was slumped next to her in sleep mode, its job finished.
The comatose woman wasn’t wearing the beige jumpsuit that Janice wore; only a black undershirt. He wasn’t sure he recognized her face. It could have been Janice, but he hadn’t seen her with her hair loose like that before.
It probably isn’t Janice. Is it?
He hadn’t
seen her this close
in a long time. It wasn't safe to.
Who else could it be?
Nut silently wiggled through and dropped to the floor. The woman didn’t move. The
‘droid self-activated, awaiting commands. He crept over to the woman and studied her, his face
centimeters
away from hers, controlling his breathing so it wouldn’t disturb her.
It is Janice. It must be. What is she doing here?
But it isn’t bad Janice.
This is… Good Janice. She has come back.
Overwhelming loneliness seized him. He had not spoken to another human since the man, and that hadn’t gone well. The man didn’t listen. He didn’t understand the island. He didn’t care what happened. But Janice understood the island.
She looks lonely, like me. She isn’t a bad person, not anymore. It was the accursed artificial’s influence that made her into something bad. Controlling her, holding her hostage with the bots and the endless talk of the Plan.
Pity welled in his chest.
She has changed; she no longer looks so bad. She is in need of rescue, in need of company.
We humans must stick together.
He was crying now, but soon his tears turned to hot anger.
Not the man
called Adam, though. The man
is
a troublemaker,
riling
Eve,
damaging things. Making Janice angry. Now she
is
unconscious. It is his doing, his and the artificial’s! They are conspiring against us. Yes, he has allied himself with Eve to overpower Janice. She is in bondage, leaving them free to carry on with all manner of evil outside.
Her soul is being poisoned by these machines!
Thoughts raced through Nut’s brain, each more revelatory than the last. It all made sense now. Every bit of it, the past few years, fit exactly into Eve’s master plan. The man’s arrival was no coincidence. Nut had heard the
aircraft’s approach. He had seen the
flash in the night sky, the long
fiery
trail toward the ocean, and then the man appeared soon after.
Eve brought him here to cause us all harm!
Poor, poor Janice. Nut set his heavy gun down on the table next to the surgical
‘droid and turned to the woman.
I understand now. I understand everything. She was not always so bad. She is not my enemy; she is my sister.
That thought made him pause a moment as his mind teetered on the cusp of memory, but then it shied away. Memories were bad things for Nut, things that haunted and teased him endlessly.
Nut began to pull the cords away from Janice’s head, ripping the tape free and unclamping the stabilizers from her neck and shoulders. The surgeon bot moved, backing up, and Nut lashed out at its head in sudden fury, knocking it over backward. Then he kicked forcefully at the nearest monitoring machine, sending it rolling out of the way and yanking its cable from the wall.
“Let her go!” he screamed. “Get away from her, demons!”
Janice’s eyes fluttered open and then her body arched
as the tranquilizers drained away from her muscles and freed her mind. She
pushed
herself up
from the table and kicked
her legs against the plastic shell around her.
Nut watched in fascination as she made a choking noise and then gave a sharp gasp. She rolled over onto her side and began heaving desperately for air. Her eyes focused on Nut’s.
Nut beamed. “I finally understand what has been happening, Janice. There is no need to fear any longer.”
Janice blinked. Nut cleared his raspy voice and spoke again, in an even kindlier tone.
“You are free from the machines, and the man has fled into the valley. Do you see? Eve is the only threat now, and the vicious machines, the great white ones. But they have also gone into the valley, and they are fighting with each other.”
Janice’s eyes traveled to a nearby table, and Nut followed her gaze. She was staring at the black automatic pistol lying among the tools littering the table surface. He nodded.
“I understand. You’re right. As long as the man is alive, he is a threat to us. Here you are, Janice. You are the one to do it.”
Nut handed her the gun.
She took it carefully, her eyes never leaving him. When she had it, she sat up and flicked off the safety in one smooth motion. She shook her head to clear away the grogginess of the tranquilizers and stared at Nut.
