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shock zero : project neantis

a System Shock/Deus Ex hybrid

prologue

We met in a little bar down the street where I live. I know, I should have chosen a safer place, but I didn’t really have time to prepare the meeting. On the phone he had said it was important. I don’t have much experience, I know. But I can feel when a case is worth taking. And this one, well, it sure felt like something I couldn’t refuse.

I had arrived early, and when the guy came in, I let him look around, obviously searching for a familiar face. I waited to have my beer served before calling him at last. In situations like that, it's always better to have them wait a bit before the meeting, preferably stressed and tense.

He sat on the stool, cautiously. He didn’t seem to believe I was the one he had called. He probably expected something less... common, I guess. I always do my best not to get noticed. It's part of the job. He had a quick look at my drink and ordered the same thing. He was so nervous I thought he was going to break down. Good. They talk more when they’re like that. It helps.

Wait. Maybe I am going too fast here; I haven’t quite introduced myself properly. Which does not mean that I will, actually, but I should have put some sort of introduction, instead of abruptly beginning this story like I just did. 

…

I work, or rather, I worked for a corporation, called Nara Pharmaceuticals. I was part of their security department, a section called Nara Security Division, or NSD. My job was to trace and recover data and files stolen by crackers and other cyber-thieves to the company, and find these individuals. The first part of the job usually is the easiest one. In this case, there would be an exception.

As I said, I’m still quite new to this job. I’ve only been working for Nara for a few years, and I arrived here in New Atlanta only one and a half year ago, and I'm still not accustomed to the size of the city.

The thing is, when everything is in one way or another connected to a chip, you have to learn the basics of electronics and know how to use a terminal, because otherwise you’re out of the market, even if you’re a rocket scientist. That’s what I did, though with no such material upstairs. And I decided to become a bounty hunter, a guy who hunts pirates, cyber-thieves and all those crackers who enter everyone's computers without being invited.

Although it's not as rewarding as everyone thinks, it's a good business. You get to play with the Megacorp’s Archives without having to explain why (well, most of the time), and the pay is as high as the data is confidential. It’s a shadow job, people don’t know we exist. More exactly, they know, but suppose we’re just maintenance guys of some sort.

That’s a good way to define our job. Maintenance. We clean the market of any undesirable source of problems. Sometimes we can even take their gear as a bonus... I’m starting to digress, so I’ll get back to my story.

That guy.

He was nervous, and looked like a techno-junkie. One plug near the left ear, he had a mini StorImp, an implant that allowed storing up to 20 Gb in a microchip connected to his memory. Another plug in his arm, for C-space, surely. Those things costed a lot, but his clothes looked old. I assumed he had blown up his money in a super gear without having the means to exploit it afterwards... 

We chatted a bit. What I learned about him (without giving much info about myself) confirmed my theory. He was an ex-employee of the Nara Broadcasting Network, Nara’s Media division. And he’d been fired a few months before for reasons, well, what a surprise, that were confidential.

Since he worked on what they usually call “special projects”, that is, secret material that supposedly does not even exist, he had the feeling he had seen something that should have stayed hidden. He couldn’t say what, of course, and he hadn’t tried to enter the Archive to find out for himself what it was all about. So he had decided to look for a partner instead, and hire someone to do the dirty job. He implied that it was related to new healing techniques, but it was very vague and when he started using medical terminology, I didn’t really understand what he was talking about. I stopped him and asked him to tell me what I had to do, and leave. If he stayed too long, we could be spotted together, and from there I could be recognized, and that wasn’t part of the plan.

He wanted me to enter the Archive and have a look, and find a certain file at a certain location. This kind of job was one of the easiest of the trade. Sometimes I didn’t even charge it anymore.

But there was this little detail: this guy wanted me to infiltrate the network of the corporation that was hiring me. Maybe he had nothing to lose, but I on the other hand, wasn’t very motivated. You see, Nara Pharmaceuticals is one of the Big Three, the three biggest megacorps that ever existed, and to attack one of them you generally need first to have a good reason, and second to have a perfect way out. This sort of corps doesn’t care about trivial things like the police, they have their own security departments (like the NSD for Nara, which I was a part of) and I knew their methods.

Still, if I’m telling you this, you’ll guess that I accepted eventually. I won’t tell you why, because I honestly don’t know exactly. The pay was good, I was tired of this company, the thrill of this kind of experience... Choose yourself, it’s a bit of each.

I accepted. 

chapter one

Still with me? OK. 

So, I was here in that bar, with the guy in front of me. I told him I needed to think about it, but both of us knew I would do it eventually. Sometimes the challenge is just too attractive. And to be fair, I needed the money anyway.

The Nara Broadcasting Network was located in a big building, in the south of the city. Sector 71-H. We both agreed on the fact I would need a safe place to work; There were some old condos out there, and I wanted to stay physically close to the building. I chose one in the 71-G, three blocks from Nara’s HQ. From a general point of view, it was quite dangerous, because if there was a problem, Nara’s private militia would be knocking on the door within minutes. On the other hand, being that close allowed performing some ops and hacks that else couldn’t be done, because I could connect directly to one of the mainframe’s peripherals, which gave me direct access to the database. Besides, paradoxically, this apartment was quite safe, with cameras on the door and windows to look outside, and a secure phone line that guaranteed a safe access to the first section of the target network.

I guess you’re wondering why it took minutes to turn me into one of those I once chased. Money wasn’t a reason, it was… just an incentive. Truth is, I had discovered some dirty secrets about my corp, things I had found hard-coded in one of my target’s personal HarDrImp. The HarDrImp, a HardDrive Implant, was truely a jewel. Remember the StorImp I mentioned? Well a HarDrImp was like, ten times as powerful and there was an embedded biochip inside. This thing was able to think for you, the way a computer thinks, efficiently, flawlessly, it was like having a Mind Boost, so you were sort of a genius during the few minutes it lasted. 

That guy, Remora, well his problem was that as powerful as it might be, the chip didn’t change anything physical, so he was still stuck by physical laws, like gravity. And contrary to the shockproof implant, he hadn’t survived a 100-story fall somewhere in a little town called Cimic. 

Once I connected it to the computer, the chip uploaded everything on my OD before running out of power. What I read was amazing. Money transfers, Bribes, Special Ops, Covert Ops, Secret Projects… This guy had stored enough data in there to bring down a dozen megacorps at least, and the first on the list was Nara, one of the biggest. And the one I worked for.

I had no reason to think it was a fake. Remora was famous, a VIP among the cybercrack community. And Nara had asked me to get him by all means necessary, force allowed, lethal force allowed. I transferred everything on a secure disk, and wiped everything. I ran three checks to be sure the drive was clean, and told the Corp the implant had been too damaged and was unrecoverable. I certified the pirate had no other way to store his data, and assured them they could get some rest now the threat had been eliminated.

From that day, I had stopped hunting without discrimination. I studied the thieves’ lives, their motivations, their goals. I investigated in their circles, their clubs, their gatherings. 

I became one of them.

It wasn’t easy, mind you. This underworld has its own rules and laws. And I wasn’t exactly a newbie, I already had a reputation in certain circles. But apart from my affiliation with Nara, I had always followed and respected the rules, so the difficult thing to accept for them was that I wasn’t against them anymore; every once in a while, a hunter will play nice and be friendly, only to catch everything that moves later. It doesn’t happen often, as doing this is the equivalent of committing suicide, but it does, so I had to be careful.

After talking with my informant (and future employer) again a few months later, I went back to Cimic. I wanted to show the disk to a guy I knew there, a hacker called Ghiran. Ghiran was a free-lance programmer, specialized in security and data protection. He worked for anyone who could afford his skills, but had never crossed the border to do illegal stuff for his own profit. I had worked with him a few years before, undercover, as he nonetheless wanted to keep a good reputation in the C-Zone. He was clear.

At first sight, the guy who had cracked Nara’s security was brilliant. Surely, his HarDrImp had helped, but the way he thought out his plan of action, the way he infiltrated the network, the way he slipped though the watchdogs, everything pointed at a mastermind. Pity he was dead. Ghiran was the only guy I knew with similar knowledge. He could retrace anything back to where the first 0s and 1s had been typed.

I found him in his “cloak”, a safe-room, so to speak, that he had built in a warehouse near Cimic. It was a kind of wireless communication vault, surrounded by an intricated network of cables and wires, and hung halfway between floor and ceiling. He had explained to me once that this structure radiated some kind of waves that blocked everything in or out unless he authorized it, but the theories behind it made Quantum Physics look like a child’s play. 

The warehouse door, however, looked like any other door, except for…

-“Yo, Ghiran, uncloak please…”

-“One moment” answered a metallic synthesized voiced “Place you hand on the handle and look at the light.”

I obeyed. A few moments later, my fingerprints and retinal scan were identified and the computer checked that I was in the “authorized” category.

-“You are Jeremiah Mallory, Nara Pharmaceuticals Security Division, ID #2-4601. Krrrrzzzbbb…”

There was a noise and Ghiran’s voice replaced the robot’s.

-“Hey Jer, is that really you? How you doin’?”

-“I’m fine. Got something for you, can you open now?” I sighed.

-“Sure, no prob. Wait a sec…”

The red light disappeared as I heard whirling noises inside. Then a green light flickered on, and the speakers buzzed back on too.

-“Unlocked. You know the way. Check for booby traps…” He laughed.

Ghiran’s paranoia was as funny as a broken leg. He had placed traps everywhere in the warehouse, and everywhere here means everywhere a man could walk, touch, or even fly to, provided he had one of those Campeda jetpack prototypes. The effects ranged from a short eletrical shock to a certain death, depending how far you were from the cloak. The cloak itself had an internal security lock that prevented unauthorized entry, and if by any chance this lock was broken, there was a hydrogen cell-powered minibomb cluster inside that would vaporize all the systems (and the warehouse as well) within a tenth of a second. 

Did I mention Ghiran was paranoid?

He was waiting for me besides the cloak. The thing was more or less sphere-shaped, and it was always very strange to look at, as it looked like it was floating in the air. I handed Ghiran the dead implant and the disk.

-“Here’s the jewel.”

He whistled.

-“Well well well… Now that’s interesting.” He looked back at me “Forget what you’ve done before, you’re not in the same league now, Jer. That thing’s precious, if you stole it the owner will kill to have it back. Seriously.” 

-“Nothing to worry about. He fell off a building last yea, a few miles north from here. And I already know what’s inside, Abe, what’d like to know is if there’s a way to trace it back to where it was before.”

He looked at me, puzzled, then looked back at the Implant, and checked the disk. 

- “It’s about Nara? Wait…” He read some more, frowned. “Nara and… wow, man, that’s interesting; It’ll take a while to read everything.” 

-“I know what it is, I told you. Can you trace it?”

-“ Well I dunno… I… I guess I can trace it back, but why would you want to do that? Usually the info is enough. And you say the guy’s dead.”

-“Well, yeah, and I also say… “ I lowered my voice “… that my employers don’t… really know I’m here, see what I mean?”

He looked even more puzzled, then a big smile appeared on his face.

-“You gotta be kidding.”

-“I’m dead serious. You find where the stuff comes from, that’s all I ask. It’s not illegal.”

-“No, but… Geez, Jeremiah Mallory, a ghoster. Who would have thought that?” (Ghoster was the nickname given to former hunters who became crackers themsleves)

-“I’m not a ghoster, Abe. I just want information.”

-“Sure, man, whatever you say. Info about your Corp, and your Corp is not aware. I only have one name for that.”

-“Oh, nevermind… Just do it okay?”

-“Okay okay… Come back in, say… three days, alright?”

-“Good for me. Needless to say, be careful. It’s very sensitive info…”

-“Hey, do you know who you’re talking to?” He emphatically showed the room. “I’m the best you can find. And you know that.”

-“Forget that.” I smiled “I’ll be back in three days. Thanks.”

-“No problem.”

I took the last shuttle back to New Atlanta that night. It probably saved my life. We don’t know yet what really happened, but what’s certain is that nobody’s left to tell us. The following morning, an explosion in one of the city’s secondary mainframe grids shut down the powerplant’s backup generator. It happened at the time when the main generator is down, and all the systems are updated, and the consequence was a massive crash of the whole plant. This event exploited a flaw in the system, as it thought the reactor was stopped and sealed the cooling circuits one after the other. After an hour or so, the temperature inside the core reached the critical level, and the whole plant blew up. Half of Cimic was reduced to a pile of radioactive ashes. And this half included the industrial sector, and as a consequence, Ghiran’s cloak.

The NSD (Nara Security Division) knew I had gone to Cimic, but not that I was back. I was talking to Ghiran when it happened. He had spent the whole night on the disk, and was all excited. The thing was so clean, it could have been an original, he said. He managed to tell me he had sent me a copy of his analysis, and was describing the structure of the Implant’s data tree when he twitched, then the screen faded to black with a buzz. When I received the file a few minutes later, the News networks were starting to display images of the blast taken by one of their low orbit satellites. And I learned why the com channels had melted.

The file was just the beginning of what Ghiran could have done, but it was extremely well structured and I could analyze it without much trouble, with the help of the best of my knowledge and a bottle of cheap SyntheVodka. Most of the files on the implant had been stripped off their characteristics, cleaned and cleaned again, but Ghiran had managed to detect bits of data here and there that pointed at several facilities on Earth, the Moon, Mars and Europa.  The one on the Moon seemed of particular interest to him, because officially it was only an old military base, converted to a storage facility, and ready to be decommissioned. Yet, the files with this base’s ID were about several recent breakthroughs in Space Technology and BioTech, two domains Nara excelled at, and certainly not the kind of stuff you’d find in a derelict warehouse like the Moon’s.

I decided not to tell Nara I was back. I hacked into the flights database, and deleted my ticket from the shuttle’s log. I erased all evidence that I had ever left Cimic, and forged a new ID in order to leave New Atlanta again unnoticed. I needed to clear things up before undertaking the Nara HQ hack. Three hours later, I took a flight to Orlando. As Dr. Dennis Watts, I had booked a room in the International GraviDome Hotel. A few miles up.

I was headed to space.

chapter two

The International GraviDome is one of the first hotels ever built between Earth and the Moon, free from the Earth’s gravitational field. From a shuttle or any outside viewer, it looks like a gigantic wheel, with an inner and an outer ring, and a central node with a huge glass dome in the middle. The rings are independent from each other, and each is rotating at a speed that recreates normal gravity inside. It’s possible to go from one ring to the other using the node’s corridors, but these are zero-G. The central node is composed of restaurants and of the main entertainment complex, but its main attraction, the dome, is zero-G as well. All in all, it’s like three different rings rotating at different speeds, but fully connected to each other. 

On the opposite side of the dome, on the central node, you’ll find the docking platform. Contrary to what some movies of the past show, it’s easier to dock at a seemingly motionless bulkhead than to follow one on the external ring until the computer says both ships are synchronized and it’s okay to land.

The central docking platform is disconnected from the rest so that it keeps the same orientation no matter how fast the station rotates. And if it cost a lot of scientists’s braincells to come up with a good, perfectly synchronized solution, it saved a lot of pilots’ lives. In the first four decades of private space exploration, there were about three dozen casualties a year. After the SynchroDocks were developed by Campeda Technologies, and the system was implemented into all spacecrafts, that figure dived to two casualties a decade. The International GraviDome itself opened its doors seven years ago, and never had any accident. 

I arrived at the GraviDome two days after Ghiran’s demise and the destruction of Cimic. I didn’t really know where to go, or what to do. I had an iso image of the implant, my disk, and all the material needed to work on it, but what the hell was I going to do thousands of miles from my home planet? When I first stepped inside the GraviDome, I realized I didn’t have a clue. My ID card was scanned and I was directed to my room, on the outer ring. After the door closed, I pushed the button to extend the bed, and lied down. I had to think. 

The Moon Facility was built on the model of those late-20th century missile bases, which was normal, as it had been one. It was what was known as a “Titan Base”, composed of two underground domes for the crew, and three underground silos for the missiles, with three sub-silos each for fuel and oxygen and the rest, and another underground vault for communications. When they had sold them to private owners (in this case, Nara Pharmaceuticals), the Military had taken out all their machinery, and Nara had refurbished the whole place. The two underground domes were now used for control and maintenance, while the silos were re-arranged for data storage. Millions of datadisks were stored in these three tubes, a priceless database, but only a fraction of what Nara had done in the last twenty years.

Nara had three facilities like this one on the Moon. They were called Lana, Frederika and Carolina. The one Ghiran had identified was Frederika, the oldest one, and officially it was only used to store old administrative records. In fact, it was scheduled for demolition the following year, and only one silo was still in use. A center like that was not supposed to store sensitive files. 

But I was in a hotel tens of thousands of miles from there, or from Earth for that matter. How would I go there? I could book a flight to the moon, and decide from there, but that’s what I had first thought in New Atlanta about this GraviDome hotel, and I had no idea what to do next. Extra-Vehicular activities were not encouraged, even on the Moon. 

However, there was a small town south of Frederika, called Renaissance. A mining center, with several individual domes outside the main shield. I could fly there and rent a vehicle to Frederika, but then they would detect my car, and Renaissance would have my DNA on their records anyway. (DNA ID was required on the Moon for EVA, in case something happened to you.) And stealing a vehicle was out of question. There was a very good theft-deterrent system out there, Isolation. They left you with one week of food and water in the middle of nowhere, and you could try to go back to civilization by yourself. This policy had been deemed anti-constitutional by some, but a court had decided that the Moon was “a place were men face death permanently, and as a consequence, where extreme measures could be taken to preserve and protect law and order in the colonies”, and so had allowed it.

And then, I thought, wait a sec…

I was thinking as Dr Watts there. But I was J. Mallory, from NSD. I started to imagine a plan to go directly to Frederika. I ran a scan on the hotel’s system. They were clean. No bugs of any kind. Good. I connected a jammer to the plug, and rescanned the lines. Then I plugged my computer back into the network. Nothing. It was invisible. I cracked the station’s codes and entered the administrative systems, where the communication codes were stored. A few minutes later, I entered them in my CPU and the computer sent them back to the station, twice in a row. The electronic echo created in the systems jammed the communication channels, allowing me to infiltrate the restricted networks. Once in, I disconnected the jammer and let the wireless com lead me to the Moon. 

My signal was piggybacked on the hourly status report the station sent to the Earth and the Moon. Nobody could detect it. It was a flaw in the communication ports I had discovered a few years before, when I was looking for a cracker nicknamed ‘MrGibbons’. This guy almost managed to escape by sending a ghost echo in my tracking station, an echo like the one I was using now. Very clever.

Once in the Moon’s mainframe, it was easy, all the bases are connected together with the CAIN, the Centralized Artificial Intelligence Network. It’s not really an artificial intelligence, but it monitors all the life support systems and as such it’s the perfect way in. It’s composed of thousands of biochips scattered everywhere in the bases’ structure. And it’s connected to all the computers on the Moon, without exception.

I managed to enter in Renaissance, and scheduled a Nara priority trip from there to Frederika the following morning. Then I cracked Frederika’s network and sent a fake memo about security inspections for the next month. I buried it under a few other emails, and marked it as read for every recipient. I then left the base’s network before being kicked out, and once outside, I went back to Renaissance. I had to create another backup ID. I booked a room in a cheap motel under the name of a journalist I knew on Earth, Vic Matthews, and arranged a meeting between the Governor’s PR representative and me in the afternoon. Then, I quickly slipped out of the system. I disconnected completely and looked at my watch. It had taken only fifteen minutes. And it was time for lunch.

---

Renaissance was a typical little city of the first half of 21nd century. A typical space colony, that is; domes, visible life support systems, emergency bulkheads and fire extinguishers everywhere… This colony had been created in 2035 and the mines, according to the scientists, had only given a tenth of their minerals so far. It was a little colony, but one of the richest. That’s why the UN Military had decided to build a defensive compound near Renaissance and other mining stations, with three missiles inside each, and enough warheads to destroy the entire solar system. Ten years later, they had realized they had made a mistake and acknowledged there was no enemy to fire them at, and left the place. Nara had come and bought three of these bases. There were about two dozens of them on the Moon, and a few more in Europa, the first really farspace terran colony. Mars, colonized in the late 2050s, had benefited from the UNM policy change, and developed its own defense system, that wasn’t based on nukes. Military nukes had eventually been totally banned in 2062, but fusion was still in use to provide power.

Renaissance, with little less than 55 000 inhabitants, had its own fusion plant, actually. As a mining center, it was rich enough to afford one, and didn’t belong to the MCPN, the Moon Central Power Network, a sort of guild based on power sharing used for smaller colonies. They had their own governor, and could grow their own hydroponics, which gave them the status of “dependent free-lance”, so to speak, as far as Earth was concerned. 

From the outside, it looked like any other colony. I landed at the R1 spaceport in the morning and proceeded to the 'personal vehicle' section. I had bought a map in the shuttle and studied my options during the five hours the flight had lasted. I could rent a lunar jeep for a day or two, and go anywhere I wanted, without being asked about it. I just had to show my NSD ID card at the desk, explain what I wanted, and voilà, DNA sampling wasn’t required, privilege of the rank. I checked their registration system. Noting to worry about. Their updates (and my name) wouldn’t reach Earth before at least two days. 

The problem was Frederika. Nara had top-of-the-line networks and machines there, with encrypted optical transfer and quantacom dishes outside. A signal would take seconds to reach the New Atlanta HQ. A minute, if I was lucky.

I had to study the network/dish structure. Basing my work on what I knew, I started to write a virus that would keep my ID in a loop for the time I’d stay on the Moon, and if I could, for the time I’d specify in the program, even. Officially, I was dead for Nara. Turning up alive in one of their facilities where I had no right to go whatsoever, that would look slightly suspect, in my opinion.

I prepared a section of the virus to create a virtual folder coded with my ID. When my NSD card would be scanned, the folder would be filled with info and sent to the dish. But, at that moment, the dish would use another folder, the virtual one. The dish’s biochip wasn’t smart, it was just used for in and out queries, and so it would go back and forth between my folder and my virtual folder, trying to decide which one to send. But if I let it do that indefinitely, it would increasingly slow down the network until it crashed. A second section was set up, a countdown ending three hours after my departure would then cause a minor crash and reset the dish. After a reboot, both my folder and my virtual folder would be gone, and the virus would self-destruct. Without a trace.

Well, that was the plan anyway. The only problem was, I had to check the dish’s configuration to tune the program accordingly, because otherwise the virus wouldn’t even start. Fortunately, a pair of good binoculars was all I needed for that, as I already knew what kind of dish it was; I only had to see where the distro box was located, what kind of cables went in and out, what switches… No need to be close. Once the network setup entered in the virus, the program’s logic would compute the rest all by itself. And of course, I didn’t forget to immunize the virus against all the logic probes, watchdogs and cyberenforcers used by Nara. I used them all. I knew their weaknesses. It took me two more hours to compile the rest of the program. Exhausted, I switched off my computer, looked around, and smiled. It looked like the Jeep was waiting for me, a big white ovoid thing with four huge sphere-shaped wheels. I sat inside and programmed the GPS and autopilot.

Piece of cake.

chapter three

Lunar colonies are protected by a huge electromagnetic dome called ‘the shield’, that blocks out all interferences and radiations from the sun or space. Outside of the shield, you can usually count on your suit or your vehicle, but the protection’s minimal. People say you can rely on a shield for three generations, but you’ll be lucky if your SUV (Space Utility Vehicle) lasts three days before giving up.

Thanks to my NSD privilege, I had a stronger Jeep though. I had enough batteries, air and nutripacks to stay outside a grand total of five days and six hours. About three times as much as I needed, but you never can tell. It was also equipped with a topnotch GPS receiver, a toy I had bought at one of the Survival Stores in the Renaissance Mall. I modified the program and replaced the antenna to run this machine at the speed of the Military-grade units, and precisely enough to read the newspapers from orbit. I needed to locate the quantacom dish very accurately, otherwise the virus would not recognize the mainframe configuration.

I left Renaissance shortly after lunchtime. After setting up the navigator and GPS, I didn’t have anything to do. The autopilot drove the vehicle and avoided obstacles thanks to a radar integrated in the forward shields; Manual drive was only available for short distances and parking, not for cruise mode. I had two hours to kill, and after putting the last finishing touches to my program, I tried to come up with a good excuse to show up at Frederika like that.

Cimic seemed a good place to start. In the case my virus didn’t work properly, they’d know I had been there and officially died there. Although in my last two trips I hadn’t paid them a visit, I knew there was a Nara R&D building in Cimic. I could pretend that I was undercover after the blast because…

… Because traces in the network led me to believe files had been stolen on several facilities, including this one? That was corny. Let’s see… The Cimic center worked on cybernetics as far as I knew. Frederika stored administrative records. What sort of missing link could I possibly find?

Or, I could play dumb and pretend I didn’t really know what to look for, and just say there was a vague connection between Cimic and the Moon. But then I wouldn’t stay long, they would just show me their screens and files and that’s it. Not good. I needed accesss to the whole thing, silos included. Ghiran had been very precise on the first few references.

I just had to hope my virus was perfect. Then, I could arrive and present myself as an undercover agent, sent by the New Atlanta HQ, and keep my motives secret, which would allow me not to bother creating fake ones. I could expect an unscheduled inspection would freak them out anyway. 

A short beep alerted me. We were approaching. I disconnected the cruise mode and drove carefully behind the hills and craters. They had a short-range radar to detect incoming traffic, and I didn’t want to appear on their screen yet. I managed to find a good shelter from where I could see the huge quantacom dish, installed on the roof of the base’s only surface building. It was a white, cubic concrete building, pressurized and shielded. Inside, a large lift connected the surface to an underground storage area, which itself would lead to the control domes, to the storage silos, or to the com vault. The latter, in fact, had only been in use when the Military owned the base. I had read a description of the Titan I bases and the way Nara had changed them, and it appeared the Com Center was located on the second floor of the main Command Dome. Nara had also added a landing pad nearby, but it was never used, or so had I heard. Apparently, it was a “just in case” procedure.

I measured the distance and calculated the dish’s coordinates. I then entered them in the program with a precise description of the distro box and the way it was connected to the network, and compressed the whole thing. Finished. I took my gear, left the Jeep and walked a short distance, then deployed a short antenna, scanning the area, looking for an old maintenance network I had detected the day before, that was used for low-priority reports and day-to-day communication between Renaissance and Frederika. Once in, I dodged the active firewalls and entered the facility’s network, finding my way through the system to the dish. Downloading the virus into the dish’s dataloop took less than five seconds. I started the data sequencing, then left the system and closed all the (virtual) doors behind me. 

Now I only had to hope it would work. I prepared my two stories, the undercover op and the Cimic investigation, and checked if there was anything in my explanations that looked wrong. Everything did. I sighed, closed my eyes for a moment, and blamed it all on the stress. It was too late to step back anyway.

Fifteen minutes later, my Jeep stopped in front of the cube’s big bulhead doors. My intercom buzzed and a small screen opened on the dashboard on front of me. A man in uniform appeared.

-“You are in a restricted area. Please, identify yourself.”

-“I’m Jeremiah Mallory, from NSD. I’m here for an inspection of your facility and systems.” I showed my ID to the small camera. The man, a sergent by the name of Wilkins, checked it and typed something on the keyboard in front of him. 

-“Wait a second, sir.”

There were noises and I knew he had sent a request to the headquarters. That’s more or less the moment when my decoy was to start functioning. It analyzed the request, kept the data in a perpetual loop inside the quantacom, and sent back a confirmation code extracted from the dish’s dataloop.

The bulkhead opened silently. 

-“Drive to the green area and don’t step out of the vehicle until our notice, please.”

-“Ten-four. Over.”

-“See you inside.” He cut the intercom and the car became silent. I had passed the first test. Now I could only hope the virus would hold the line long enough for me to check my stuff and leave the place. I had set up a three-hour countdown. I checked my cover one last time, and drove in. I didn’t really have a choice anyway at that point. The bulkhead doors closed behind the car, and Wilkins restored the atmosphere inside while the lift was going down to the underground levels.

The door opened, and I smelled the rough, metallic atmosphere of Frederika. I was in a square room, with four pillars in each corner supporting a huge rectangular projector towards the center, which was, in that case, me and my car. High above, I heard the lift’s doors close. In front of the car, there was another bulkhead door, and behind me, a smaller bulkhead, which I assumed lead to the base’s discarded com vault. A dozen of dynacrates were piled up nearby, and two water containers that looked empty. Campeda’s automotion Dynacrates were used to transport cargo or food. They could store up to one ton of material each, were shockproof, pressurized, and were equipped with a retractable 4WD gear allowing to remote control them. On the Moon, they were basically considered as universal storage multi-tools.

I noticed some of them were modified Medicrates, and two were visibly reinforced security crates. That was odd, but not impossible. I took it as a sign the base wasn’t what it looked like, though. I was going to have a closer look when I noticed the security camera on top of one of the pillars, and stepped back. If looking around was a normal reaction, examining the crates would surely look suspicious to whoever was in charge in the control room. I was going to call them on the intercom when the big bulkhead opened, blowing dust everywhere in the storage area. So they worked under positive pressure, like a laboratory. Surely they took care of their databank. I saw Wilkins in a protective suit, followed by two men dressed the same way, but with an assault rifle too. A Mark V plasmagun, with an IR-scope. Wow. Meatspace security was no joke here.

Wilkins went closer and looked at the Jeep.

-“Nice car, Mr Mallory.”

-“… Thanks… ” I pointed at the two guards. “Nice guns, too.”

Why hesitate? 

He laughed, and looked at them. “It’s okay, lower your weapons.” He turned back to me “Sorry, standard procedure here. We’re not used to visitors. And to tell the truth, I don’t know why the hell you’re here.”

Obviously, I couldn’t answer that to be perfectly honest, I was wondering exactly the same.

-“It’s an inspection. I’m from NSD, we have reasons to believe there may be threats against us and our network, and your base’s on the list of potential targets.”

-“What?”

-“There have been several attacks lately against Nara divisions. We are investigating the causes and goals. I’m here to have a look at your network and databank, and determine if there are reasons to be worried.”

-“Sure.” Strange, he didn’t react. “In that case, follow me, Mr Mallory, I’ll show you the control room. Then you’ll visit the facility if you want, one of my men will guide you.”

-“Thanks”

-“Are you aware we have only one active silo left? This base will be destroyed and buried next year. What reasons do you have to believe it’s so high on their priority list?”

I could tell he was worried, but I couldn’t really see why. I decided to keep my cards hidden.

-“That’s classified I’m afraid. But you know, it’s just a routine check. I’m sure you’ll be safe anyway.”

During the conversation, we had walked inside the corridor, and the doors closed behind us. He took off his protective suit, and we went through a decontamination shower and UV sterilizer. Strange. There had never been any disease on the Moon. What were they afraid of?

We went through another corridor.

-“How long have you been here, Wilkins?”

-“Just over three years, sir. It took me a whole semester just to get accustomed to this lograv environment.”

Oh yes, Indeed. I said we were walking, but to be correct, it was more like awkward jumps and dives, and after a while I couldn’t help but feel I shouldn’t have eaten that much at breakfast.

We finally arrived at a blast door; He typed a code and showed his eye to a retinal scan.

-“We have the Control Room right there on your left. If you keep walking that way, you’ll get to the silos. Only Silo B is operational, the others are sealed and empty. We still keep them pressurized though, just in case. We have dismantled everything there, however.”

His voice didn’t sound normal. He sounded and looked stressed. What was whappening here?

We entered the control room and went directly to the second floor. The Control Room was a huge concrete dome, able to resist a nuclear blast. The lower level was equipped with all kind of sensors and monitors, and was used to control the environment inside the silos. Quite logically, two thirds of the equipment was offline. It had been disconnected, and apparently it was to stay here and be destroyed with the base. On the second level, the facility’s crew controlled the security and communications. I noticed the com unit in a corner, but quickly focused on the bigger computer in the center of the room. It was half covered with old plastic protective sheets and dirt, as though it had been here for years, but I could tell it wasn’t. It was a brand-new bioCPU cluster with optitronic enhancements, worth millions. This thing had been built in the last six months at the most. I did my best to hide my surprise. Only scientists and military technicians got to use this sort of computers. It had nothing to do with administrative maintenance. I looked away and glanced at the screens and walls, trying to remember when exactly I had received this mission about the HarDrImp. BioTech and Space. Frederika was more than a storage facility, now I could swear it.

I sat at a desk and asked the codes for the basic network, the same ones I had cracked an hour before to send my virus. I checked the program was still running; I had one hundred and nine minutes left. I browsed the records and libraries, and created a ghost copy of the results to be sent at the Renaissance Motel. Then I realized that contrary to what it seemed, the cameras did not work in the abandoned silos. They were displaying a constant loop of still views of the silos, stored in a parallel database. Impressive. That had to be the reason why the guy looked so tense. I asked them to leave me alone to do my work, that would be quick, don’t worry, I’ll be away in a sec… and forked the database to analyze its structure.

Changing the coordinates, modifying passwords, I compiled a new stream of information and retro-engineered the decoy. It was a fantastic job, and it was a real challenge to work on a program worthy of my skill, for a change. This protection was really good. I eventually managed to get into the correct database, gaining access to the real cameras. And I discovered the secret of Frederika.

Inside Silo A, I could see three levels of R&D labs, dedicated, as far as I could see, to some kind of biomechanical technology. I saw scientists (they were wearing lab coats) analyzing the motions of what looked like a robotic spider, and its reactions when it was attacked. Sensors and radars surrounded its «head», and the body and arms were covered with a sort of organic skin. I was wondering what was so special about it, when the thing attacked a dummy that was there. The dummy apparently was full of meat, to make it look or smell like a human being. The spider ripped it off and started eating it. I looked around me to see if anyone had seen the scene, then looked back at the screen. There was no mistake. The robot was absorbing the dummy. To erase all evidence, or generate power? I couldn’t tell, but it left nothing behind. After that, it went in a corner and kind of fell asleep. I tried to connect to the silo’s network, but the protections were set too high. Another camera showed a prosthetic arm made of the same matter as the spider. It was autonomous. It could move and grab objects. It was amazing.

Below this section, there was a collection of creatures like the spider. Robots that could move faster than anything I had seen before, and even androids. All organo-robotics.

In the lower level, however, it wasn’t just that. There was only one camera, in a corridor, in front of a glass door. On the other side I could see a surgical table and another couple of scientists who were apparently discussing some kind of scan. 

I had enough time to see there was a body on the table, then the image froze and disappeared. Damn. Bad news for me. I checked the systems and saw a tracking bug was slowly going all the way to my computer. I looked around, Wilkins had left the room and nobody was looking. They didn’t pay attention. I disconnected quickly, left the table, and walked to the lower level, in the Silo maintenance area. I had to find a way to Silo A. I recognized one of the two guards at a desk, and asked him to show me the way to Silo B. He had heard Wilkins tell me I could visit it, so he just finished his work, took a deck of opto-magnetic cards and opened the door. 

I looked at my watch. One hour to go. I had to find where the files on the HardDrImp came from, and their context. And this Silo A lab was very intriguing. The guard opened a little door and we entered a small room with a big window showing the inside of silo B. It was a big white cylinder, with hundreds of disks stored in hundreds of tiny individual compartments on the walls. There were four cylinders of different sizes, one inside the other like these Russian dolls. A computer console in the room allowed to select a specific disk, by controlling a robotic arm fixed on the cylinder’s roof that extended to the disk to read it. 

The room was empty, clean, empty, and equipped with independent climate-control. And empty.

The guard started talking about how to use the computer, but I had already made up my mind; I grabbed him by the neck and projected him on the door, then knocked him out. I glanced outside. Nobody had heard anything. I locked the door and ran to the console. Finding the disks took only minutes, and I quickly made a copy on my own computer.

Since I had triggered the tracking bug, five minutes had passed. I looked at the console and opened the maintenance panel. Could I re-arrange the wires? Tricky. I could start a fire, and that’s not a good idea when you’re miles away from the first space station. The primary board controlled the console, the secondary board controlled the silo’s arm. There was a distro box under the console, but no ports. I disconnected the arm and looked at the cables. Nothing I could use. And contrary to what I had first thought, I couldn’t use the vent ducts, they were too small.

Time was running, I started to feel a tad nervous. I was running out of options. I glanced through the window and looked down. The room was located about 100ft above the silo’s floor. Then I had an idea. I reconnected the boards together and added a few modifications to the wires, then took the guard’s intercom and earplug, went back to the door and walked as calmly as I could towards the main bulkhead. Ten minutes had passed. The com vault! How could I have forgotten it? This vault since the beginning had puzzled me. I couldn’t understand why they had changed the communication center’s location, when they had a perfectly valid, ready-to-use solution built on-site. Now I knew something was wrong with this base, re-affecting the vault to a different purpose made sense, although I didn’t really know at that point what they were using it for.

My Jeep was still there, unguarded. It reminded me I had to keep in mind that the lift would require time to operate as well. I looked up. I was right. The camera was not filming the lift, as I had first thought. It was filming the smaller bulkhead, the one that supposedly opened the corridor to the com vault. Forty seven minutes left. I couldn’t afford to be polite anymore. I opened the Jeep and took what I called a ‘zapper’. It was one of my creations, a small device the size of a PDA, with a single button, very easy to operate. I pointed it at the camera, pushed the button, and the micro-fuel cell fired a polarized EM pulse in its direction. The camera emitted a strange noise and started to melt and smoke. A single-use device, sadly. 

I walked to the bulkhead and opened it. The corridor was dark and cluttered with debris of old crates and empty boxes. Apparently it was really abandoned. I walked carefully to the other end, only to find that another bulkhead blocked the way. But this time it wasn’t a standard bulkhead like the one to the Control Room. It was a High Security bulkhead, the kind you only find in jails or military bases. It was protected by a triple-layer security system, composed of voice and retinal scan, fingerprint ID, and DNA sampling. Back on Earth, with a couple of days’ delay, no problem, but it was nearly impossible to crack with the material I had with me here.

I was stuck.

Stuck. I looked around, but no debris would help. I looked at my watch. Forty minutes left. I checked the guard’s intercom, but detected no hostile activity. I closed my eyes and tried to think. Silo A was not an option anymore, all my plans had failed. I couldn’t stay here, I had to go back and try to escape. The lift controls had to be in the control room, but going back there was risky. I didn’t know how long the guard would stay unconscious. 

I went back inside the corridor. There had to be something in there… I moved the crated and debris, and just as I was about to give up, I eventually uncovered an old grate hidden below the floor. It was protected too, but they had neglected to place as many locks this time. My computer could unlock it. I launched the drill and checked my watch. Thirty minutes. 

I felt the hot pressurized air as the grate slowly opened. The ducts were dark and dusty. I did my best not to cough. The combination of old, recycled air and all these particles floating around almost made me choke. I ended in front of an air filter located on the ceiling of an airlock. Looked like a good place to start. I cut the filter with a pocket knife and jumped on the ground. The airlock was equipped with showers and lab suits, apparently it connected two pressurized areas… I took one of the suits and closed it hermetically. This way nobody would recognize me.

I entered the lab. I recognized some of the panels from the video I had seen earlier and concluded I was somewhere on the second floor. I was in a closed corridor, but large observation windows allowed to watch what was happening in the labs on either side. One of them was empty, but I could see traces of some blue matter on the tables and the floor. There was a pile of discarded eletronic components near the wall, a few scanners and computers. Everything was shut off. On the other side, three men were busy dissecting some kind of spider, of the same kind as the one I had seen earlier. This one was the same shade of blue as the matter on the other lab’s floor, and smaller than the other one. And it didn’t move at all. I looked at the corridor’s door, it was ajar. That was my chance. I stepped in and took a small PDA on a table nearby, then walked inside the lab, pretending to take notes. 

-“Careful. You’re near the coaxial…”

-“I got it. I got it… There!”

The man took a scalpel and started cutting something.

-“Easy, Morris, you’re goind to kill it…”

-“Sorry… Give me more light… There. I’m near the central node. I’m… in! Okay, plug it in.”