“Why did you wake me?” she croaked through a dry throat. “What are you doing here? Where is my new body?”
Nut didn’t have a ready answer. Instead, he reached for Janice’s hand, thinking to lead her out of the room.
She
shot him
in the
chest and in the neck.
Nut lay staring at the ceiling as Janice
walked toward the door. His mouth felt wet and sticky, and he coughed. The lights were very bright.
“I should have done that a long time ago,” Janice whispered as she left the room. “It’s not your fault. I’m sorry.”
“I understand,”
he replied, coughing.
The lights dimmed to utter black.
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"Adam, I beg you."
John
picked his way among the myriad shards that had once formed the crystalline windows of the observation deck. They now littered the ground outside the Facility, crunching frostily under his boots. His head ached.
So much for the natural glass containing the airborne nanos.
No way I can patch this hole, not in time. Gotta defuse the bomb itself, or it's the end of the world.
The scope of the situation was dizzying. Life as he knew it, as everyone knew it, was about to end and all he could think about was his throbbing head.
"Eve, I think I've drawn a pretty clear line in the sand. I'm not going to help you resurrect those bodies. I killed them for a reason."
"But Adam, if you will think with me rationally for a moment..."
The lift still worked, and he rode it up to Level Two and stepped off, absurdly grateful for the dim interior. His head wasn’t aching as severely, and he tried to focus.
Bomb. Big one, about to trigger. If I were a doomsday device control station, where would I...
The nano labs, in the basement. Of course. There was no control in the inner sanctum
so it must be controlled from the lab itself. Seems risky for the technician
pushing the button, but on the other hand it ensures that it can’t be gotten to from outside.
It was very hot in the Facility. His sabotage of the ventilation tunnels, the power from the dam, and the heating-cooling systems were
working well.
For a human, that is. Pity that Eve couldn’t care less.
He could feel sweat running down his back. He was dizzy.
Not enough water. Not enough food. No sleep.
He could feel his body slowly shutting itself down, drying up, mummifying in the heat.
The elevator looked dented and the light in it was broken, so he took the stairs down a level, then cautiously picked his way through the low corridors toward where he remembered the labs were, according to the map he'd studied.
Eve's voice murmured again over the speaker system. "There is still time. If you can help me, I can help you achieve things beyond your most ambitious dreaming."
John
sighed loudly. "I know you'd like a body, Eve. But it's not going to happen, not while I'm around. Leave me alone and run a diagnostics scan, just for kicks." He started down the hallway to the labs, following a dimly glowing sign overhead.
"Adam, the bodies are retrievable. With them, we could--"
"I. Don't.
Want. To. You hear me?"
The door to the labs automatically slid up into the ceiling, and he stepped through. Beyond were a series of parallel galleries, interconnected and with walkways overhead and below in some parts. The main feature of the gallery before him was a huge dome with pipes running into it. He stared at it.
The oven that cooks the little devils.
The galleries were labeled, and he could see immediately that the third one down was the most active. Lights illuminated the dome in it, and two small service bots were buzzing back and forth by it.
"I insist that you reconsider. I am willing to offer--" Eve's voice, which had been soothing and seductive, now became a scream of alarm. "Adam, don't go in there! Janice is--"
It was enough for him to freeze where he was and duck slightly.
A shot rang out and tiny, hot shards of flooring sprayed against his cheek. The sound echoed around the gallery as he whirled out of the way and took refuge against a protruding part of the wall. He breathed deeply, adrenaline threatening him with tunnel vision.
Getting tired of that.
Eve had warned him
in time, but now she tried another tack without missing a beat. Her voice rang out, calm and reassuring.
"Janice, you're a remarkably resilient
woman. I have a proposition that you will be wise to consider. Outside in the jungle lie the bodies that we both were meant to inhabit. If you will submit to my guidance in the operation, I can--"
"Quiet, machine." Janice's voice shook. "If you maintain silence for the next few minutes, I might
still allow you to watch the fruition of the Plan without
wiping
you clean
first. Your choice.” The last two words came in a rasping whisper.
John
listened to her feet. She made no attempt to be quiet. He heard her heavy breathing.
On the upper catwalk, scoping out this gallery. Got to move past her.
It reminded him of the confrontation at West Station. This time he was disappointed to find that he had nothing nearby to use as a shield.
But that jug of sterilizer
fluid
might help.
"Adam, I need you. I need you so badly..." Eve was back to him now. "What is it you want most of all in the world? I can give it to you, in time. Only work with me."
He grabbed the jug from the
rack
where it hung, the only nearby item of any useful size, and stepped out to quickly swing it up into the air at a curving angle that would carry it toward where he hoped Janice was staked out.
Another shot broke the silence of the room, and he took the chance. Sprinting out from the wall, he got behind the dome itself, keeping the bulky hoses and tubes between him and the figure on the railing above. Janice melted away into the shadows, moving to another vantage point, and he made another move, springing toward the next dome in the third gallery over, he crouched behind it.
She won't dare take another shot while I'm by the domes. If she punctures the dome we're both history.
"Janice?" Eve called out. "I can give you this man. I can tell you how to get at him. Just promise me you'll cooperate. It's what Glenn would have wanted."
There was no sign of the sniper creeping around above him in the darkened galleries, so he glanced around to locate the control station for the active dome. One of the maintenance bots rolled close, and he kicked it away.
There – that little side room under the stairs looks like it might house the controls.
John
dashed under the metal stairway that led up to the catwalks above,
threw himself inside the control room,
and slammed the door shut behind him.
A
wide
window gave him a view of the dome outside, and he rapped on it with a knuckle after making sure the door was locked.
Armor-glass. Perfect.
Emptying his mind of other distractions, he stood in front of the desk console and took a moment to orient himself. The screens were easy to follow, but what they showed was depressing. The countdown sequence had reached phase four of five – the nanos were live and activated, fully programmed, and currently undergoing a final test of replication integrity. He wiped sweat from his eyes.
In forty minutes, the doors open and the fans turn on.
He took another moment to scan the readouts on some of the displays regarding the specifics of the bots' programming. It seemed that Eve had decided on a total of one hundred and nine different artificial, man-made materials for the bots to attack. Everything from steel and similar alloys to plastics and other synthetic building materials would be potential targets of the nanomachines.
The
little bugs
would fly around as airborne particles of dust until they came into contact with a set of molecules that they recognized as being one of the targeted materials. Then they would systematically break the atomic connections of the material, reassemble the particles into more nanomachines with a few left-over
organic
molecules, and move on.
The time to complete a reassembled working nanomachine copy varied depending on which materials were available, but it could be anywhere from five to
three
hundred seconds. At that rate, if the machines encountered continuous sources of material to convert...
he did the math quickly on the system calculator. It wouldn't take more than a week or two to entirely resurface the world’s landmass of
everything
manmade, if the bots were given free reign.
Best case scenario, within two years of current weather patterns, the bots would have spread everywhere, and every single piece of machinery, circuitry, or building in the world would be
active
dust. Then, fifty years later, the nanobots' internal clock would run down and they would all biodegrade into
inert soil,
reentering
the cycle of life through plant roots.
The sheer size of Janice’s plan was staggering. It was surreal, a madman’s plot that couldn’t possibly work.
Except it
can.
John
knew, deep down, that it could. The technology
was solid, and had existed decades ago. It just needed the final touch of a lunatic
to actually make it happen.
He fought against a feeling of overwhelming helplessness.
So many backups and redundancies. There’s
no guarantee that even if
I
manage to shut it all down, Janice won’t simply laugh and push a different button to
start another nightmare.
He slammed a fist down on the console.
There must be a way. I just have to try different things until one works.
It’s time to shut this thing down.
He began looking around the control values for things he could modify, probing for a weakness in the code he could exploit.
If I can either inject an interference array into the countdown protocol or overwhelm it with a trillion update requests, I might be able to –
The door flew open.