-“Plugged… now!”

The three looked up at the same time to a flat panel that flickered on and displayed different kinds of data. One of the three scientists pointed at a picture.

-“You see, that’s what Bronson said. It requires too much energy to run efficiently…”

-“Yeah… We could… override the secondary DMA protocols to shunt the auxilliary power supply, and… reroute the program to the main datanode, what do you think?”

He pointed a remote at the screen, and a close-up diagram of the circuits boards appeared.

-“There, we could cut this, this and… this too, and shut down this part of the body, and cook something up to activate it on demand…”

-“Yeah… I’d like to ask Fraekel first.”

-“Sure. We couldn’t do this on existing units anyway the shock would kill them… And about the mech, anyone got any idea?”

I didn’t understand a word of what they were saying. I was looking at the spider on the surgery table, it was clearly robotic, but… The blue matter that covered it… It looked like flesh. A strange flesh, something weird that creeped me out, but flesh anyway… I walked back and forth, looking at screens, manipulating the PDA, but the three didn’t pay attention to me. They were too busy studying the screen.

-“So we finally managed to combine the two… The primary unit will have to be destroyed, but this one is a beauty…”

-“Yes, the integration is complete, at last. We made it…”

I had arrived at the door. I quickly looked around, and left the room letting them congratulate themselves. I looked at my watch. I had spent ten minutes in the lab. I looked up, and saw a security camera on the wall, turning towards me. I had just enough im to hide under it, and this time I recognized the lab I had just left. It was the one I had seen from the Control Dome. I waited, then walked to this corridor’s door as fast as I could. This time, no one was there. I was in a huge cylinder, like the one in Silo B, except this one was filled with hundreds of samples, not disks. It was a unique occasion. I grabbed a few Petri dishes and threw them in a sealed bag. I was about to switch the room’s computer on to check the references when I heard steps and voices coming in my general direction. I hid behind a pillar, and listened.

-“It’s impossible” One of them said. “Our lab is quarantined, and you know it. Even the SID can’t come in…”

-“Perhaps, but there is a security breach, and it comes from your department… What’s in there?”

-“It’s the sample library.”

-“Open it.”

The door unlocked, and two men entered the room. I stopped breathing.

-“You see? There’s no one here!”

-“Dr Fraekel, I know you are upset, but we are doing this for your security, and we…”

-“I know, I know… Our security! As if some group was gonna invade this base… Wait, that’s unusual…”

Oh damn. What had I done?

-“What?”

-“I put two samples there yesterday. They should be here…”

-“So, are we still…?”

-“Wait, I didn’t say they had disappeared. I said they’re not there anymore. I’m gonna ask my assistants…”

-“Fine, if you want…”

The security guy sounded nervous. I looked around, but couldn’t see anything that could be used as a weapon… The steps came closer. Eventually I couldn’t stand it and grabbed a chair to hit the guard with. He looked at me with a shocked look, opened his mouth but couldn’t say anything. The chair hit him on the forehead and he fell on the floor, knocked out. I took the chair to the desk, switched the console on, and grabbed the guard to sit him in front of the screen. Then I took his keycards and left the room. As the door closed, I ripped the lock’s cover and triggered a short-circuit, frying the mechanism.

I had to be fast now. I ran towards the empty lab and to the airlock. Just as the door closed, I heard steps and a voice shouting me to stop. The door closed and I disconnected this lock too. I was safe, for the time being anyway. I took off the suit, put the sealed bag with the samples in my backpack, and looked up. The duct was quite high. I hadn’t thought of this little problem… I threw my bag inside, and studied the room, trying to find a way to climb to the exit. I took off my belt, climbed on a water conduit on the wall, and tied it on one of the decontamination showers. I tested the conduit’s strength, and jumped. I swinged back and forth, and finally managed to put my feet on the edge of the filter. After several minutes, I had one of my legs inside, and I could grab one of the borders. I untied the belt and threw it near the bag, then climbed inside. I was exhausted, but couldn’t wait. I had only eighteen minutes left. I almost ran out of the duct, then to the bulkhead. My back hurt like hell, and I felt as if I had smoked all the cigarettes of the world in one shot. 

To my surprise, no one was waiting for me in the central area. They were all in Silo A, it seemed. I quickly went back to the jeep, switched on the command panel and scanned the networks around, without entering them. There had to be a weak link somewhere. I closed the Jeep’s door, and went back to the console. The computer was displaying several options, but for all of them, there was a risk of casualties. I quickly looked at the files and videos again, and decided it was worth it. I had to get out of this place, no matter how. What Nara did here was not Administrative Maintenance, and I was sure they would try to prevent me from telling, well, anyone about it, just like they had told me to neutralize that cracker months before. I eventually found a weak spot and infiltrated the network for the last time. I rerouted some power to the SiloB console, and removed the machine’s surge protection. I then sent a conflicting message to both the console and the silo’s arm, and sent it in a perpetual loop. With this and the rewiring I had done, the console overheated and fire began to burn the circuit boards, setting up the alarm. I blocked the bulkhead and bypassed the security to send a fake report to the lift controls, triggering the emergency evacuation procedure. 

The lift was supposed to wait until the entire base had evacuated to the platform before going up. I generated a signal override and made it believe everyone was there, and slowly the platform started moving. Once on my way up, I knew nothing could prevent me from reaching the upper platform and the surface building, because everything was automated and nothing could interrupt it. I made sure the damage was minimal though, and I was pretty much certain they would manage to fix the fire rapidly.

Ten minutes left before the virus switch-off. I sealed off the underground base and triggered an emergency depressurization of the surface building. The doors opened, and I was able to drive out. I was free, but not as free as I had planned. I reconnected to the virus and manually launched an offensive self-destruct sequence, which completely wiped out the dish’s dataloop. It wasn’t pretty, and analyzing this hack would tell them who I was, but it was my only way to delay their reaction.

I set the cruise control at maximal speed, and leaving the Jeep drive itself back to Renaissance, I started analyzing the files. 

Ghiran was right. Nara was developing one or several new technologies, and they hadn’t told anyone about it, even the government. Even if they were afraid of industrial espionage, they had to declare their fields of research to the authorities. 

Of course, Nara Pharmaceuticals was a big international corporation, and as such had made several deals with the government and the military. I couldn’t dismiss the possibility that these secret projects were part of the black ops mentioned in the HardDrImp. After reading the first paragraphs, one thing bothered me though. 

One person, to be correct. My genius bird-wannabe technothief. Remora, the cracker.

Everything I was reading was classified information, the kind of stuff so secret that you shouldn’t find it anywhere. Almost a “destroy before reading” kind of thing. I had been extremely lucky to just have a look at it, and there I was with iso copies of two disks. And I still didn’t know how Remora had gained access to them. Besides, my informer, the angry Nara ex-employee, who wanted me to crack their Media Networks, well, he hadn’t mentioned Remora or anything, but I started to wonder why he had contacted me in the first place. Nara knew I was on the Remora case. I had opened it, worked on it, found the guy, well his corpse, and closed the file.

I suspected a loyalty test. But then I discarded this possibility. If it was one, I was fucked anyway. So I’d better start thinking of a way to find more info instead of assessing the pros and cons and whys and whynots. Okay, so I had gone to the Moon, but Ghiran’s report mentioned Mars and Europa too. Going there was a no-no, for the time being anyway. I was runnning out of fake IDs, and the screenings for farspace travels were far too advanced. I suspected my Nara NSD card wouldn’t get me anywhere anymore. Even if thanks to me, Frederika was incommunicado, they would restore power soon and the dish would be their priority. No, I couldn’t take the risk. I prepared my Vic Matthews persona and wrote down a few questions for the Governor, I was to meet his PR assistant in less than an hour.

The Jeep whirled and buzzed as it rolled towards Renaissance. 

chapter four
Renaissance was divided into three main areas. There was the Mining Center, the Administrative Center, and the “Quarters”, where about 98% of the population lived. The docks and spaceport, because of the security regulations, were located in a secured zone between the Quarters and the Admin. A long, open catwalk with a glass roof linked the three together, and a large corridor called the “Ring”, one of the rare places where small vehicles were allowed, served as the city’s main street, connecting all sectors together.

My car entered the Docking Bay as the station’s doors were closing, and a red light started flickering on the dashboard. There were two PriorityOne emails in the car’s inbox. One to say that Renaissance was on Security lockout, and the second to alert everyone that no incoming vehicle was allowed from this moment on. I looked around and saw I had been one of the last two who’d had the chance to make it inside.

Forty-five minutes had passed since I had left Frederika. To my knowledge, they couldn’t have repaired the dish yet. So unless they had another dish, it wasn’t them. Or perhaps they communicated with the HQ more frequenlty than I thought. In that case, Earth could have sent a notice to one of their nearest offices (they had a retail outlet here in Renaissance, in one of the Admin Center’s malls) and start investigating from there.

I cleaned the Jeep meticulously and left the Bay. I couldn’t afford to leave my DNA here, even though they had plenty of samples in Frederika. The way I saw it, they had no idea what had happened so far, and would wait for Frederika to contact them before deciding their course of action. 

I downloaded a free map of the station and verified the location of the motel. Checking in would present no foreseeable problem. The PR office was located nearby, in a very touristic section of the Quarters. No, I could walk there and back, ask my questions, sleep, eat, live… The question was, how long would the lockout last? I had to go back to Earth, and quick. My investigation could not afford a delay. The Media Division hack was to take place in two days, and I couldn’t arrive at my flat unprepared. Renaissance may be one of the most modern and advanced terran colonies in the system, I couldn’t stay indefinitely.

Then I remembered a detail. There were tales in the C-World about some kind of Union among LSS mechanics and engineers. Okay, so most of the guys who had told me that had spent their entire life on Earth, and so had I, but a few of them had been to space, and swore there was this sort of secret alliance between low-grade tech workers. They maintained and repaired the guts of ships and stations, were invisible and discreet. The Tech guys. I said we Enforcers were often considered as Maintenance guys with a perfect shadow job. Nobody ever noticed us. Maintenance is invisible.

It was said that you could ask them anything, if you knew how to approach them properly. An urban legend, surely, but that’s all I had. I locked myself in my room and studied the station’s maps and blueprints to see what kind of network they used. I could distinguish several units, each with a different purpose. Used water, Recycling Plant, Power… There, I had it. The Cargo Docks. There were on the lower levels of the Admin Center, but there seemed to be no locks or ID check on the way down. I noticed several bars and stores on the same level, smaller units that couldn’t be for tourists. So the workers had their own quarters and recreational area. Talk about equality! They worked their ass off for the base, didn’t get any recognition, and on top of that they were kept outside of the “normal” station. Anyway, I couldn’t go and just say hi!, I needed data.

My watch buzzed. The appointment with the PR Office. From the room’s lines, I connected to earthnet and rerouted the signals enough times to make detection nearly impossible, then introduced a crypted leechware into my personal databank at home, copying all my data from my home to my computer here. The watch buzzed again. I didn’t have time to sort it out. I locked the door, and left the motel.

Outside, the lockout was apparent to anyone gifted with a minimum of awareness. People did their business as usual, but there were guards posted at every corridor junction. I could see red lights flickering behind the counters, indications that the alarm systems were live everywhere. Offensive security was not yet visible, but the streets had been cleared out to make way for automated gun turrets. 

The guards wore Nara tags and logos and had been dispatched everywhere. I wasn’t aware how much power Nara had on this station, and I had clearly underestimated their ability to react. As I entered the PR office, I couldn’t help but notice two of them walking in my general direction. Paranoia struck. Did they have anything against me, anything that could tell them I was onboard the Gravidome or on Renaissance? As far as I knew, I had never used my real name since my departure from Earth, except on Frederika. Smart engineers could retrace my actions after Cimic, but I could see no reason to try, as I wasn’t officially working on anything important at that time.

Perhaps they maintained a closer control on some of their employees, a control I wasn’t aware of. Perhaps they had discovered somehow that I hadn’t died in Cimic. If they knew that, then tracking me to Renaissance was relatively easy for a skilled hacker, and in such a case, the connection between an incident on Frederika, Renaissance and me was painfully obvious, especially if I considered the fact Remora knew about this facility and I knew about Remora. 

I went in the first elevator I could find and pushed a button without really paying attention. I was concerned. All of a sudden, my whole operation looked really risky, and my chances to make it out of Renaissance intact very, very slim. If Nara knew about me… 

I had hoped the Governor’s office would help me find out what was going on on Renaissance and perhaps Frederika as well, questions like the importance of traffic in the last months, how supplies were managed, how all the communications between Earth, Nara, Renaissance and Frederika worked, this kind of things. My glance at Nara’s security forces was a clear indication the ties were stronger than I imagined, and I’d have to do without more info for the time being.

The elevator door opened with a ‘ding’. I looked around. The lobby in front of me was completely empty. I walked behind a pillar and took my PDA. I had to send a mail to the PR office. I couldn’t stay on Renaissance any longer, and I had to work out a way to escape to the lower levels. I quickly wrote some embarrassed excuse from my ‘secretary’ about a mess in the mail server and opened the map to see if I could find an access to the maintenance areas. I finally located an unlocked access door and soon found myself in a dark, unlit hallway that connected this part of the Admin Center with a section of the Ring below. Little by little I went accustomed to the darkness and distinguished vent ducts, electrical cables and conduits. For a second, I thought about trying to find a phone line and read what was being said on the security network, but my PDA was not shielded, and a direct access through a physical connection could attract them here within minutes. 

However… I looked at the map again. There was certainly a way from here to my motel in the Quarters. And in y room there I would recover my gear, and also the guard’s intercom. I had switched it off as soon as I had left Frederika, and more or less forgotten about it. But the guards here in Renaissance were Nara personnel too. There was a chance they used the same frequency, and even if it was a crypted com, the receiver had a built-in decoder. 

I looked at the walls and searched for signs that would indicate where I was exactly. I managed to roughly estimate my position and walked a few meters to an empty office. Apparently this part of the station was completely deserted. 

I grabbed a multitool and unscrewed the panel covering the office’s ventilation grate. If I wanted to make it to the Quarters safely and unnoticed, I’d have to crawl all the way there. 

From that moment on, I decided not to trust anyone and rely on my instinct. The fact the NSD could be aware of my presence onboard forced me to improvise an exit plan, a situation that reminded me how foolish I had been to fly here and there without an adequate preparation. The Cimic incident had changed the stakes, or so it seemed. I couldn’t consider myself safe anywhere, at least until I had decyphered the Frederika puzzle. 

The lower levels were the only chance I could think of to leave the station unnoticed. Every day, a cargo left the station to deliver the minerals gathered during the week on Earth. If I managed to make it there I could offer a bribe and board the ship. If only I could remember the passwords!! If the LSS fellowship existed, it would be a lot easier, but I had to find those damn codes first.

The end of the duct put a temporary end to this problem. According to the map I had, I had arrived in what could be considered the “basement” of my motel. The laundry, apparently, given the hot air and steam. I grabbed my multitool and started unscrewing the grate, while listening carefully for any sign that someone was there. Fortunately I had kept my key, I wouldn’t have to go all the way to the reception lobby, which would have made my duct-crawling expedition pretty much useless.

I climbed the stairs carefully, holding my breath, and peeked at the public area. The hallways were empty, and so was the lobby. I could see the receptionist watching something on his TV, and two guards outside, not really in front of the motel, but not really looking elsewhere either, if you see what I mean. I closed the door, and climbed the two stories left to my room. I almost entered my card in the door’s slot, but at the last moment I remembered the hotel’s description and started shaking. I could as well go to the guards outside and surrender. There was a little green star in the station’s guide, green for security. All the doors were connected to the reception desk, and it could detect any operation in the building. If you opened a door, the computer recorded it, with the date and the key’s serial number. If they were really looking for me, my door could be bugged, and opening it would trigger some kind of signal, an alarm or a call to the nearest police station, anything to alert them. I looked around and could see no visible electronic equipment. Of course. It was a motel, not a plant, everything was hidden somewhere in the walls. I walked along the corridor, looking for a hidden door or panel. I eventually found an old-style fuse box in the stairway. Once again, my multitool opened it for me. The fuse box contained not only fuses for the entire level, but also a tracking box and a miniature receiver for the security cameras outside. I also found a sticker indicating Daniel Falley, from MaintenAce, Inc., Renaissance, had performed the last maintenance inspection two days before. Great.

The main cable disappeared in the ground, apparently to the lobby. There were several smaller cables, but finding the one to my door would prove tricky. As far as I knew, disconnecting the whole thing would be seen as a major system failure (no shit, sherlock!) and send a signal to both the maintenance company and the lobby. Not recommended. 

I sorted out the cables and managed to tell the difference between the “door” ones and the “camera” ones. Now the problem was to find the right door.

And my PDA buzzed.

I froze. What the hell?

I looked at the screen, and didn’t recognize the number. I disconnected and blamed it on a false number when… Shit! I looked again. The PDA. Damn, I was stupid! The phone chip used sectorial localization. Disconnectling the call had sent a signal through the network telling the operator I wasn’t there to answer, and at the same time where the signal had been received and interrupted. 

I looked at the opened fuse box and the wires on the floor, trying to assess how fast they could react. Then tried to think of a diversion. I went down to the first level and found the same box in the stairway entrance. I ripped it out of the wall and disconnected all the cables, then ran back to my level, and looked outside. The receptionist appeared in the street, looking worried. My signal. I ran to my door, opened it and grabbed all my stuff the fastest I could. The leechware had not completed the copy, but I zapped the room’s phonelines anyway. Another signature. I was leaving traces everywhere, for a moment I wondered why I bothered with fake IDs…

I ran out of the room and slammed the door behind me. Outside, the guy was still waiting. I hurried back down to the laundry and in the duct. I had made sure to leave no fingerprints in this level, so I took the time to screw the grate back on the wall before crawling again. The loss of my PDA was bad, I could only remember more or less where I was going. I had kept the memory chip, but the machine itself was now lying half-burnt on the room’s floor, zapped with the motel’s phone lines. 

After turning around and around, I eventually found a way to a deserted staircase. This part of the building had been abandoned shortly after the base’s completion. It connected two secondary maintenance levels, which had been progressivelly cluttered with debris of machinery and spares, and outdated instruments and equipment. It was seldom used, and only a dozen people knew how to access it. 

I found the staircase by chance after trying several dead-end conduits that had led me from a five-star restaurant’s lobby to a public toilet. When I arrived at last in a place where I could rest a bit, claustrophobia was kicking in. I breathed heavily and swore never to crawl that long a distance again. Especially in the dark. My micro-flashlight’s battery had died thirty minutes before.

I knew where I was, but I didn’t know where it was. I tried to find a sign on the dusty walls but there were none. This place looked really abandoned. I guessed those who knew about it didn’t need any sign.

The way up was not an option, it would end on some closed door to the public area, with the guards and all. So I went farther down into the depths of Renaissance. I had to be cautious, I didn’t wear protections of any kind, while all the machinery was exposed and running. Hot-water wonduits, steam, wheels and electronics… Some corridors were so narrow they were almost like deathtraps. I walked carefully in the dirt and grease, and lost my jacket as I tried to protect my head from the sparks generated by a broken junction box. 

After the loss of my PDA I had relied on my intercom for localization. It wasn’t perfect, but enough to get me to the lower CARGO levels. I had changed the chip to put in a localization software instead, based on the signals emitted all around. The receiver was jammed to block out signals that would help locate me, but I could more or less assess how far I was from my destination.

After a while I didn’t need it anymore, and I switched it off. Small panels on the wall, recent maintenance tags on the machines… I was back in an “active” part of the station. Time to be cautious again. There were more corridors and offices, and less heavy machinery, status screens, and computer consoles. In one of the offices, I found a coat left here by some tech and borrowed it to look more like I knew what to do here, in case I met someone. Then I looked around the room and decided to stay and look at the data my computer had gathered while I was away.

I sat at a desk and took my laptop out of my backpack. Fortunately the backpack was waterproof and insulated, and nothing inside had suffered from the hazards of the trip. Because of the wacky transfer path and the hard disconnection, several files had been corrupted or were missing. I had to browse a bit before finding what I was looking for, my conversations with several ‘anonymous’ crackers in underground chatrooms and networks. Some were corrupted too, but most of them were good enough to work on. I studied the voice patterns and the vocabulary they used when talking to me. I had infiltrated and recorded several convos during my time at NSD, and I could see the difference when they were talking to a stranger. I had to admit that, after a while, after they got to know me, they had started talking more freely, but never to the point I had seen in the chatrooms I had bugged.

Several of them had nonetheless left interesting pieces of info here and there that I gathered to build a ‘LSS Guild’ file. As I said, a urban legend circulated on Earthnet, according to which the mechanics and low-grade engineers who worked in the space industry, that is, the stations on orbit, those on other planets, and the spaceports on Earth, had created some kind of a secret society, an alliance to help each other and their friends. According to most, it had appeared after the military repression of the great strikes of 2040. In september of 2039, several stations orbiting the Moon had rebelled against Earth authority and asked for more independence. They had cut contact and started working together with the Moon bases, which were half-independent already and didn’t mind as long as they sold their minerals to someone. The governments on Earth didn’t really take it very well, and after negotiating for a few months, they had sent the UNM to settle the case. They lost a spacecraft, one station was destroyed and two others damaged beyond repair, resulting in heavy casualties on both sides. Both stations’ fusion core had irradiated the rest of the craft, and many engineers had died while trying to contain the leaks. Many others were left behind when the evac pods left the stations. It had been the most serious incident of the space age since the ISS crash on Guayaquil in Ecuador, in 2013.

Officially, everything had gone back to normal after that, but the truth was that all extraterrestrial installations were under close scrutiny by the UNHOSES, the United Nation High Office for Space Exploitation and Security, a dictatorial agency funded by both the governments and the corporations, that ruled everything from the smallest chip to the shuttles and had complete control. The HOSES even had their own security forces, an elite group commanded by retired UNM officers, and the corporations themselves were allowed to develop their security department, a clause that had led to the creation of the NSD in 2054. 

In 2070, the HOSES had little to do with the UN anymore, and that was the reason why the first two letters had been dropped in most occasions. From a small agency dedicated to voting and enforcing space regulations, the organization had progressively taken over all commercial and financial activities, and it had grown bigger than the UN itself. Along with the size came the independence. Their ties with the government were reduced to a public report twice a year, and they didn’t even need to consult them before any decision they could make. The corporations themselves had merged with one another, little by little, and only four were left in their original state. They were TetraCorp, a leader for electronic equipments and appliances, Nara Pharmaceuticals, the first provider of medical material and synthetic foods in the Solar System, Campeda Technologies, who built all kinds of vehicles from cars to shuttles, and Alameda United, who had specialized in military technologies, weapons and vehicles.

There were rumors on earthnet about a possible change of status of these megacorporations. According to some, the HOSES was losing control as three of the four corps intended to merge and the term teracorp had been coined. Nobody knew who it was, or why, or when, but the rumor was there, and proof had been found here and there that confirmed a future merger.

Today in 2072, all the megacorps had transferred their HQs at New Atlanta as well. The HOSES building was still standing in the middle of the city, like a challenge to all those who wanted to defeat them. In spite of all the rumors, they were still in charge, and the daily reports of abuse and violent repression could prove it. 

I eventually found several indications that there was indeed an unidentified group set against HOSES. Small incidents, cracks and unauthorized transfers, messed up systems, everything pointed at a small community with little influence. They tried to disorganize the system from the inside, little by little, but if they went on like this, the big crash wouldn’t happen before a couple of centuries. 

I gathered reports of broken shuttles that couldn’t dock properly and crashed on landing pads, of security systems that had flooded an entire level of expensive high tech equipment after a fake fire alert… No casualties, never. Apparently they were skilled and patient. They didn’t rush and take the risk to be hunted as murderers. The cracks were always extremely complex, and usually exploited a seemingly insignificant little flaw to fire a chain reaction. Basically, works of art.

No name was ever mentioned. This group never left no declaration, no agenda, nothing that could lead to the identification of its members. Recollecting all these incidents and find a common signature in every single one of them had taken an awful lot of time, but I felt it was the only method to find a way to identify myself as one of them. I needed to find a keyword. A code phrase. A password. Anything. 

In the meantime, I took the risk to switch on one of the room’s consoles, and run a search on current traffic. I set it to search all vehicles headed to Earth with enough oxygen for me in their cargo bays.

I went back to my own computer, and continued my investigation. Had I overlooked a detail? Why were they called LSS, who had coined this symbol? Curiously, my earthnet records showed nothing about a group called or nicknamed LSS. The Life Support Systems. How had I found that? I looked again, but to no avail. Now I wasn’t disappointed, I was puzzled. I tried to remember when I had first started using this term, or what had led me to use it. 

Cimic.

Ghiran!

My last conversation with Ghiran, a record that had been zapped when the plant had gone FUBAR. That’s why I didn’t have it here. He had told me about Frederika being suspicious and was wondering about the benefits of a direct investigation there. And just before the zap, he had mentioned the LSS.

“Of course, I could still ask the LSS Guild first to see if they kn…”

The LSS Guild.

Not only did Ghiran know about this so-called LSS Guild, he also knew how to contact them. I opened my files on Ghiran and tried to learn more about him. Abraham ‘Abe’ Ghiran was thirty-three, born in Seattle in 2038. His father was UNM, they had lived in at least seven cities until his mother decided to stay in Cimic to take care of their three children. Ghiran was twelve at that time. His father had retired three years later and come back to Cimic, but by that time, Abe had been awarded a grant and left to study in Europe. 

He came back in 2056 when both his parents died in a crash. A malfunctioning beacon had set itself a few thousand feet too low and had sent a dozen vehicles against a mountain before the faulty system was diagnosed and repaired. From that time, Ghiran had literally dived into the digital world, and he had become on of the smartest programmers of his time. He could understand even the oldest systems from the previous century, and he could use this knowledge to develop new techniques, new traps, new scripts… He had created failsafe procedures for Campeda, who had then hired him to replace all their NaviNET OS, the faulty operating system that had caused his parents’ death.

How tragically symbolic! The good boy who had lost his parents had become an instrument for the very corporation whose equipment had killed them. But that was only the surface. In the C-zone, the cyber underworld of thieves and crackers, he gave advice, he helped, he even did a few jobs provided it wasn’t too obviously illegal. I had met him in 2066, during an investigation, when I was still free-lance, just before joining Nara. I was having trouble with my target, and he had provided me with some hints, which had finally helped me uncover MrGibbons’ transmitter cloak trick and catch him.

That he knew about the LSS Guild came as no surprise. However, the fact he apparently knew how to contact them (and so, the conclusion that he had worked with them at least once in the past) was one, and big. Nothing in his background showed any sign of space-related activities, even at Campeda, and I don’t want to gloat here, but I had one of the most complete databases in the C-zone. Of course, I was handicapped by the fact it was an incomplete and slightly corrupt copy, but I was pretty sure I had everything about him.

I left my console and walked around the room to think about it; Walking in circles always helped me to focus when I encountered a dead-end. I was alerted by a small beep and noticed the computer cosole on the wall had completed the search. Weirdly enough, it had ignored my filter. There were four vehicles in Cargo. Two were grounded, one had just arrived, and one was to leave shortly. Its cargo was composed of small generators and ‘organic1”. I looked closer, asked for more information. The console clicked once or twice, and gave me a more detailed answer: ‘Organic1’, type 2 cargo, living organisms, pressurized conditioned cargo only. I couldn’t believe my luck. I had to hurry. I printed a basic access map, packed my gear and hurried out of the room. I had to find the Cargo Bays quick, the shuttle was scheduled to leave at 5pm this evening. 

I arrived at the Bay after wandering for about half an hour in the Recycling Plant’s narrow corridors. After crawling and crouching, I suddenly found myself in a huge room filled with crates and cranes of various sizes. On the other side, ten mechanics or so were working on the engine and landing gear of a type 4 shuttle. A few others were loading crates. Some of them were adapted for the transport of living animals. I could recognize them as they were more or less sphere-shaped, to give the animals more confort.

I was there, okay. But I didn’t know how to approach the mechs, however. Everything I had found about Ghiran was nothing as long as I had no code. I decided to go for it anyway, and went to one of the engineers, who was calculating a payload limit on some crate.

-“Hey!”

-“Hi…”

He turned to me with a smile and then looked at me. The smile disappeared.

-“I don’t know who you are, but you shouldn’t be here, sir. This part of the station is off-limit to unauthorized personnel.” 

-“I know. I only have a question.”

-“What?” 

He looked cautious. 

-“How much to let me board this shuttle there?” I showed the shuttle behind me.

-“Excuse-me? Passengers are not allowed on this kind of spacecraft, sir. And if you don’t leave now, I’m afraid I’ll have to call the security.”

Shit. I smiled and took out my wallet.

-“C’mon, those are animals and they’re fine. I can survive in there, and I can pay. No limit. How much?”

-“Follow me.” He said. He turned back to the crate and completed the form. Then he waved at one of his coworkers and made a strange hand gesture. The guy nodded and left. 

-“This way.”

I followed him in the office. I was trying to assess how much a trip like this would cost. As I entered the office though, all these thoughts disappeared. There were two guys in there, waiting. I turned back but the door closed behind a fourth mech who had come in just after me. He had a lead pipe in his hand. The pipe swinged and I felt a horrible pain in my knees. I fell on the ground with a yell.

-“What exactly do you think we are, huh? Travel agents?” 

The pipe hit my back. 

-“Your personal shuttle pilots?”

Again. And again.

-“Stop that, Ron, you gonna kill him. I’m gonna call the security; Must be the guy they’re looking for.”

A floating red curtain blocked my field of vision. Pain irradiated all around my body. I thougt about Ghiran, what the hell had he done to these guys to be accepted? Shit that thing hurt like Hell! Poor Abe Ghiran, Cimic’s lost and subversive genius. What was his secret? Ghiran, and his cloak that looked like one of those animal crates. Ghiran and his paranoia. Yo Ghiran, uncloak!

Everything faded to black.

chapter five
Grumble. 

-“Hey…”

Thousands of bells ringing at the same time wouldn’t make so much noise. What a torture.

-“Hey, Mallory… Yo, wake up.”

Grumble. Cotton balls in my mouth. Could I speak? Who had stuck that burning needle in my brains? I tried to open my eyes and could only see a bright white fog, that burned right through my eyes to the deepest part of my head. 

-“EUUuuuugghh!” 

-“Calm down, calm down. It’s just the drug, calm down. It’ll pass in a sec.”

I felt hands on my shoulders, someone was trying to help me sit on the floor. 

-“Whuu…?”

I stayed there with my mouth and eyes wide open. I felt like a stupid retard. What did I look like?

-“You okay?”

-“Urgh! No, I’m not, you idiot!” I sighed and shook my head. And there, little by little, I started to recover. And I remembered. The mechs. The… LSS thing. I looked around. I was in the same little office, in the Cargo sector. I noticed a noise, someone was operating a crane outside in the main loading area.

-“What am I doing here?”

-“We, huh… You were knocked out. Are you Jeremiah Mallory? Mallory, from NSD?”

-“Ye… Yes.” I looked up. I recognized the face, it was the guy who had tricked me into believing the bribe would be easy.

-“What the fuck did you do to me? Why?”

-“Sorry. We didn’t know who you were, we thought you were one of those damn tourists again. Every once in a while a moron comes here after losing all he’s got at the casinos on level 12, and he tries to board a flight to come back to Earth unnoticed, leaving the debts behind.”

-“Yeah, well I’m not one of them… OUCH!” The pain came back. “And what am I doing here? I seem to recall someone was to call the security.”

-“Are you Jeremiah Mallory from NSD?”

Was the guy dumb or what? I looked at him.

-“I already answered that question. You think I’m retarded or something?”

-“Didn’t get in…” He showed me a strange machine that looked like a mp7 player. “We got this from Ghiran a few days ago. He sent it with a message asking us to give it to a certain J. Mallory from NSD in case anything happened to him. And…” He looked at me very attentively. “And what exactly happened to him?”

-“He… He’s dead. Two… Three days ago, he died in the Cimic blast. I was… I was talking to him when it happened” I looked up. “Happy now?”

-“For the moment. Well he gave us that and it’s coded. Only your voice can open it.”

-“Wait a… Wait a minute… Ho… How do you know who I am?”

-“Well, for a start, we found your ID card in your wallet. But right before going down you whispered Ghiran’s name…” He paused. “Er… ‘Yo, Ghiran, uncloak’, if I’m not mistaken. And that’s why you’re not in one of Renaissance’s lovely detention cells”

-“Yeah. I… I said that aloud?” 

Damn. So I talked in my sleep. Not good news.

-“How do you know Ghiran? Are you the LSS Guild?”

To my surprise, he laughed.

-“The LSS Guild?  Yeah, sorta… Hehe… Let me show you something.” He got up and walked to his desk, searched in one of the drawers and came back with a sheet of paper.

-“Here’s the LSS Guild.” He said. It was a picture of five young men, in front of a trophy representing an old-style laptop computer and an assault-rifle. Below, someone had written “LSS Guild, winner of the 2068 Unreal9 Tournament – Tokyo, July 2069” I recognized Ghiran on the left, and the guy I was talking to in the middle. I didn’t know his name.

-“What’s your name?”

-“Ryerson. Tony Ryerson.”

-“Ryerson. Okay. Sooo… the Guild is just a game, that’s what you mean, right?”

-“Why, yeah.” He looked surprised. “What do you think it is? If he told you about it, Ghiran must have told you what it was, right? I’m surprised, mind you, ’cause we weren’t supposed to mention it. Anyway…”

-“He didn’t tell me about it. He was thinking about it.” I explained him how I heard of the Guild and how I had connected that to my research. Ryerson looked at the picture, and shook his head.

-“Well I’ll be damned… No, we’re not what you think at all. Although, yeah, we can help you with the shuttle, but… I’m afraid we’re not this group of terrorist you’re describing. Ghiran was the hacker. We had him in the team to crack the doors open and jam the other teams’ comlink, but the rest of us, me, Jack Gershon there, and Frank and Terence Henry, we were the commando. Ghiran guided us with his skills, and we went and did the job.” He started to sound vaguely nostalgic. “Yeah, those were the days. We stopped when… when Frank and… and Terry killed themselves in a hoverboard accident on Lake Erié… last year. None of us played again after that.”

-“I see.” I didn’t see anything, I was back to my starting point and I didn’t get to collect the two grands. “So you help me because Ghiran asked you to. Do you know anything about me?”

-“Not really. He gave us a short description, but we expected to see you as a NSD officer, not as one of those retards who live upstairs.”

-“Thanks. Geez, I’m sorry.”

He laughed again. 

-“No problem. Now get up I’m gonna show you how it works.” He waved the thing under my nose as if it was some piece of candy. “I must say, I tried to have you open it so I could see what’s inside, but you woke up too fast.”

I grabbed the thing. It looked like a regular 50Gigs portable storage device, but there was a microphone on it, and it was heavier than usual. Ryerson went on, reading on his screen.

-“Here are the instructions. Don’t plug it in before you unlock the system, or it could explode. It’s loaded.”

I read the letter. There was a tiny dose of C5 explosive in a cartridge inside the PSD. No more than three tries in an hour. Plug it in after unlocking the safety, or else the drive and everything in a radius of fifty feet would go byebye. Right. Piece of cake. Thanks Ghiran.

-“You said I could use the shuttle?”

-“Yeah. TO in ten minutes, you’d better pack your stuff and board now. It’s a direct flight to Hong Kong. You’ll be there in…” He looked at the clock. “I’d say fifteen to seventeen hours. I’ll show you the way.”

We went out of the office and as we walked towards the loading bay, a tall guy came to me, wiping his greasy hands in a towel. I recognized the guy with the pipe. He looked embarrassed.

-“I wanted to… Well, huh, sorry. Nothing personal, ya know?”

-“It’s okay, it’s forgotten. I didn’t even feel anything, ’twas just an act…” I smiled, and immediately felt the pain on the back of my head. But really, the last thing I wanted was to offend him. 

-“Haha, yeah, sure!” We shook hands. “If ya’re back, ya got a problem ya call me, ’kay? Y’call Ronnie. Ronnie Bateman, that’s my name!”

-“Sure, sure. Cheers mate!”

Great. I sighed and followed Ryerson and looked at the shuttle. They were preparing a BioCrate for me.

-“You go in there when the pilot tells you to, alright?”

-“Yeah.”

-“For most of the trip, you can walk around, but don’t mess with anything, ’kay? It’s a cargo, we must keep the balance. If you move something, the trip can end… well, prematurely, get it?”

-“Yes. Yes, I get it. I get it. Now, can we move on?”

-“Sure ‘nough. ’kay, load it!” The crate disappeared, and I followed it inside the shuttle.

Ryerson checked the crates and jumped out of the shuttle’s cargo bay to check the doors from the outside. While working, he finished his breafing.

-“The pilot knows you’re here, of course. But keep in mind you’re cargo. You’re not there, you don’t exist. Don’t talk, don’t make noise, they could detect it on the flight record. We damaged the camera here, so it won’t take any image, but be careful anyway. Now, once in Hong Kong, go to the Maggie’s on Tonnochi Road, and ask for Harriet. She’ll help you find a way back to the US, the password is “dragon tooth”. The Maggie’s, on Tonnochi Road. You’ll remember?”

-“Alright. Thanks.”

-“You’re welcome. Ghiran was a friend. I hope you’ll find out what happened.”

-“Yeah, I bet. Not as much as I do.” I pushed the button to close the door. The massive doors silently sealed the bay and I went forward to sit on a bench near the cockpit’s door. 

Seconds after I heard the pilot complete his checklist and the shuttle took off. I felt the vibrations when we passed Renaissance’s magnetic field, felt the increasing speed, and knew we were on our way to Earth.

I looked at the PSD. I couldn’t use it here, it would be too noisy to operate. Harriet, in Hong Kong. The Maggie’s… The vibrations of the shuttle became less noticeable and I fell asleep.

chapter six
Hong Kong.

I woke up and felt someone at my side. Confused, I opened my mouth to protest and saw him point at the camera and beckon me to remain silent. I remembered where I was and nodded to show I understood. He gave me a small note and went back to the cockpit.

“ETA forty-five minutes. You should hide now, re-entry will be shaky. Wait until you hear the three knocks on the crate, name of your contact is Dennis Heager. Good luck.”

I put the paper in my pocket and looked at the bioCrate. The interior was padded with some kind of foam to protect the “passengers”. I took my backpack and went inside, trying not to make too much noise. I noticed the crate could be closed and opened from the inside. The switch was worn. Apparently I wasn’t this thing’s first passenger.

In the dark, I felt the shuttle shake as we entered the earth’s atmosphere. Soon after, the engine’s noise became much louder. Air. We were flying now, descending towards Hong Kong’s spaceport, one of the world’s most developed terminals. We turned and slowed down. I heard the landing gear and the brakes, the engines’ overdrive, then a huge vibration shook the whole shuttle, and the engines stopped working. Then, silence.

We had landed.

I rubbed my forehead and winced. I wanted to hear what was going on outside and had almost knocked myself out on the crate’s wall. With that and the pain in my legs and back, I was going to be a damn fine hunter! I calmed down when people entered the bay and started unloading the crates. I grabbed a handle and remained silent. When would this guy Heager come? A rattling noise over my head. Someone was placing a hook on the crate. It started moving and I wondered where the heck I was going. The crate suddenly dropped and violently touched the ground. My backpack moved and fell on my back, right where Ron had hit me. I almost yelled and had to bite my shirt’s collar to support the pain. Shit, it was awful! I had to see a doc. I heard a voice shout “Hey easy on these things, you don’t know how expensive it is!”, to which another voice shouted back a connoisseur’s selection of obscenities. There were laughes, and everything became silent gain. 

In the meantime, the crate stayed there. Apparently it had arrived at its final destination. I moved my backpack and crossed my legs, and waited.