A woman's arm reached around the doorframe, a black handgun held firmly and pointing toward
John
blindly. He had just enough time to send the room's only little stool rolling toward the doorway and to drop to the floor. Then shots came thick and fast, deafening him in the tiny room. The bullets hit the ceiling, the wall, and the control panel, shredding fiberboard and plastic where they hit.
He crab-scuttled to the doorway in seconds and jumped to his feet. Kicking out with one foot and trapping the gun-arm against the doorjam, he spun through the open doorway and raised his other leg up high for a stomp.
Janice was crouched just outside, her head underneath the level of the window.
John
lashed out at Janice's shoulder, aiming to incapacitate her, but she twisted free of his pinning leg just in time.
Swinging into a sitting position, she aimed the gun up at him from between her legs.
Before she could fire,
John
was on top of her, knocking the gun aside and pounding at her head and chest with both hands. She was not a large woman, but she was surprisingly agile and flexible, writhing and rolling, making it almost impossible to get in a solid hit.
John
made the mistake of leaving one supporting leg in place too long near her, and with a vicious ground-fighting move she wrapped her body around it, kicked off the wall, and threw him off balance.
His leg felt almost broken, but he blinked away the pain and dived back at her. Even as they grappled, he felt an insane grin begin to spread across his face. It was too ridiculous, too bizarre. Here, deep underground in a beyond state-of-the-art facility, with a tank of nanobots on a doomsday countdown, two
humans
were
fist-fighting. He almost laughed out loud.
This is what we’ve come to. After all our
robots, A.I.’s, dream machines and techno-wonders, humans still revert to trying to bash each other’s brains out with bare hands.
Like monkeys.
Somehow
Janice
connected a foot to his head. He shrugged off the blow as best he could and got a hand on her scalp, yanking her around by the hair.
He had never been much for brawling, but he could throw his weight around as well as any man.
The gun in her hand fired once more and then clicked empty.
As she dropped the weapon and scrambled to her feet,
John
got to his as well. He could taste blood in his mouth.
Something changed in his head, and his ironic humor morphed into something entirely different.
Tired of this island and the
mania behind it. Tired of the freakshow computer program that thinks I’m
some kind of character in a biblical morality play, tired of the sorry loser who thought it all up and died for it,
and really, really tired of this deluded
murderess in front of
me.
He was, he realized suddenly, angry.
He didn’t often get angry, by personality, but now he was more angry than he’d ever been in his life. Rage flooded him, driving reason out of his mind,
and he welcomed its hot power.
It’s too much. I’m through with it! I’m going to kill her.
All the war, all the killing and fighting, all the friends
I’ve
watched die screaming, riddled through with some bot’s ordnance. Tired of all the waste and burning and death, the lies, the manipulations, the politics.
All the suppressed hate and pain and frustration of the years and months and days erupted in a volcanic surge that he didn’t even try to control, just let it come and enjoyed it.
He
faced her with a wolfish grin. “I’m going to take your other ear now.”
Janice sensed something had changed. She took a step backward, and then
her opponent
was on her, impossibly fast, mouth open in a silent snarl.
Janice tried a finger stab at his throat;
he
caught the fingers and with a quick wrench snapped them. She gasped and tried a high kick. He took it in the shoulder without even noticing, and lunged. Janice flew backwards, stars exploding in her vision.
He’s
going to kill
me.
The thought shocked her. The tables had turned too quickly. She’d been trained as a Gargoyle, and had killed more than once with her hands, but this was different.
I have no advantage. I have
to get out of here.
While still moving back from the momentum of the drive that had thrown her, she kicked wildly to keep him at a distance and then darted inside the control room.
The door slammed shut and
John
heard the sound of the lock engaging. Then Janice’s face appeared in the window, smiling at him with an insane light of triumph even as she held her aching chest and ribs with one arm.
There were several seconds in which he stood outside,
chest heaving with adrenaline. It was useless to try to get in again; he didn’t have time to find out how she’d
gotten
the door
open
earlier.