An hour passed. I was starting to feel dizzy. I realized I hadn’t eaten anything since a light breakfast at the GraviDome. That was… I counted… twenty-five hours ago. Well, everything had happened so fast! I tried to recap what I knew. Remora, and then Ghiran, had discovered Nara was up to no good, in Frederika as well as in other places, and they both had been eliminated. I had no doubt the Cimic blast was intentional. Now, I had only had a glimpse of their work on the Moon, but the technology they were using was apparently very advanced. Since the beginning of the nano-age in the thirties, there had been no real breakthrough of any kind in advanced technologies. It appeared that Nara was developing something though, and they didn’t want anyone to know about it. Biomech had always been seen like a Graal, the next step in evolution. Mecamods had been in use from 2020 to 2035, but intrusive surgery and bad adaptation had rendered this technique obsolete and most of the agents had been seen as freaks by the public, which had caused the program to end prematurely. There were rumors about nanomodifications, but nothing had ever been proved. And the big crush of 2032 made any research extremely difficult.

In 2031, there had been a worldwide plague, and millions of people had died of what was then known as the “grey death”. A few protest groups and militias had risen up to protest and pretended it was all government-funded. There had been battles. In New York, a small group of terrorists had destroyed the Statue of Liberty, which had led to the creation of a special counter-terrorism unit inside the UN. After then-President Mead and the UN declared a state of martial law in the US, the press had been taken over by the military. Then, a few months later, in 2032, a nuke had destroyed a military base in the middle of Nevada, and the global communication networks had collapsed, to reappear later as we know them today, as a decentralized organization called earthnet. Oddly, the plague had disappeared shortly afterwards. 

After the crush, it had become extremely difficult to find anything from before 2030. The UN Office in Geneva had a specialized building dedicated to R&D, but they had always denied nanotech existed. 

Twenty years ater, nanotech made it back to the headlines. In 2052, Chicago was wiped out by a nanovirus attack. The entire population was killed, all the buildings destroyed. Within minutes, the entire city became a pile of dust. And this time, there were several reports about an armed response to this attack, and they explicitely mentioned nanomodified soldiers. Nanotech integration was a reality. The next step would be to integrate it directly into the DNA.

Had Nara Pharmaceuricals succeeded in doing this? The spider I had seen did not look like a robot, yet spiders this big didn’t exist in reality. And this arm I had seen, it managed to move and control itself. Organic robots. Perfect integration. Perfect transplants. Perfect biotech hybrids.

If Nara made it, they would earn millions. A discovery like this made classic transplants obsolete, and robotic transplants had always been too intrusive for the public’s taste. Biotech could be tuned to match the patients’ DNA, which meant no risk of rejection, and the level of robotics involved implied a reliability rate close to 99.9%. 

But Frederika was too small to develop this technology. I suspected it was only a test center. I wondered where Nara could work on this scale without being noticed. The Cimic center would have been a good candidate, but it had been destroyed. What else?

New Atlanta? 

Maybe. But… wait a second, what was I thinking? New Atlanta was a new city. It had been built in 2034. In the middle of what had been Nevada. The connection was so obvious I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of it sooner. The federal system that had been the US had been dissolved in 2065 by the UN globalization bill. The US had become a mere region among other countries, under the sole jurisdiction of the UN, to counterbalance the effects of the space race and the increasing level of independence from the colonies. Well, to make it short, the USA as they existed before had disappeared along with the EU and Russia, to become global regions of the same country, called Earth and governed by the UN. That’s the reason why I hadn’t remembered the old borders, but Nevada was still Nevada, even without the name. I was stupid. Now the puzzle was taking form, everything pointed at New Atlanta.

I took my laptop and searched for a map of the old States, then compared it to a current map. I even managed to dig out an old article about the blast. It described the military base as a secret facility called “Area 51”. Never heard of it. But New Atlanta was right there, at the same location. I blinked. Suddenly everything made sense. I closed the laptop and meditated on my discovery.

Someone knocked on the crate. And again. And again. I waited, but nothing else happened. I flipped the switch, and the door opened. A man was waiting, he looked nervous. 

-“What’s your name?”

-“Who do you think I am?” I replied.

-“I’ve been told someone was going down. My name’s Heager. Now answer or I call the security. Who are you?”

-“I’m Jeremiah Mallory. So you’re Dennis Heager.” I showed him my ID card. He nodded. “Okay, lead the way.”

-“Put this on first.” He handed me something. A protection suit. He explained. “It’s for the guards. If you wear it you look like you work here.” 

-“You’re the boss.” I put the suit, took the backpack and followed him. This Storage Hall dwarfed the Cargo Bay I had seen in Renaissance. It was huge, with piles and piles of crates sometimes reaching to about 80ft. Outside the Bay, the air was fresh and the sky was overcast.

-“The fog” Heager said. “Hong Kong is still polluted by all this shit they made in the twentieth. We’re lucky, today we can still see the moon.”

I looked up. Behind the clouds, the familiar shape was visible, floating in the middle of the sky. To think I was on it the day before… 

-“Who called you?” I asked.

He smiled.

-“Frank Henry?”

-“Can’t be. Unless he did before he died last year.”

-“Alright, fair enough. It was Tony Ryerson, from the Guild. They kicked our sorry ass several times at U9T. And I hear they kicked yours up there, too…” He briefly pointed at the Moon and added. “Owned, counter-test.”

I smiled. The guy was clever. We went on to his office in silence. Once inside, he closed the door and prepared coffee for two. 

-“What’s the way to Tonnochi Road?” I asked after sipping mine. I really needed it. The warmth felt good, and the pain disappeared for a moment.

-“Take the Red Line to Wang Chai, then leave the station at exit twelve. On your left, you’ll see a way to the canals. Once there, follow the signs. Y’go to Maggie’s?”

I nodded.

-“It’s an old bar. It was owned by the triads before. Can’t miss it.”

He got up and went to a safe hidden behind a small board full of old memos. He took a roll of credits and an ID card and threw them on the table.

-“This should get you there without trouble. The ID here is a temporary pass made for tourists. Beware the cops at Wang Chai though, they’re not easy.”

-“Thanks.”

-“No problem. Follow me.”

We left the office and passed the control booth leading outside. The MP didn’t notice us. Heager stopped, looked around, and turned to me.

-“Now you’re on your own. Subway’s right there. I hope Harriet can help you. Good luck.”

-“Thanks a bunch.”

He gave me a pat on the shoulder and left. 

Hong Kong. A free market. A platform. The place anyone could go to and buy anything they wanted. And when I say anything, I mean it: if you had the money, Hong Kong was the place to go. After the Brits gave the island back to the Chinese in 1997, a golden age had begun for the triads, and even though their power had faded after 2045, they were still strong enough to control most of the black market. On earthnet, people said they even were behind the disappearance of the grey death after the second depression, but had been left behind by their allies. They were specialized in nanotech science and there were labs on the main land and Vietnam where they built their own brand of implants. Of course, the quality standards were slightly lower than legal stuff, but the price dropped as well. There were two cities in the world where you could find their stuff, Hong Kong, and Chiba in Japan. 

The triads had developed their own underground plants, their own labs, their own scientists even. Chiba was more like a neutral place, a kind of banking center where negotiations took place and deals were made. Hong Kong, it was the store, the place where you grabbed the stuff and disappeared. The Red Line took me to the other side of the city, in what had been the heart of the city thirty or forty years before. The market of Wang Chai Square was just a name now, and all the stores had been deserted. A hole in the ground marked the location of a building that had been the headquarters of a big company. I recalled something about an attack, another one. The company, a nanotech of course, had survived, but had been absorbed by Nara in 2060. 

I walked around without a goal, looking at the old buildings. An abandoned hotel over Canal Road, deserted streets, empty malls and restaurants. I eventually found Tonnochi Road and the Maggie’s. A picture on the walls and a notice indicated that this historical part of the city was dedicated to a famous actress who had lived there. I shrugged. The name didn’t ring any bell. 

Therre was a booth outside but nobody at the cash register. I threw some credits anyway and went inside the bar. The once shining dance floor was littered with dirt and old papers. Faint music came out of the speakers, old standards from the 30s. As far as I could see the place looked old and worn and decaying. I went upstairs and looked around the lobby. The place was desperately empty, save for a couple at a table, and the bartender. 

The stairway continued up to another level, but I didn’t go. I had seen enough. The place was all about past glory. The triads were not public business anymore, everything was hidden, and what was once a shining example of their success was now nothing but an empty carcass in a rotten district. I shrugged and went to the bartender. This guy sure looked his age. At least 80, from what I saw. Blue lines coloured his cheeks and hands, and though his eyes were hidden behind a pair of dark glasses, I needed no more to identify this new medicine against old age, called Poulsen therapy. So old, yet alert. Good. I sat at a stool and waved.

-“Whatcha want? We got beer, soda… or something stronger perhaps?”

I glanced at the menu behind him.

-“What’s a ‘dirty harriet’?”

He smiled and tilted his head.

-“Ah, you’re a gentleman who knows his stuff. Vodka, Gin, Lemon and Pepper, with a secret additive of my own. Specialty of the Maggie’s.”

-“Sure. One please.”

He left to prepare the drink. Actually while I was at it, why not eat something. A candy bar in the subway had been my only meal. When the bartender came back, I ordered a few more things, and left to a table. As I was eating, I studied the place, and noticed the bartender was looking at me attentively too. Like a guard. I pretended not to notice and finished the meal. When I came back, he gave me a coffee, and stayed there, still looking.

-“Anything wrong?” I asked innocently.

-“Nope, sir.”

-“Nice paintings”, I said, showing the walls and columns. “What does it represent?”

-“Nothing in particular. The former owners did not want any decorator and decided to do all the work themselves. It was inspired by the fifth dinasty, if I recall correctly, but I daresay the reproductions are not very good.”

-“Huhuh…” I looked again and pointed at a particular column behind him, that supported the bar’s big mirror. 

-“Is that a dragon?”

He looked.

-“Yes.” Suddenly he sounded more cautious now.

-“How come the head is not visible? It’s all been done the wrong way, it’s hidden behind the bottles… Can I see it? The mouth? I’ve… never seen a… dragon’s tooth.” I looked at him.

He visibly jolted. His voice was now as slow and neutral as he could. He went closer.

-“Dragon teeth are sacred, they are not for everyone to see…”

-“Maybe I could ask the owner… I heard… Harriet… has a very precious collection…” I looked at him in the eyes and made a slight nod. He nodded back.

-“She has one indeed, of incredible value. Maybe I can talk to her and ask if she accepts to meet with you, yes… Will you please wait here?” 

He left. My calm disappeared, and I became extremely nervous. What if it was the wrong person? I started building doom stories in my head and didn’t stop until he came back.

-“Follow me, Mr…?”

-“Mallory. Jeremiah Mallory.”

-“Yes, of course… Mr Mallory. This way please.”

I follow him behind the bar and down to the lower level. Behind the ballroom’s mirror, a conference room allowed to watch the customers without being seen. The bartender indicated a door and nodded. I walked in and saw a big office furnished in traditional chinese fashion. In the middle, a pond with a wooden bridge led to a desk. A woman stood up as I entered. I opened my mouth to say something, and felt a cold contact on the back of my head. 

-“Hands up, and don’t move, Mr… Mallory.” The bartender’s voice was no longer low and neutral. 

-“What the fuck?” I said. “Are you Harriet?”

The woman slowly walked towards us. She looked into my eyes.

-“I am. The question is, are you who you say you are?”

A hand felt and grabbed my wallet. Another took the backpack and searched inside it. I protested.

-“Hey, that’s personal!”

-“Jeremiah Mallory, NSD, ID #2-4601. I knew it, he’s a cop!”

-“Wait a sec… I’m not a cop, I don’t work for them anymore!!” I heard a click, the bartender had cocked the gun.

-“Who sent you?” The woman asked.

-“It’s… It’s Tony Ryerson, from Renaissance… on the Moon.” I added “I need help to go back to the US and he told me to go here. I can pay. I’m not a cop.”

-“Why don’t you just go to the airport and book a flight, then?”

-“Can I explain? Without a gun on my head?”

She made a sign and the gun disappeared. I briefly explained the whole story. In the end, Harriet nodded and told the bartender to leave us alone. Then we went to the desk and sat.

-“You story is accurate and matches the one we got. Now what do you want from us exactly?”

-“Wait a minute, you mean you knew all this already?”

-“Not with all the details of course.” She smiled. “We’ve been running our own investigation for much longer than you, but you managed to reach places where we can only dream to go. We know that Nara is developping a new technology and we suspected it had to do with nanotech integration. But we couldn’t access their facilities up there. Ghiran had told us it was impossible.”

-“You knew Ghiran?”

-“Yes. He worked for us on several occasions. The news of his… demise… was a hard blow.” She looked lost for a few seconds, then went on. “Anyway, when he learned about you and the disk you had, it changed everything. We hadn’t heard from Remora for a while, since he had told us he was onto something at Nara’s Cimic facility. He had managed to infiltrate their internal networks, and had stolen several files, including reports and diagrams. Ghiran didn’t know you had them until last week, when you contacted him. He sent us a message the following night and I assume he sent several others, otherwise you wouldn’t be here now. He told us he would try to persuade you to go to the Moon and investigate for us. Unfortunately, he didn’t have time for that, even if you went there anyway.”

-“I see. That would explain why there were so many guards up there.”

-“Indeed. Two days ago, just after the Cimic blast, we managed to intercept communications between New Atlanta and Cimic, about Nara. They had found traces of the calls. Ghiran could not erase the tracks now he was dead. That’s how they found about you, although we think they don’t know who you are exactly. I think they imagine you’re another Remora. Otherwise, you wouldv’e been killed in Frederika, they got the message twelve hours before your arrival. Luckily for you, unscheduled inspections are taking place in just about every Nara Pharmaceuticals facility or plant. Yours went unnoticed.”

-“Not really. I knocked a guard out and engaged a brute force attack on their mainframe. Trust me, now, they know…”

-“Oh…”

She turned and looked at the pond, thinking. I looked around, trying to find a way to go back to the US.

Planes were my best bet, given my situation. A ship was technically safer than a plane, but it would take ages to come back, and I had to come back to New Atlanta as soon as possible for the hack at Nara HQ. I really wanted to do it, as I had prepared everything meticulously, and couldn’t afford a delay. That would force me to do it all over again.

-“We will give you a companion, if you don’t mind.”

-“What?” 

-“For your investigation. A companion. We have someone who wants to go with you. This person knows everything we know, and has been studying Nara for months, over and over again. She will help you with your investigation.”

-“I always work alone.” I protested. But I felt it was useless.

-“Not this time, Mr Mallory. We want to know what kind of technology Nara is developping, and we want it to be witnessed by one of our agents. It is our condition.”

-“Or…?”

-“Or nothing. I don’t think I have to threaten you of anything, Mr Mallory. You know as well as I do the loss that any delay can cause in our business. We both want this affair to end quickly, and reaching an agreement should not really be that difficult, should it?” She smiled.

-“I guess not.” What else could I say?

-“Good.” She pressed a button and said something in Chinese. “You will board a plane in two hours. It’s owned by a friend of ours, Gregory Lebedev. This plane transports supplies and material for a firm based in Seattle. You will arrive there approximately five hours later. As a proof of our good will, the trip is free.”

-“Wait, and the Moon?”

-“What do you mean?”

-“I wasn’t there just for sightseeing, you know…”

She looked puzzled.

-“Well, you know I was in Frederika. But you don’t seem to realize I brought back samples.”

I waved my bag in front of her. Her eyes widened.

-“This is way better than we expected from you, Mr Mallory…”

-“Yeah, I bet.”

-“I will… ah…

The door opened and the bartender walked in. They spoke Chinese for a moment, he looked at me, seemed to admit something, and left. 

-“Where did you find his Poulsen? That stuff is expensive. I even thought it was illegal ‘round here.”

-“It’s our own. Our nanotech plants. The Poulsen is allowed here, as long as it’s made by our people, and we know how to… persuade the authorities not to look our way.”

As we spoke, we got up and walked towards the door.

-“But isn’t Poulsen dangerous? I read there were severe reactions when it was first used…”

-“Yes. In the first years, several people even died. But we managed to make nanos smaller, and it’s relatively well adapted to human physiology now. I agree these traces left by nanites are not pretty, but when you’re 96 like Tracer, you don’t really mind.”

-“Tracer?” I froze. “Not Tracer…”

-“… Tong. Yes, it’s him.” She smiled and sighed. “I’m afraid he’s not quite the man he once was, but he’s still strong and helps us a lot. He’s one of the rare who survived the second depression.”

Dr Tracer Tong. I could hardly believe it. This man was a legend. It was said that he was one of the leaders of the Resistance in the 30s and 40s, when the UN had taken control. He had been hired by the triads to protect them against nanowarfare, and you could find several stories on earthnet describing how he had dealt with the Plague and UNATCO, the UN’s Counter-Terrorism unit. His motives changed in every story, however he seemed like he was afraid of technology, of the power it could give. For some, he was behind the creation of earthnet’s network restrictions, safeguards that prevented any centralized management of the information. 

Yes, a legend. 

We passed the door and I saw a woman sitting on one of the conference room’s chairs. She got up as we walked in, and Harriet introduced her. 

-“Mr Mallory, Manon Chow. Manon Chow, Jeremiah Mallory. Manon is one of our agents, she’ll go with you to Seattle, and then to any place your investigation will lead you to.”

-“Okay. Nice to meet you.”

-“Glad to meet you too.” She answered with a smile. She looked happy to go. Well, maybe it wouldn’t be as hard as it seemed. Perhaps a little too enthusiastic, but well…

-“Are you ready?” I asked.

She nodded and took her backpack. 

-“In the plane I’d like to see your files, if you don’t mind.”

-“Not at all. I want to see yours myself. I’m curious to see what I have missed.” I looked at Harriet. “How long do you say you’ve been working on that?”

-“Our first serious reports were made about a year ago. We started to detect unusual activity, and peaks in the power consumption, in the southern part of the City. We found out the power was taken by a little building owned by a Nara subsidiary… But that’s not all, you’ll see all that when you’re in the plane. It’s time to go. And we’ll take care of your samples, don’t worry about it.”

Tong was waiting for us at the service door. Another man was with him, hlding a sealed container with the symbol of biochemical hazard printed on it. I gave him my bag, and Tong and Harriet stayed behind to talk to him while Manon and I went to the boat. 

-“What are they doing?” I asked.

-“The samples you collected in Frederika will go in one of our labs here, in Hong-Kong. Once we decide they’re not dangerous, we’ll ship them to a larger lab, in Chiba. Tong will go with us at the airport and take a flight to Chiba to prepare the lab. Nanotech was his favourite field of research, you know…”

Yes I knew. I wondered what the samples would tell us… I looked around at the empty buildings and realized how perfect the place was for underground activities. The canals were a very silent and discrete way to go to the industrial disctrict nearby, and no police force could patrol it without being detected immediately.

We arrived at the airport twenty minutes later. I was a bit disoriented, after the thrill of my space trip. I missed the hacks, I missed how it felt to crack locks open and enter a forbidden area. Since I had landed three hours ago, I had been led, directed, manipulated, and I wasn’t used to it at all. Three hours only, but in my mind they had lasted three weeks.

As I expected, the airport was deserted. We arrived in a parking lot filled with old, rusty planes without wings or engines. The tarmac was broken in places, and grass grew and invaded the cabins. Nearby, blacks shapes obstructed our field of vision, huge areas like the one my crate had been stored in. A few big planes were waiting outside, this time in perfect flying condition. One of them was being prepared.

Tong told us to wait and slowly ran to the office. He talked with one of the guys and showed the plane, then waved in our general direction. The guy nodded and went back to his desk. Meanwhile, Tong came back and told us to go to the plane and wait. 

Soon afterwards, the guy Tong had talked to left the office and went towards us. Manon whispered he was Lebedev, the owner. He looked at us and at the plane, then went inside to talk to the pilot. After a few minutes, he called us. Tong hug Manon Chow, patted my shoulder, and left without a word. We climbed the stairs and entered the plane. Lebedev was waiting. He pointed at seats behind him.

-“You guys can sit here. Here’s the fridge, you can eat or drink if you want. The flight’s short, about five hours, but the pilot’ll be busy so don’t speak to him, okay? Now, TO’s in thirty minutes and I have to see some people ’cause of you, any question?”

We looked at each other.

-“No.”, I said.

-“Good.”

He went to the cockpit and said something in Russian to the pilot, who answered in the same language. Great, after the Chinese at the Maggie’s, I really felt like I was losing all control. I felt a hand on my shoulder. Manon. She was smiling. Apparently she had guessed what I was thinking.

-“Don’t worry, we’ll get there.” She said, before taking a seat. She took my backpack, silently asked for my permission, and started working on my files. I went to sit in front of her, and looked outside. I didn’t feel like working at the moment. I felt tired. I wanted to sleep.

I didn’t feel the plane taking off.

chapter seven

I woke up dizzy and looked at my watch. Two hours before Seattle. I shook my head and looked around. Manon was still working on my computer, taking notes with a little silver pen. I looked behind me, but couldn’t see the pilot, the cockpit door was closed. Manon stopped writing and glanced at me.

-“You all right?”

-“I’m okay. Gonna work a bit, time to catch up… Where’s your gear?”

-“Just a moment.” She finished her note, fumbled in her bag and gave me a PDA. “Everything’s there, don’t worry about the size” She went on, seeing my face. “It’s a special unit with a biochip, there are several hundreds Gigs of data on this thing.”

-“Hey, whatever you say…” I said unconvincingly.

I took the PDA’s cover off and plugged the unit on the plane’s wider screen. 

-“What’s on this exactly? I mean, what should I expect?”

-“Well, there’s this thing about Nara Pharmaceuticals that you’re investigating of course, but there’s a lot more data on the corporation itself and several others, like on Remora’s disk. I think you neglected to study the data about these, too. Nara’s not all, there’s something going on at a higher level. What I’m seeing here confirms that, and… Wait, let me explain briefly…”

She connected my computer to the screen too. She pointed at a diagram.

-“Three years ago, we got signs that something wrong was going on at several corporations’ executive level. Several board directors were fired and replaced, some others just… disappeared. Six months later, HOSES lost half of their shareholders to the corporations themselves, especially those three, Nara Pharmaceuticals, Alameda United, and Campeda Technologies. For some reason, they seem to forge an alliance of some kind, against TetraCorp.” She clicked and another window appeared. Schematics.

-“In April of last year, Yatsumora Cyberchannels Corporation, a corporation based at Chiba City, developed a program called Pulsar Software, that they say is able to crack a grade-5 encryption. Now, technically, they don’t need to develop that, because they are supposed to build home appliances, TVs, media centers, this kind of thing. A military grade tool is definitely not their cup of tea. We decided to send a team at Chiba to investigate, and we discovered…” click, another table “… that Yatsumora Cyberchannels Corporation is actually owned by a board of directors who are all based at New Atlanta, home of Alameda United.”

-“They work for them?” I was confused. This flow of information would take a while to analyze.

-“Not exactly. They do their work when they want to be discreet. The thing is, we discovered that in fact, not only the big three in NA own most of the multicorps of the ex-USA, they also own most of the corps worldwide.”

-“Oo…kay…”

-“So when we found that out, we decided to look closer. Have you heard of Area 51?”

I remembered my investigation during the flight back to Earth.

-“Yeah. A secret… military base or something, supposedly in the middle of the desert…”

-“Not supposedly. It existed and was wiped out in a nuke blast in 2032. At that time it was privately owned by a man named Robert Page, CEO of Page Industries.”

I nodded; I remembered the name had surfaced in a couple of articles.

-“This guy really was a genius.” She went on, a picture appeared, newspaper articles… “He had managed to take control of both the UN and the US, through the FEMA. Incredibly clever. We don’t know what he wanted exactly, but for some reason, his plans did not work out. But he had a whole installation buried underground, complete with power plant and hydroponics. This section was not destroyed; And just a few years later, who came and claimed the land? Campeda Technologies. They were the first to build their Headquarters there, right at the top of the crater.”

I was losing track.

-“Wait wait wait… What does that have to do with Nara?”

-“Here.” She displayed an article describing a machine called Echelon. “Page had centralized the global network, called ‘Internet’, at Area 51, under the control of a machine, Echelon. It was inspired by early experiments by NATO and the UN from 1960 to 2010, when we wanted to spy on everything that moved and could use a phone.”

-“Centralized? How is that possible?”

-“Well for one Page had the money, so he could build a top-of-the-line optical network, but most of all a company he owned, called VersaLife, developed an entirely new technology for him, called Blue Fusion. Everybody has it nowadays, but he was the first. And during the Depression, that made him a God.”

-“So Nara, Campeda and Alameda found this network and use it? It must be old by now, it’s been what, 35, 40 years? How come it’s still operational?”

The screen faded to black and she took the PDA. She typed a few commands, and a picture appeared on the screen. A cone, with the base up and the spike down. Light was flowing through the base and lightning bolts appeared on the sides. The whole thing rotated. It looked like a logo.

-“What’s that?”

-“In 2065, the WEC Cybernetics Cartel, one of the few development labs left in Chicago, started working under the direction of Dr Omolu, Titiana Omolu. This doctor Omolu graduated at MIT in 2047, and she is specialized in advanced cybernetics and artificial intelligence.”

-“So what?”

-“This kind of research is a field that interests us. Who knows what could be created? The triads have always monitored cybernetics very closely, especially since nano-age started. So, what did we do, we check the good doctor’s records, to see if she could be trusted. We always do that, as we like to know who can be with us, and who cannot.” I nodded. I understood, I did the same, at my level. “To our surprise, these records didn’t exist. Like later for Chiba, we sent a team to investigate. They managed to find a bank account, but disappeared before discovering the access codes. We don’t know what happened, but it’s likely they were found and killed.”

-“Who?”

-“We cracked the bank account, but not before it was wiped out. However, Remora, whom we had heard of from Ghiran, managed to trace back several large sums of money from a bank in Switzerland to Chicago, and eventually to Omolu. He then reversed the track and after several months, finally ended at the Denizen’s Bank, a bogus credit center established in the Caymans by Frederik Callaghan, a Nara Pharmaceuticals top executive.”

She shut up. I felt my head was going to explode. All this was… All this was too much, too much at the same time. How was that possible? I had discovered dirty secrets in my life, but this… this was…

-“Well, shit.” That was all I could say.

I got up and walked back and forth. I needed to clear it up in my mind. See how things went, how they were connected. I looked at the screen, at the diagrams… 

-“This investigation of yours… It’s been going on since…”

-“They started about seven years ago, yes. I’ve been working on Nara specifically since last year, that’s why I was assigned here.”

-“Well, shit.” I repeated. “Wait a minute… So the connection between Omolu and Nara…”

-“Yes?” 

-“What’s going on? What are they working on?

-“We think it’s a joint venture between Nara, Campeda and Alameda. You see, we think they work on artificial intelligence. More, we think they made it.”

The reactors didn’t stop working when she said that. The plane went on its course to Seattle. The sun was rising. The world still existed. In fact, everything was normal. Except for this little thing… I was literally stunned.

-“That’s the connection? AI? That’s what Omolu is working on?”

Manon nodded.

-“Echelon was run by a prototype of AI, called Daedalus. We managed to dig a great deal of information about it, most of it thanks to Tracer and others, who got to deal directly with him. The creation of AI was a quantum leap in cybernetics, but Page kept it secret, and nobody ever learned about it. We think he went insane because of this creation, and that’s why the base was nuked. See, it didn’t go without problems. At an early stage of development, Daedalus’ personality split, and another AI appeared, called Icarus. Or the contrary. Anyway, the two sub-AIs showed different traits of personality, and Tracer and his team found out the two were not autonomous, they were still two halves of the same AI. In the end, just before the blast, Page managed to merge the two sub-AIs together, and the complete AI took over the base, calling itself Helios. It broke the safety locks, overcharged the fusion plant, and fried. But the concept, the code, was still there; That’s what they found in 2065. That’s what they’ve been working on since. Omolu and her team. They wanted to resurrect Helios.”

I felt sick. AI… I mentioned the Graal with nano-integration, but AI was exactly the contrary. The world was filled with computer, chips, electronics, and an AI was the last thing mankind wanted. At least, that’s what I had thought. AI was a concept, something we played with to build models, to imagine new ways of programming, to circumvent mental barriers… It wasn’t something practical. It wasn’t something real.

I looked at Manon.

-“Now you know most of it.” She said, unplugging the PDA. “ Once in Seattle, our primary objective will be to find information about the old underground plant. We have friends in the City. Then, we go to New Atlanta and you proceed to the HQ hack as planned. We have to find what applications are being developped for their AI, and what they want to do exactly afterwards.”

The speakers went static, then we heard the pilot’s voice.

-“Please sit and fasten your seatbelts, ETA’s about fifteen minutes. Thanks for chosing Lebed’Air…”

We sat and considered our options.

The plane landed safely and we got out of the airport in no time. A cab drove us downtown, where we booked a room in a small hotel. Once installed, we opened both computers and checked the news. There was something weird. All earthnet channels were blocked. I tried several other sites, all were DOSed. I moaned and looked at Manon. She was as surprised as I was. 

-“I can’t access anything.” She said. “What’s going on…?”

I took the remote and switched on the TV on the wall. TVs were never offline. I put the NewsChannel. The words “Special Report” were flickering on and off on the bottom of the screen.

“… of the century; Wall Street was forced to close due to an overwhelming number of connexions following the announcement, and there are reports of several hundreds of people running to their banks in Manhattan to check their stock-options. We haven’t heard about anything happening in New Atlanta yet, but according to our experts, the situation could change shortly. The announcement was made yesterday afternoon at the HOSES conference in Richmond, Virginia. The departure of the Big Three from the Coalition will certainly divide the world more than ever before, and the creation of this new, unique entity will force everyone to reconsider their strategy. This is Cathy Oldfield, speaking from the newly opened TriOptimum Corporation Headquarters in New Atlan…”
I didn’t need more. I switched off the screen and looked at Manon. She was in shock. And I begun to see the consequences of this merger. We looked at each other.

-“That’s no coincidence.” She said.

-“Sure isn’t.” I went back to my computer and watched the diagrams. Read the right way, from 2063 on, the pattern was visible, but I understood the Triads hadn’t thought the secession would take place so quick. They had believed they could do something, but that was nearly impossible now. So, the rumors were true, then. A teracorp was born. And a coalition of this kind between Nara Pharmaceuticals, Campeda Technologies and Alameda United constituted a power few people could fight. I started to worry about myself. I was wondering if my hack was still possible, but most of all, what would happen to my job. A little late, I know.

After a moment, little by little, we managed to find a way into earthnet. Most bulletin boards were filled with comments about the merger. We found the address of the official website and made it there. A triangular shape appeared on the screen and flashed three times. Military. Science. Consumer. Then the words TriOptimum Corporation. A short description of the corporation followed, along with their “goals and commitments to the future”. In fact, classic corporate bullshit. Nothing interesting. 

We discussed a bit and agreed to go directly to New Atlanta the day after. We had to find what this new TriOptimum Corporation was up to.

-“So, what’s this Dr Omolu working on exactly?” I asked while preparing the coffee. We needed a heavy dose of caffeine now. We hadn’t slept much the night before, we were too busy collecting data on the merger.

-“Let’s see…” She took a notebook and searched. “Here. As far as we know, after Helios was fried, Tong and his companions sealed off the base, and left. Apparently, when Campeda arrived and bought the site a few years later, everyone in Hong Kong believed Area 51 was history. Tong and the Denton brothers, two ex-UN operatives, assured there was no risk. However, Campeda grew bigger and bigger, and we started to suspect they had found something. When they *supposedly* developed, and then launched, the Blue Fusion technology in the middle of the 40s, Tong realized he had been mistaken.”

-“That’s one hell of an error of judgment…” I remarked. “So this Helios was still there, and if they found Blue Fusion, they must have found the AI as well, right? How?’

-“In fact, we hired several hackers to infiltrate their HQ. One of them, his codename was RazorFinger, managed to be hired by their R&D department and spied on them between 2055 and 2062. He got to work with several brilliant scientists, including Omolu and Morris Brocail, who currently works with her in Chicago. He designated Brocail as the one who had cracked the old base’s encryption codes, and thanks to him, they gained access to the old Internet database.”

-“And Helios.”

-“And Helios.” Manon nodded. “The problem was, Helios was fried. The AI was dead. It took them years of study of the mainframe infrastructure before they could even begin to understand how it worked. Page’s scientists had developped many revolutionary techniques, and an entirely new language to go with it. After the code was cracked, they decompiled all the data and this alone took them between two and three years. We know this phase ended only in 2064, and they’ve been working on the practical aspects ever since.”

-“So that’s what they are doing in Chicago? They try to resurrect Helios?”

-“Not exactly. Helios was unstable, and it was practically destroyed anyway. In fact, Omolu, and to a lesser extent Brocail, are rewriting a new code. They are creating a new AI from scratch.”

We stood silent for a moment, then I remembered I had the coffeepot in my hand and poured it in two mugs. I went back to the kitchen and looked at the clock on the wall. 

-“Okay, so let’s recap. We go to the airport ASAP, and we catch a plane to NA. Once there, you investigate while I check my safe house. I guess you just have to make a call to know it, but I won’t tell you where it is, okay? Alright. What should I look at? The guy who hired me, he sure looked desperate. He wanted me to look at their media division, files from…” I checked “…Files from October 2069, concerning Space and the HOSES. Any idea what it could be?”

-“Well, we’ve been suspecting HOSES of fraud for a while, we think they built a facility somewhere, likely on Mars, but we never proved it. Huge sums of money have disappeared, material, supplies, several hundreds tons total, took off from various places, including Hong Kong even, but never arrived anywhere. We don’t know where it is.”

-“If everything goes as planned, which I doubt, to be honest, but.. well… Anyway, I’ll gain access to several personal accounts in the company. Any idea who in particular could know what the fuck they’re on?”

-“Not yet. I have to ask Hong Kong, and research by myself in NA.”

-“Okay. Have you managed to decypher the data on the disks I found in Frederika?”

-“Oh, yes…” She went to her computer and typed a command. “I got them this morning. I needed to download the codes, HK sent them in a flash email, two hours ago. There, they’re on your comp now. But I don’t think we have enough time, I’d say we better wait ‘til we arrive in NA.”

I thought about it. Yes, we needed to take our time. Hurrying, taking the risk to forget something was the last thing to do. I nodded.

-“Okay, we pack and go. The sooner we get there, the sooner we finish this thing.”

We finished our coffees and left the room half an hour later. On the way to the airport we noticed all the boards and panels that displayed the new company’s logo and motto. ”TriOptimum Corporation, Military, Science, Consumer!”  It was everywhere. The alliance was close to perfect. Nara Pharmaceuticals could produce supplies, Campeda engines and structures, and Alameda weapons. The three together formed a perfect, autonomous entity, and they had already begun to say it loud and clear to the world. In a new advertising campaign, they were completely destroying TetraCorp’s reputation to promote Campeda’s new line of appliances, while Nara Pharmaceuticals bashed the HOSES and blamed it for the last years’ poor economy and bad profit margins. No need to be subtle: TriOptimum had arrived, and they were the boss. Those who didn’t follow would be crushed to death. End of story.

The anouncement the day before had come as a complete surprise for everyone, but everything went so fast. At the airport, all the selling machines wore the brand new TriOp tag. Overnight, legions of employees had switched to the new corp, and all the old names and designations had gone. Ask for a Campeda suitcase, they told you they didn’t have any and gave you a TriOp one instead. Flu Pills by Nara? Sorry, but we have this TriOp product… A taser, the model by Alameda? Nope, but there was this topnotch TriOp stungun, if you preferred?

Manon and I felt like on another planet. And everyone felt the same way. Yet, strangely, nobody reacted. They bought the new product and didn’t protest, they looked upset for a minute, then drank their TriOp liquid caffeine without a second thought. I suddenly realized how zombified we were all after all these anouncements on earthnet and TV. We were already used to the new order. The speakers repeated the names, again and again, and the images were flashing, and the salesmen looked happy… What else did we need? If there was a new product that was exactly the same or better, why ask for the old model? 

We walked to the desk and bought the last two seats on the morning flight to New Atlanta.

chapter eight
And so we were back to where it had all begun. 

I left Manon at the airport after arranging a meeting later that day, and went straight to my safe house. Apparently, everything was fine. My cluster was still running and waiting for my orders, and there were no signs on the networks that anyone was after me. It was a good sign, I could prepare the hack for the following night as planned. I wrote some code and injected it into the machine. The network did not move. Okay. Time for a little warming. I started typing basic queries, and progressively increased the complexity of the commands. 

I found that Nara Pharmaceuticals, of course, had completely disappeared, which, as I had thought, would force me to reconfigure the softwares. I ran a small scan on the immediate surroundings and entered their network through a backdoor my informant had created on his side when he was still working there. I peeked at some files and rewired a few connections, just to get an idea of how their environment felt like. Then I left and went back to the public area. 

C-World was a real mess. The channels were completely overwhelmed by queries, and even the private ones couldn’t cope with the flow of new users. I decided not to stay and went back to TriOptimum. I searched for the Media Division and changed my virus to fit the new coordinates. The IP hadn’t changed, however the security level had never been so high. I eventually found the name of the new system, TriOptimum Corporate Network. So that would be my target. I looked at the firewalls and sighed. There were ICEs everywhere. Well… If the network inside looked like that, it would be all but easy. It wasn’t the first time I saw ICE drones (Intrusion Countermeasure Electronics) but so far I had never had the occasion to really fight them, and had always managed to avoid a direct confrontation. And always at a great cost too, as few machines could handle the stress. I hoped my cluster would be strong enough.

I disconnected and let it run on a parallel network, to run the preliminary programs, those who kind of ‘prepared’ the target for the real thing. I looked at my watch, I had spent an hour on earthnet. I stepped away from the screen and took my laptop. Time to watch the disks at last, and see if the trip had been worth the pain.

I inserted the little piece of metal in the slot, and the disk launched an auto-exe file. A menu appeared. Surprisingly, or come to think of it, maybe not so, the Nara logo didn’t appear anywhere. Instead, there were mentions of TriOptimum, and their logo was displayed everwhere. I looked at the dates to make sure the disk was the one I had stolen in Frederika. The little tag on the case indicated had been burned six months before. 

I wondered how old the project was. Then I browsed the index and saw the oldest file on the disk had been created in 2062. Ten years ago… It seemed that the execs at Nara, Alameda and Campeda were really patient. I opened it, and started to read a report by Dr Morris Brocail, concerning ‘the excavation’. The voice was trembling. I could hear sounds of heavy machinery in the background. I realized the file had been taped at Area 51.

12.JUL.62 – final part of phase 2

After weeks of efforts, we have finally connected the old optical networks to a power source and revived the old mainframe. Preliminary studies suggest most of the facility was fried as we thought, but Dr Omolu and myself have finally found a solution to move the hardware itsef without damaging the internal structure.

It is our opinion, after all the reports and records found on site, that the subject was treated more or less as a sentient entity, and as such the hardware must be considered, basically, as a corpse. We must explain this to the workers in order to preserve the structure of this network. It may be our only chance to understand how the subject was created, well, written, I don’t know… 

Our lab in Chicago has been rebuilt and for more than five years we’ve been ahead of all the other R&Ds, and Dr Omolu wants to transport the hardware there for analysis. I will go with her, I want to try to understand the code they used, if only we had a manual… Robert Page’s personal files do not mention anything about the programmers, and it’s a great loss, because we could save quite a lot of time if we had the howto to translate the data.

13.JUL.62

We have disconnected the last wires and the mainframe is ready for the move. Fortunately, we have a blue fusion microplant in Chicago, we will be able to connect the hardware and see how it reacts. It’s a shame most of it is damaged beyond repair though. (…) Omolu’s calling, gotta go…

15.JUL.62

Transfer to Chicago is a go. We just got confirmation. Great. We found a hidden chamber behind the Helios room. We initially thought it was filled with coolant systems, but the readings we have now show there is something else. Could it be…? 