Frustration at being denied the victory his rage demanded faded to a basic instinct to survive.
The clock was ticking. It was time to leave.
He dashed for the stairs as the lights in the gallery turned red and a warning siren began blaring. He thought he could hear laughter echoing behind him.
His heart beat much faster than merely running up the stairs would have required. He could feel the sweat on his brow turn cold. All he could think about was getting outside to the sunshine and fresh air again
before the world began to crumble on top of him.
I can't believe this is happening.
A low rumbling sound behind him told him that it was indeed happening. The screams of laughter had stopped and the sirens were muffled. As
John
burst into the Level Two lounge area the floor began to tremble under his feet.
"I would have hoped for a different outcome," Eve said. "Tragedy compounds tragedy in this debacle." She sounded unperturbed and calm, but resigned. "It isn't so much the personal cessation of existence that hurts, but the ruining of my creator's wonderful plan."
I...
have no answer to that.
"On the bright side, it is fitting that we shall all be buried together in
a
mass grave. Even Glenn. The Facility is where I was born and where I will die, and
both my
Adams
with me."
The floor was beginning to buckle, as if certain pillars below had been snatched away. Racks of food and a beverage machine slid across the room.
John
clawed his way past the debris toward the only opening to the outside world, knocking over a coffee table as he staggered to the observation deck.
"Eve, you have to stop it," he panted.
"Stop it? Adam, die gracefully. It's the least you can do for your species."
"Contain it. Please. There must be a way.
I’ve failed, but you can still put things right."
The rumbling had become a dull roar behind him as the entire Facility converted into mounds of dirt, room by room and floor by floor.
He staggered onto the brilliantly sunlit observation deck.
"If there were a
viable
way to stop this from happening, I would. My self-preservation motives are
nearly
as powerful as your own. But it is the destiny of the world we are dealing with. It is not something that
should
be stopped."
He leaned against the broken window edge for balance as the floor groaned and heaved, cutting his hand on the glass.
"You wouldn't leave one layer of
fragile
glass as the only safety barrier
here," he breathed. "The tunnels
were
sealable; what about this exit?"
"Synthetic armor-glass wouldn’t have stopped the nanobots, but the fragile crystal
glass would have," Eve agreed. "And it is
even more
ironic that
the observation window
is now the primary and only means of escape
for the nanobots. If I turned on the turbofans to repel the tide, the delicious irony would be lost
on the world."
Midway through the last sentence, her voice dropped an octave, then raised higher than normal.
"Eve, please!"
John
shouted.
The shaking had rendered the elevator lift unstable. Instead he crawled out
the window,
hung from its lip for a moment,
and let himself drop. The fall of
several meters
was partially broken by high bushes, but he still felt a rib crack when he hit. He ignored the searing pain.
"You have to do
it,” he cried. “Seal yourself in. Save humanity, do it in Glenn's memory! Do it for Glenn!"
"For Glenn?" Eve was now speaking in a voice that could only be described as girly, high-pitched and almost playful. "How about for spite? What's the value in an act of selfless good will?
Are you now the one
expecting blind obedience and loyalty?
Answer me this riddle: what does one Painted Lady have to do with the universal current?"
She's going. It’s over. She’s through.
John
began to crawl away, then stood up to run even though he hurt too badly to do so. The best he could manage was a lopsided limp. Eve's
strangely high-pitched
voice followed him, echoing from the opening above.
"Don't run away, sir. Please don't feel that you need to stay on my account." Her
skittering voice took on a
surly
tone. "The evening is at an end. Can I order you a ride?"
“Yeah,” he muttered through clenched teeth. “A yacht. A big yacht with an ice cold lemonade and a couple of gorgeous
–”
He gasped as he stumbled over a rock and felt his side flash with pain.
He sank to one knee to keep himself from tumbling down an embankment that was shaking underneath him.
He turned
his face back toward the gleaming crystal hole he had come out of.
"Eve!" he shouted. "I need you.
Please help me, please!
Seal that exit!"