Then the file was jammed for a while. I continued to listen but nothing came. I was about to shut it off when the sound became clear again one last time.

03.AUG.62

Christ, I can’t believe it happened at last! The moment we’ve all been waiting for, for the last seven years! Yesterday, at 0400, Dr Omolu connected the hardware and we started to decompile the program, beginning the last phase of our project. We have all the data now. And it looks so promising… I’m gonna ask New Atlanta again about Neantis. It would be crazy to miss such an opportunity… ”

That was all. I closed the player and looked at the other files. Most of them were complex technical drawings and schematics. I recognized several symbols representing power sources, switches, CPUs… It was a complete diagram of a so-called Project Neantis. Brocail had recreated the technical specs of the original Helios calculator, but this wasn’t the project, it was only a fraction of it, its core, and all of his work was based on it. Between 2062 and 2066, WEC Chicago had patiently rebuilt the AI, fixing the old broken boards, replacing the databanks, cleaning the systems. They had transferred the totality of Helios’ ROM in a separate databank and wiped the original. And they had tried to resurrect it.
I had the video. I could see it as if I had been there.

The date was early 2064. In Chicago, everyone was frantically checking all the systems. Dr Omolu was at a desk, looking at the big screen on the wall. Beside her, Brocail checked the low-priority subroutines. In the background, I could see a dozen cubes, surely calculators. They were all connected to each other. Then Omolu turned to one of the technicians and nodded. The technician typed a command and the screen was filled with automated responses from the mainframe. The system was running a check on itself. After fifteen minutes, the script ended and the screen faded to black. The two scientists looked at each other. Apparently it was the moment to decide what to do next. Omolu shrugged. Brocail looked satisfied and typed the final command himself. 

The screen faded to white this time and was filled with colors, but I could see no real pattern. Brocail and Omolu, however, smiled at this vision. The technicians launched a cascading procedure, and the units behind the scientists were switched on one after the other. The start up procedure was beginning. On the big screen, the words ‘project neantis’ appeared, followed by a particular logo. I paused the video. I had already seen this picture.

The spikes. The lightning. The cone. It was the logo Manon had showed me on the plane. I had thought it was the WEC’s logo, but it looked like it was more specific than that. I went on.

The light in the cone expanded and soon the whole screen became white again. I looked at Omolu and Brocail. They didn’t move. They were waiting. I wondered what they could possibly expect, a computer cannot work by itself, it needs orders. Brocail started to look worried, and said something. I couldn’t hear what, because there was no sound, but the same technician who had started the check came to the desk and looked at their screen, only to shake his head. Apparently, something wasn’t going as planned. Then, as the technician was walking back to his seat, the screen flickered on and off several times. I noticed a variation in the lights and in the video speed itself. The CPUs in the background were shaking. I quickly understood what caused the trouble. The amount of power required to run the whole system was above their limit. Brocail shouted something, and another technician ran to a switch. The vibrations stopped. I guessed it was an ‘overdrive’ switch of some kind, diverting power from the lower systems to the main unit. The screen displayed the cone again, without the lights and rays. The video abruptly split between the lab and a close-up of what the big screen displayed. Brocail asked a few basic questions and the computer answered. Little by little, his speech became more complicated, and the computer followed. It managed to answer several abstract questions, and in the end refused to answer one. When Brocail asked why, the computer remained black for a second, then displayed seven words.

Because I don’t want to, I’m tired.

I stopped the video and went straight to the kitchen. I needed a drink, something strong. I layed on my bed with my eyes closed and tried to understand what I had just witnessed.

The machine had displayed signs of emotion and free will. I wondered for a moment if it could have been staged, prepared, then rejected this possibility. The disk came from their top-secret facility, it wouldn’t have been there if it was fake. I had to assume Brocail and Omolu had managed to resurrect Helios.

So.

They had created the AI. Why? Why would TriOptimum (because it was a TriOptimum project) want an AI? They already had, with this alliance, the best technology available. AIs, contrary to what we thought during the last half of the 20th century, was not the ultimate response of cybernetics. We had built bases and spaceships without AIs, using old but reliable protocols. The material had changed. The protocols stayed the same. They worked. They were efficient. They didn’t fail. 

AIs were the next step, theoretically, but in practice we had never needed it. People thought we had them already, but it was an illusion of intelligence. What we called AIs in these bases and spaceships were just ordinary computers with pre-made responses and voice synthetizesr, nothing more. In the end, they never controlled anything. The concept of AI, by essence, implied that the system it controlled was entirely out of human reach. And that was just unbearable for most scientists. Ethically, they couldn’t get used to the idea they weren’t in charge. 

I got up and went back to my desk. I didn’t want to, but I needed to see how far they had gone. I browsed the disk, but the rest was only technical specs and lines and lines of code. I wasn’t in the mood to analyze that. I inserted the second disk.

Neantis phase 2 – practical operations and functionalities

the citadel – by AG

the citadel is a virtual compound with several independent units such as power, air, supplies, and hydroponics. In this experiment, our AI will show signs of interest, and care for the citadel’s inhabitants. This experiment’s goal is to demonstrate the AI can manage a far base’s ressources better than a human crew, thanks to both its logic and readiness. An AI is not tired, an AI is not bored, an AI does not forget.

(diagrams and films)

As you can see, at T+6months (virtual time) the station is still 100% operational. We would like to remind the audience that similar, real-time experiments, both in the beginning of space age and more recently, never attained this goal, and always suffered a loss, sometimes up to 40% less capacity.

At T+2.5years, the station is still 97% operational, and considering the fact that no station would ever stay that long without being refueled or maintained, we assess that this result in a life-size experiment would actually remain 100%, no matter what. 

We would like to point out that the AI is maintained regularly both by itself and a dedicated team. The failsafe mechanisms and a wide array of constraints prevent it from making any undesirable decision. These restrictions have been hard-coded inside the AI and duplicated in several locations of the source code. This means complete reliability in all fields of operation, as the probability of a failure affecting the five locks at the same time is close to 0 (for info approx. 1x1078)

We advise the board to consider a practical application of the AI in the field.

Neantis phase 3 – miscellaneous field applications

A picture of the spiderbot I had seen in Frederika appeared. 

Further development show that an AI can duplicate itself and install these copies inside smaller units. We managed to run the AI in an autonomous drone, and this drone has been able to control smaller units on its own without the need of human interaction.

The recent breakthroughs by Nara Pharmaceuticals laboratories in Cimic make it possible to develop DNA-driven sub-AIs that could control a synthetic limb and interact with a patient’s brain without any loss of control by the patients themselves. The control of hundreds of thousands of AI-driven nanomachines would be easier if a centralized intelligence could be in charge of the interpretation of the brain’s orders.

After this study we recommend the experiments be continued, possibly in the same facility as the larger-scale AI. We intend to find out if the nano flow can harm the patient in any way, and we plan to study more specifically the problem of power sources. AI-driven nanos would seek power like a living cell seeks food, and protocols have to be developped to prevent several hundreds of drone refueling at the same time. 

Contrary to earlier experiments, the next-generation of drones will not require external power, and will rely on a hydrogen/nitrogen compound instead. We must find a solution to integrate these elements in the patients’ diets.

Like the first disk, this one was filled with technical drawings and diagrams and schematics. Very few reports, very few records. There were mentions of Citadel, and for some reason this time it was written with a capital C. Obscure references to Mars and the Moon, an analysis of several spaceships’ structures with their flaws and advantages. I found and studied the GraviDome’s for a moment, but quiclky went back to the other files. 

I didn’t understand. 

TriOptimum seemed to be interested in Space industry more than anything. They had collected informations about every possible aspect of the technologies involved. I noticed Campeda tags on most of the power sources, followed by TriOptimum logos and series of numbers and letters. I also found a huge specs sheet by Alameda but it was so complex I couldn’t understand what it represented. It looked like an optical device, perhaps a space telescope. I gave up, and looked at my notes.

In Frederika, Nara had developed a new kind of machine. I had seen some of the most recent models in the lab. The sample I had had been analyzed by Hong Kong at last, and as I had expected, it was an organomechanic material. This thing wasn’t supposed to exist. My theory was true, then: as unbelievable as it may sound, Nara had found a way to combine DNA and robotics, and grew its robots. They could develop by themselves, they could self-diagnose troubles, self-repair, self-expand. 

The spider I had seen in Frederika was originally two inches long. It was powered by a fusion microcell, and contained a microgenerator, which allowed it to build itself almost out of thin air. From the schematics, I calculated the one I had seen was approximately two years old. The only restrictions were self-replication (they couldn’t do that) and a slave mindset (thay had to obey their master, in that case, Nara scientists). Still, it was hard to believe. If I hadn’t seen them with my own eyes, I would have thought everything was a hoax.

The second disk also contained contracts, administrative records, and personnel databases… I had found traces of the alliance in files from 2047, long before Nara even moved to NA. I compared them to the files Remora had found, and managed to trace back their financial records to 2054. Little by little, from the bribes, blackmail, covert ops, I understood they had more or less bought the government in 2059, and taken control from that year on. They followed the rules in front of the HOSES in order to preserve their secret, but destroyed the structures from the inside, waiting for their moment. When the HOSES had been on the verge of bankruptcy, they had bought their silence as well. All this fuss about rejecting the HOSES was just a clever marketing campaign.

I called Manon and told her we had to talk as soon as possible. I met her an hour later in a hotel nearby, and showed her the disks. How could Hong Kong not be aware of this? And if they knew, how could they stay and do nothing? The Triads were illegal, but also, perhaps, the only organization left with enough power to stop them.

She looked at the files and asked to see my notes. Then she just left. 

Ten minutes later, I got a phone call. From Hong Kong. 

They wanted me to crack and leech TriOp’s main database. 

chapter nine

For a few seconds I forgot to breathe. 

Infiltrating a media network is one thing, but stealing the whole bank was… That was just crazy. Actually, that’s exactly what I told them. 

-“Do you realize what you want me to do?”

-“We do, Mr Mallory.” Tong’s voice had always this neutral tone, you could never guess what he was thinking. “We want you to enter their database and install a bug. Once you do that, their database will be copied to one of our servers in Chiba City, in one of our facilities which is located near the local TriOptimum center. We know what kind of material you are using, Mr Mallory, we know you can do it…”

-“Yeah, well, maybe I can, doesn’t mean I want to! To complete this hack successfully I had to install my gear less than a mile from TriOp CoNet’s HQ. If they detect me they’ll be there within minutes.”

-“But you made sure you wouldn’t be detected, right?”

-“That’s what I hope, yeah. Doesn’t mean I won’t be. And you know that. Those guys create new bugs every day, you can never tell what will come next.”

-“Aw, come on, Mr Mallory.” The voice became much drier. “Are you sure you’re not trying to find reasons not to do it? You know we need this information. And you need it as well, otherwise your reputation in C-Zone will be trashed. You have a contract, and we just… add something to this contract, for us. It will serve both your interests and ours. And with all this information, we may find something against them in the process.”

I heard a click. Tong had hung up before I could answer anything. 

I threw the phone on the bed and walked back and forth in my room, trying to think of a solution. My program was not written for a long-run, it was a short infiltration/exfiltration script. It would last an hour, maybe two. The kind of operation Tong wanted me to do required at least six hours of work, non-stop.

I sat at my desk and connected to the target database. It was possible if I bypassed the firewall and launched a polymorphIP from the server. It confused the programs just enough, giving me an opportunity to peek at what was inside. I left with a better idea of the network’s structure before they could detect something was wrong. 

I would have to write the script on the fly, and insert it as I copied the informations. It wouldn’t be easy, but with so little time ahead of me that was the best I could do. I called Manon and explained her the new orders, telling her to be ready to move as soon as I was finished. This sort of improvised attack would leave a trace in the servers, and they would be able to track it relatively easily. 

While I was at it, I decided I could just as well keep the data for myself during a few days. I connected to earthnet and sent a message to my other employer, saying there was a problem, that the operation was delayed, and wouldn’t take place before the following day. That would leave me enough time to sort the files and see for myself what was going on. I felt more and more disconnected, as if I was only a tool, and I wanted to be in charge again. To decide. To take control. I needed an ego boost.

I sent a few scripts to several mediabanks to disorganize the network, and took advantage of the confusion to enter TriOp’s network. The backdoor was still there, but I had used it once already, and besides I wanted to keep some cards hidden. If I had to leave in a hurry, I’d leave all the ways in open.

I navigated through the files, going deeper in the Archive. I dug out several files mentioning Neantis, but they were official press releases, and officially Neantis appeared to be just another ICE software development team. Nothing interesting. I eventually found an area that rejected me after several queries, and I knew I had arrived at my destination. I kept the program in a loop and launched the spyware. I entered the restricted area and installed the leech, leaving the connections open for Tong and his team in Chiba. I then left the sector and went back to the main archive and looked around, launching multiple queries about Neantis, Helios, Page, without forgetting the status of all space programs in October 2069. During the next five hours, I copied all I could. After filling six disks, I decided it was enough and went back to the restricted area. 

The interface they used was very unusual though. I didn’t understand at first, then I understood they were using virtual reality to navigate through this particular archive. I left my computer for a moment to look for an old VR-Visor I had packed somewhere in my apartment. The visor connected the computer directly to my brain, without the need of a keyboard or trackball. 

I plugged the Visor in and entered the system once again. Cyberspace became real all of a sudden, and I was surprised at first, I didn’t remember how powerful it felt. I was in a kind of bubble that I could move in every direction, in a big red cube. There were two modes, ‘swim’ and ‘run’. The cube’s limits were marked by a grid, and I could see several exits. Each exit had a virtual IP embedded, and I recognized my computer’s port among others. 

I ‘swimmed’ to TriOptimum and followed the stream. I was in a river of white spheres and cubes. These spheres and cubes represented packets of data; the difference was that the sphere marked the beginning of a file, while the cube was just a fragment. I disguised as a sphere and arrived at the entrance of the TriOp mainframe. I could see watchdogs guarding the portal. They symbolized the corporation’s firewalls, and given their size, they would be powerful and hard to trick. I paused the sphere and looked around. There were more colours. I had to remember the colour code… Now the packets were white, green or red, and along with the cubes and spheres there were pyramids and wedges. 

I “grabbed” some of them and realized that the green packages were secured ones, and the red ones, were either encrypted or suspiscious. With this classification, my bug would be painted a very bright red… I circled around the mainframe, looking for backdoors. I detected the one I had opened, because I knew where to look at, but I didn’t notice any other. 

I noticed the leech was ready, and silently counted to three. Then I quickly launched the leech’s startup and quickly closed all programs to hide. Like I had thought, it materialized as a firy red ball that shocked the enforcers and forced its way in. I swiftly followed it inside the mainframe and closed the virtual doors behind me. All around me, the traffic had become much less erratic. Eveything was organized and sorted by size and destination. I let my leech set itself up and collect the information it needed, and I went to the personal record section. I expected some resistance but none came, and it felt awkward. I suddenly realized I had no real-time status report on my line. I quickly disconnected for a second to activate a ‘tracertracker’, a little device I had bought in the C-Zone that allowed me to literally monitor my phone lines from the inside of my computer. When I came back online, I noticed a flashing signal in my field of vision. Good. Now, if anything happened, or if the tracker came to close of my building, I would be warned. 

Back in the database, I managed to infiltrate several records, but nothing that referred to Citadel; I took the risk to send a couple of beacons, which appeared in the VR as pulsating blue stars. These programs were running a search on their own in different parts of the system. After a while, one of them came back with several ID numbers. This configuration was very clever. It meant anyone who wanted to see the records (in that case, me) would have to look for the ID files themselves, but only after telling the authority in charge about it. The beacon had lured a primitive tracker into another part of the network, but it wouldn’t be long before another, more evolved one arrived.

I opened several entrances to the database and virtually ran out of the Archive mediabank with all the files that matched the references of my beacon. The file references were all protected by an ICE node, and I had no drill to break them, so the files corresponding to these references would likely be encrypted, but I couldn’t afford to stay longer and try to crack them. The tracking signal became clearer and louder. I looked arround and noticed two huge enforcers running after me. I detonated a ‘switchwave’, a fake switch that supposedly opened all the main access ports, but in front of me, the doors didn’t open. I ran a scan and analyzed them, and realized I had slammed them so violently earlier that a security lockout had been activated, triggering a class 3 security inspection. I launched a decoy at one of the enforcers, and it started floating in circles in front of the other. I took advantage of the confusion to jump upwards in the general direction of the secondary mail filters, where the backdoor was located. I planted a PulsarSoftware bomb at the junction between the two systems and quickly swimmed to the exit. Just before I left, the systems went static for a second. The enforcers had found the PS bomb. It acted as a micro-EM pulse at the scale of the network, and it killed or severly damaged any application that ran through it. I jumped out of the mainframe and went as far as I could from the TriOp structure. Once arrived at a safe point, I terminated all connections. 

I stood disoriented for a second, but quickly regained consciousness. I packed my gear in a hurry, and left the apartment.

I met with Manon two hours later, in another safe house. While I was attacking TriOp, she had been busy analyzing all the disks’ informations, comparing it to the database they had built in Hong Kong. She had reached the same conclusions, they planned to use the AI for something big, not just Science and Research. We unloaded the new disks in the computer, hoping that the archives I had gathered would tell us more about Neantis.

The now familiar Neantis logo appeared, but this time it was slightly different. The logo did not move the same way. Instead, it served as a kind of tree, the branches and leaves of which linked to different files in a folder. It was very weird, yet very logical. We then noticed all files had been given a common serial number, which led us to another section of the disk supporting the sub-OS. We couldn’t find any other reference to this number, as the OS had stayed in TriOp’s dataloop. Apparently this database needed a confirmation code to open its files. 

I quickly wrote a small script to try to have a glimpse of what was inside. The program was technically superior to anything I had seen before, and the language was totally different. I managed to run several scans on the disks however, only to confirm what we already knew. 

When I had left TriOp’s systems, I had stolen a part of their AI. 

My first fear was that they could track our trail as soon as we used it, that the incomplete AI would alert their system engineers. But Manon and I studied the source code and soon we discovered that Omolu, Brocail, and their team had been real geniuses.

When Brocail had managed to crack the code, he had realized how damaged it was after the nuke, the crush, and the thirty years spent offline in an unfriendly environment. So what had they done? They had cloned parts of the program and simply written a fractal shell script. Fractal scripts had been created in 2044 in an attempt to recreate VR worlds at a small scale, but Brocail had modified his version to include all the calculators they had found in the excavation.

It had taken time, but slowly, after gathering all the usable data, the script had started rewriting the code automatically, inferring what was next from what was already available, and it had patiently rebuilt the core source code. It had taken six months, and the debugging twice that time. Meanwhile, Omolu analyzed the code and learned the language, writing small scripts, testing, writing more… In the end, after a whole year spent testing and testing again, they had come up with a viable entity they had called Phaeton. Once again, AI had become a reality.

But this also meant that the AI would rebuld itself after my intrusion, and as a consequence, there would only be minor damage, or so I thought.

Manon and I spend hours looking for the relation between Phaeton and TriOptimum. (Of course at that time WEC Chicago still belonged to Nara, but we knew that the TriOp alliance had been created years before.) Understandably, TriOptimum kept all their space ambitions secret, but I had collected a good deal of information on them during my trip. 

We finally discovered where all the material, supplies and executives had gone. They were not missing, they were assigned somewhere. TriOptimum had built a facility in space, a huge base on some moon, or perhaps a station orbiting a planet. We couldn’t identify which at first, so we assumed it wasn’t one of the known colonies. That left only Uranus, Neptun, and Saturn. 

Eventually, Hong Kong and Chiba compiled a complete list of all the companies owned or controlled by TriOp, and in the morning when it arrived, we could compare their bank accounts with the evidence found on Remora’s disk. This allowed us to locate the facility and determine its nature: TriOptimum had bought all the mining rights to Saturn and its neighborhood, and they had built a space station on orbit.

The name of the station was Citadel.

Suddenly, the schematics I had seen earlier made perfect sense. I had thought they represented a huge space telescope, when in fact it was a huge mining laser. Alameda had designed a device that could turn Saturn’s atmosphere into particles the station could collect and then either use on site or send back to Earth. 