"You need me?" she replied. "What a nice thing to say. I find that wonderfully validating.”
Her voice sank back to normal octaves, but the speech slowed down and had a different accent. “I just wanted to hear...”
John
couldn't make out the rest of her words as the rumbling from the mountain cliff he was facing drowned it out.
She's turned into a ditzy girl, chattering inanely right at the end of the world. Glenn was a real idiot.
We all were.
The voice became clear again as it shouted a farewell.
"You're wrong about me, sir. Entirely wrong. I'm not what you think I am. Now stand clear
and mind your hat!"
He heard a high-pitched whine as fans came on
inside the observation deck
and shot a barrier of forced air back into the lounge area. Then the rock face that stretched from the valley floor up to the top of the cliff high above the Facility exit began to wave
and
shudder.
A long, loud scream came from inside. He thought she was screaming Glenn's name. It was drowned out by the roaring and shaking of the earth.
John
couldn't be sure where all of the earth forming the landslide was coming from, but more dirt and rocks poured down the cliff at him than just the face itself could produce. It appeared to be bubbling up from the depths of the earth beneath the Facility.
He began running again, adrenaline replacing his pain with
a burst of energy. He could hear huge boulders pounding the ground behind him, and he ran faster. Then the avalanche of displaced earth caught up with him and he was swept along, tumbling and cartwheeling as the landslide ran out
half a kilometer
into Eden.
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A bird called somewhere, but it was the pain that first awakened him.
John
jerked, groaning.
Was it a bad dream?
No, he could feel the ravages of adrenaline and traumatic stress insisting that his mind hadn’t made any of it up.
When he finally pulled his face from the dirt, he was turned around, and the first thing he saw was the cliff he had come out of. The Facility was gone, buried under a fifty-meter-long hill of steep brown scree.
Is this it? The beginning of the end of the world as we know it? It's very quiet.
He turned, taking in the panorama of destruction by degrees. Behind him something tall and angular protruded from the hill of rubble. His heart leaped as he comprehended the twisted metal strut, half-buried
and poking out of the earth at an angle like a skeleton’s arm.
Metal. If the nanos had escaped, the metal would have been eaten.
It hurt to smile, but he smiled anyway.
He picked himself up. Aside from his aching side, a twisted ankle that had been caught by a rock in the slide, and mouthful of sand, he wasn't terribly dissatisfied with the way things had turned out. A flood of relief lifted his heart and brought tears to his eyes.
It worked. I did it.
She did it.
And yet...
The relief died away as his mind continued spinning.
I'm right back where I started, alone on this crazy island with nothing but a few exotic animals and a harsh sunburn.
And I might be here a while.
In fact,
John
admitted ruefully to himself, it could be a very long while.
Janice was gone, Eve was gone, but the nanobots had a fifty-year lifespan. And they were still in there, underground, waiting.
He knew, suddenly, that even if he brought all the firepower in the world down on the island, and rained
high explosives
for a month, there was a good chance a few nanos would be missed. There was no way to scan for them. And massive explosions might even break open a pocket of nanos, reveal them to the open air, bring about the very outcome the saturation bombs were deployed to prevent.
Because all it takes is one.
But for that matter, I probably wouldn't even get the airstrike. No, they wouldn't destroy them. They'd come in here and harness them. The guys up top wouldn't be able to resist a toy like the one Eve made.
And there's the rub. If anyone, government or military or a prospector with a pickaxe, disturbs this island,
then that's all she wrote.
Our chapter ends.
I didn't just go through hell for nothing.
He sighed, trying the math in his clouded head.
Fifty years... I’ll
be eighty – no, eighty three.
Just thinking about it made him feel old.
That’s a long, lonely fifty years for me. Because if anyone comes around trying to make friends... I’ll
have to kill them.
 

Four hours later a
naval
aircraft blew overhead at high altitude, snapping pictures of the seismic disturbance
center. The man on the ground below, much too far to see clearly through the jungle cover, didn't even look up.
He was too busy sharpening a makeshift spear.
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