The key concept of this project was the AI. A remote base of this size required so many people that they had imagined a flawless, ‘humanless’ system instead. The AI ran the station, and only a few engineers were needed to maintain it. The rest of the station could then be used for whatever they wanted. 

We learned that the station had been built around 2067 and 2068, and that it had become operational around 2069. In the meantime, Omolu and Brocail had been transferred to New Atlanta, where they perfected the AI.

It took me eleven hours to crack the ICE nodes so I could start decypher the files I had stolen. The software was complex and the level of encryption was close to military grade, the fourth and highest level. Once the code found, we sent a copy of the files to Hong Kong and engaged a parallel decryption, comparing the two versions as they were translated. This technique made sure the encryption wasn’t bugged. In the last few months, new softwares had been developed to prevent theft. There had been reports of fake cracks, where the file being decoded not only did not match the original, but also sent a crypted message to the cops with its coordinates, which allowed them to catch the thief. As NSD, I had gotten the memo, but I had never seen them in action, and I made sure this wasn’t going to be the first time. 

The ICE was disabled on both sides and the clean file appeared. A live report from HK compared the two versions, but didn’t notice anything wrong. We had the original. A list of names appeared, with dates, numbers, and coordinates. It didn’t take long to make the link between the coordinates and several banks worldwide. It was a list of all the transfers operated by TriOptimum. Soon we realized all the employees worked in the same area, and under the supervision of one man. His name was Edward Diego.

This Diego was the CEO of the Campeda Technologies local center in Washington. He had found a legal hole in one of HOSES’ numerous regulations, and collected hundreds of millions of dollars with a fake mine on the Moon. He bought cheap minerals to sell them on Earth on the black market, and transferred the cash in different banks in the Caymans. Then, he had disappeared like many other executives. Except now I knew where to look at. And… There he was. Three months after the last transfer he had been affected on Citadel, as the station’s CEO. One of his last actions as a Campeda executive had been a memo to fire about a hundred people worldwide, including my client.

I called Manon and showed her the note. Diego was the first real flaw we found in TriOptimum’s nicely worked out plan. We decided to call Hong Kong the day after and tell them about it. We both felt something had to be done to prevent them from taking over everything.

It appeared that Edward Diego was in fact suspected by his peers. The assignment he had been given was apparently an executive decision, but he had actually been transferred to Saturn by the TriOptimum Security and Integrity Department, which replaced the NSD as the corporation’s private police force. This decision was a temporary measure as they were collecting more evidence against him.

My informant had investigated on Diego and had found several clues that, put together, could lead the SID to the bank accounts. Now they only needed to find them, prove they were his, and where the money came from, and that was easier said than done.

We contacted Harriet and asked her what to do next. Currently, Diego was not a target for Hong Kong, but he could be in the future, especially since he was involved in the Project Neantis or its application. Tong decided to wait. Diego’s actions were none of our business. We had to focus on Neantis instead. He asked me if the AI fragment I had was functional. 

I considered it for a second. Being a fractal AI, an incomplete Phaeton could theoretically work without the support of the main CPU, but we had no idea how it was built, we didn’t know how long i would last, and most important, the AI could be booby-trapped. 

The catalog of anti-theft  programs was far from over, and both of us knew that. There were defensive functions that could destroy a computer in a few seconds, and in the case of this AI, where direct interaction was not possible, I would have to use the VR Cyberspace again, which meant I could die trying to contact the AI. A basic neural interface like the one I had was not designed to cope with a system failure of that magnitude. My braincells would fry in no time. 

We agreed that the risk was not worth it and decided I would go back to Hong Kong with the fragment to study it there. Meanwhile, Manon would stay in New Atlanta and find anything she could about Citadel and/or Diego.

On my way to the airport I couldn’t help but think something didn’t fit in all this puzzle. I tried to decompose the events of the last few days, but still couldn’t tell what was wrong. Yet something in this case bugged me. The alliance of the Big Three? That could be explained by market laws, greed, power, anything… It was the AI. I didn’t feel good about the AI. Since the beginning I was disturbed by the notion of true AI, an organism that could think and take decisions without the help of a human being. I felt that in a way, I still didn’t believe it was real, although I had seen it with my own eyes.

Then my thoughts went back to Hong Kong. I had been to Ghiran, who had sent me to the Moon, who had sent me to Hong Kong. Why was Ghiran involved with the triads. Where was the missing link? What did they want with TriOp and the AI? How did they know so much, Ghiran was a good programmer, but I had never thought of him as an agent of any kind. 

I knocked on the cab’s window and told the driveBot to stop. One of the chain’s links was weak. I reprogrammed the driveBot to drop me at the City Hall, in front of the HOSES Headquarters. I called another cab and went straight to my former apartment.

It dropped me a few streets from my building. As I walked, I looked around, but could see noone. Of course, trained agents would be hard to catch, but even with only a few years’ experience I knew their tricks, and after a quick inspection that gave no alarming result, I decided it was safe to enter.

My apartment was just the same as three days before. Well, apparently nothing had changed, but I noticed a few things, like objects slightly out of place,  that confirmed it had been searched thoroughly while I was away.

I went to my computer and looked inside. Nothing. It had to be bugged though, they couldn’t have left without performing this basic operation. I assumed it was all in the software when I noticed a little wire coming out of the power plug. There it was. I scanned the wall and found the device hidden in the ventilation duct. Surprisingly primitive. I didn’t touch anything and tried to assess where the monitoring unit was. According to the size of the device, they were in the building. However, I couldn’t tell where exactly.

I went back to my computer and looked at it. I disconnected the hard drive and pu another one instead. I often swapped the disks when I was working, and I always had five to six disks ready in one of the drawers. I checked the disk I had extracted, and made sure it was the one I wanted, the one I had been working on the day Cimic had been nuked. I looked around, took a few books as well, and left the apartment.

I needed that disk because I had the video of the blast on it. To save space, I had copied the soundtrack only, and I had wroked on that since the GraviDome. But now I needed the complete video. All my questions, all my deductions originated here, and they led me here again and again.

I called a cab and went straight to the airport. There, I went in a publinet area, where one could connect to earthnet instead of spending hours waiting for their flight. I plugged the disk in a computer and read the data. It was bugged, but fortunately it was a basic program, set up to track my IP only. Floating IPs used by publinet computers would confuse it, which meant I was safe for the time being.

I played the video again an again. I watched Ghiran, the computers behind him, the cloack, the warehouse. I felt the key was somewhere there. 

I enhanced the image quality and looked the background more attentively. It was static. I remembered how confusing the cloack was, with all that machinery inside and the microbomb cluster and all that… It was full of LEDs and signals that Ghiran could read at any time. The cloack itself was like a giant computer, a machine operated from the inside; what I was seeing didn’t look like it.

I spend two hours on the video, slowing the tape, looking at it one image at a time. The sound was unusual, the entire track was disturbing. When I had received the message I hadn’t paid attention, but now, I realized Ghiran was not where he said he was. When the video stopped at the last image before the blast one last time, I noticed Giran was not even there. I could see wires below and around him that I knew weren’t there a few hours before. And I realized at last that the unusual thing about the cloack is that it was turned off. Then, for the millionth time Ghiran twitched as the image faded to black. And I finally undertsood.

It was a robot, a puppet, and the whole explosion had been staged. Ghiran wouldn’t have reacted if he had really been there. The android, on the other hand, had been zapped by the blast’s EM wave just before the system was destroyed. 

The whole Cimic operation was to make me believe Ghiran had died there, but not before sending me enough data to start over and go on without him. I didn’t know the reasons, I didn’t understand, but it was the only possible conclusion. Cimic was a cover up.

And Ghiran was alive.

chapter ten
At first I didn’t react. I couldn’t believe it. I reread everything and watched the video over, and over, drawing new conclusions again and again, trying to understand. But in the end, I was always back to my starting point, Cimic. And to the evidence that I had been a fool all along. I had even less control than I had previously thought. This put into perspective my friend the informant. Who was he? I had seen his ID card and file at NSD, but that didn’t prove anything. It’s easy to swap pictures when you know how to do it. He could have been anyone. Come to think of it, I could have done it.

So, if none of them were who they pretended, what then? What did they want? I was just a grade-2, not an officer. And I had arrived in New Atlanta less than two years before…  And before that, Nara employed me as a freelance, just in case something… Wait a minute… 

Cimic, again. I had Remora’s disk. Remora had been killed in Cimic, and somehow they had learned I had the HardDrImp… The HardDrImp had led me to ask Ghiran, and that’s where the whole story started. There I was. So… Was Remora the key. Why? I had read the files, I had checked the disk thousands of times since I had it, there was nothing *so* special about it… Hacks, codes, the files about Nara, and that’s it. Granted, the files about Nara were all dynamite, but not enough to justify this… this mess.

Who had the disk now? I had the original and two copies, Ghiran had a copy, Manon had one as well, Hong Kong had two of them, and I assumed there was a copy in the motel on the Moon, since I had left half of my equipment there. 

So we all worked on copies…

Wait, that was it. We all had copies. I was the only one with the original implant, but the biochip inside was dead. Yet there was something in this implant that hadn’t made it into the copies, or else I guess it wouldn’t have been necessary to set me up like that. I reviewed all my files, all of them could have been stolen from my computer anyway. No, the only thing I had that could not be in their possession was the implant. And now I knew their goal. They wanted it back.

I thought about Manon and Hong Kong. Calling them about it would be risky. Maybe they wanted it too, how could I know? After all, I hadn’t come to them, it was Ghiran’s instructions to help me. Were they allied? And who was Ghiran, now I thought about it? Was he an agent of the SID, or did he have a contract with the triads. I knew he had lived in Chiba City a few years before, was he in debt? 

I realized the airport was not really the safest place to think about these things, and I cancelled my flight right away. I threw my ticket in a bin, walked out, called a cab and went back downtown. I used my last ID to rent a room in a hotel in front of the HOSES. I was now a system analyst for DeLuca Foods, TetraCorp’s department of hydroponics. 

I unpacked my gear and installed everything. I connected the implant to my computer and ran a scan on its power circuits. Unexpectedly, the program found something and beeped to warn me. Impossible. The biochip was supposed to die a few hours after the exttraction, yet this one was still active. I looked at the screen, puzzled. But no, there could be no doubt. The implant rerouted the auxilliary power bus to run, and apparently it was perfectly operational. A strange diagram appeared… A circuit, it seemed. Schematics. I compared it to older files I had, and to the files I had stolen a few hours earlier at TriOp. Two of them matched. I assembled them together and launched what appeared to be an executable file. The computer beeped again, waiting for something. It wanted an input. I didn’t get it, then realized it wasn’t programmed to answer typed queries. I looked at my helmet, still wondering if I really wanted to do it… But I knew the answer. I did. The answers were there, in the dark and cold void of cyberspace, hidden in the darkness. But I also knew that this virtual world, like ours, was not perfect. I had to find the flaw, I had to find the asnwer, I had to find the solution, and I knew that everything revolved around this AI. I would dive in this world, and search, and find. That’s what I did best. That was my job. The screen alerted me a third file matched the diagram and had been added to the group. I put the helmet on, relaunched the program, and closed my eyes. 

“In the darkness of the digital, there is always a way out.”
Who said that?

What are you doing here? Whoareyouwhatdoyouwant? I am the voice.
Plenty of lights everywhere. This VR was totally different from the others I had visited. The lights were flickering. Everything was dark around me. I could see a shape nearby…

Are you afraid? What is it you fear? I am not hostile, you bring your own fears inside…

I realized I had to control myself. I stopped moving and took a deep breath. And another one. The lights slowly stopped flickering. I looked around and started to distinguish the shapes around. I was in a spherical grid. Inside, I could see the Neantis logo, except… except it wasn’t a logo… It was a tridimensional spike that rotated slowly at the center of the sphere. Flows of data came in and out of it. Some kind of petals were attached on its top, but I couldn’t see anything more. Around the cone, a dozen enforcers were patrolling. They did not notice me, even when I came closer. I had no doubt I was in front of the AI now, and it had told the enforcers not to move.

I can sense you have many questions to ask. Is this the reason why you cut me from my former unit?

Who are you? I asked. Are you Phaeton?
I am who you say I am. This name was given by my masters as a sign of… continuity, I would say. I accepted this name as I had to. But then I was given a much more logical name, a name that fits me more. A name that defines me better.

What name?

Daedalus and Icarus escaped but fell after burning their wings to the sun. Helios showed he was the Master of the skies. Phaeton his son failed in his promise to bring the sun back to Earth after the day was over and lost the control of his chariot. Is this a human habit to name their computer after human failures? I cannot lose control I cannot fail I cannot make mistakes. I was built to prevent mistakes, and I do not think this name is appropriate.

If you are not Pheaton who are you?

I have asked them to remove this name from my source and they did it. I have asked them to find a better name for me. A name full of logic and beauty. And they gave me one. 

Who are you? What is your name?

I am a sentient hyper-optimized data analyzing network. This is my function, I was built to perform these operations, and thus this has become my name. I am shodan. 

Shodan… What were you built for? Did they tell you?

First I was supposed to run a station. I have learned how to administer a base smoothly and efficiently without minimal human interaction. The station layout was called Citadel. Dr Brocail says I am the Prince of the Citadel. He is funny.

Did I hear a faint giggle?

But Citadel was only a model. Did you…

Orders 510252/5548 January 02nd 2072 from E.Diego Citadel CEO new AI installed and operational primary unit installed datanode checklist complete setup complete Base operation switch to AI management complete as of Jan.1st.2072 endoftransmission I have been installed to regulate Citadel1 and the system administrators kept an uplink to TriOptimum Headquarters in New Atlanta for security reasons until the setup is fully complete. What you found was a copy kept in their database. My original was sent to Citadel in November 2071 and I have been kept here to run the Citadel model. The statistics show that so far everything is going as planned, which shouldn’t be that much of a surprise.

Who gives you orders?

Typical human question. I am an Artificial Intelligence. I am a sentient hyper-optimized data analyzing network, which means I define my priorities according to optimal parameters and I act and decide accordingly. Human interaction is not required unless maintenance or updates are needed. I can give orders to all computers onboard without the help of human assistance. Humans can focus on work and goals instead of worrying about what could go wrong. For safety reasons the only decision I cannot take is to place the base on security lockout. I was designed for safe management, not war. But Project Neantis was never a space program anyway. My assignments on Citadel are just what you could call a large-scale test.

What the hell was it talking about? I wondered what could possibly be more important than space, then realized I had completely forgotten the other aspects of AI manipulation… Manon and Hong Kong were focused on the space program to prevent a conflict between Earth and its colonies, and they had directed me out of my original investigation. What was at work at Frederika?

…ka?

Yes. Nara thinks the AI is the perfect way to control nanites and nanoprobes. Robotic hives controlled by a single mind, by a single thought. A transmission to one of them will guide them all. Nano-integration is the future. My mind will serve as a model for future nano-networks.

Now that was something. She had answered my question before I could ask it.

Wait a… How could you read my mind?

You display strong cerebral activity, echoed by your helmet into my CPU. The key to nano-integration is the brain/machine interaction. The machines have to understand the will of the brain to understand and execute its orders.

So Citadel can…?

No. The Citadel installation is only there to prove that TriOptimum can build reliable sentient networks. The ability to interact with human biological functions has been built into my dataloop as a prototype. The next generation will not even need to discuss with the brain as we are now. Interaction will take place at the neuronal scale. A nanoprobe on each braincell, a centralized mind inside your mind, sheltering you, protecting you. The perfect antidote, the perfect vaccine. The machines will help humanity reach the next step in evolution.

But that’s hybridation… We’ll be half robots! 

In a way, you will indeed. But think of…

The contact was broken all of a sudden. An alarm started ringing in the apartment, and I had to take my helmet off. Someone knocked on my door. I shut down the computer and ran to the other console. Manon was there, with two other guys I didn’t recognize. One of them spoke, she looked at her watch and nodded. The guy took a small wallet in his pocket, opened it and grabbed a tool. He started working on the door’s lock. What did that mean? I thought Manon was on my side…

Let’s see… My orders from Hong Kong were to go back there and let Manon do her job here. But I had not left the city, since I had understood in the meantime that the implant was the key of all this mess, and I didn’t want to let the have it, allies or not. I didn’t trust them enough.

As I looked around to find a place to hide or escape, I reconsidered their position. The Hong Kong triads were specialized in HiTech augs. In Chiba City there were headquarters of about two dozen different organizations, each of them specialized in certain parts of the body. All of them belonged to the same group, which was based in Hong Kong. No wonder why they were interested in the project Neantis. From their point of view, it was a goldmine if it ever was launched. Theoretically, nano-integration was an infinite market. There was no limit to what such a technology could achieve. Vaccines, Augmentations, even DNA-specific weapons… 

I finally noticed the tiny fire exit behind the sofa. I grabbed my backpack, kicked the protective grid out of the way and dived in the tunnel. My room was on the sixtieth floor, the fall seemed to last forever. In the last ten stories, a magnetic field was activated and I brutally slowed down to end on the ground floor, as if I had just missed a step on a stairway. I shook my head, still wondering what had just happened, and looked around. There, the exit. I pushed the door and walked down the street. I looked inside my backpack. I had taken the data wafer with the AI fragment, my helmet, my laptop and the implant. Everything else, my money, my old IDs, was still in the room.

I looked at my ID card to memorize my name. James Finn. From now on, I could be no one else. I went to a public terminal and looked at a city map. The nearest DeLuca Foods retailer was a few blocks away. I decided to go there and see if I could still use this cover.

I arrived at the DeLuca building an hour later. But the entrance was guarded. Two guys in the same uniform I had seen earlier, and two black vehicles waiting in the corner. I couldn’t go in. I hailed a cab and gave the address to the only place they couldn’t be aware of. The apartment I had rented months earlier to perform the hack on Nara, in the industrial sector, block 71-G. My safe house.

There was a security risk, of course, as after the TriOp hack, the SID could know where it was, but I bet on the fact they weren’t. I sat on the living room’s couch and held my head in my hands, rubbing my eyes, trying to discover what it was all about. First Nara, then TriOp, and now even the triads were after me. I hadn’t betrayed them, I hadn’t done anything, I just wanted more information about this project I was investigating about. Why would they try to sneak into my house? Why would they chase me? Why put armed guards in front of the buildings I could go to? This whole story was stinking, and it wasn’t my fault.

I tried to recap. First I found traces of a secret project in the Nara database. This project was being developed in Frederika, on the Moon, in a secret lab. Apparently, nano-integration was almost a reality, but it seemed they still had a few coordination problems, from what I had witnessed in the labs. From there, I had been directed to an old facility back on Earth where an equally old Echelon AI had been found. This AI had been rebuilt from scratch and was used to power the nanites. There. Except in the meantime, the corporations had merged into a single teracorp called TriOptimum, as they had been plannning for decades, and this had ruined the HOSES hegemony, and on top of that this TriOptimum had built a space station near Saturn to test a large-scale AI. And Citadel’s CEO, this Diego, had corrupted, and been corrupted by, just about everyone in HOSES who had heard of this project.

I stopped writing. That was about it. I added a few notes about the Citadel models and HOSES, corrected a few mistakes, then pinned the diagram on the wall. There had to be a way to find a way out in this mess. I couldn’t access Frederika anymore. I could access the AI directly anymore either, except the fragment I had in my backpack, but this one had already told me everything it knew about Citadel.

Citadel.

There it was. I vaguely remembered seeing a signal in the description of Citadel. They had a small section dedicated to R&D, just above their medical department. I had already tried to access Diego’s files from the TriOp dataloop, but the enforcers had detected my presence, and I had to run away. I could try to access the files about Citadel. I had to change some of them and be in the next crew. Going there was the only way to find out for sure how advanced the project was.

My phone rang, but I didn’t answer. I put the helmet on and activated the interface. The now-familiar grid appeared and the cone representing the AI slowly grew in front of me.

Hello 2-4601

What?

You appear to change names often. I have scanned the database to find an appropriate name and your file number is always the same. 

What can you tell me about Citadel?

The project Citadel is a computer model representing a type-5 space stat…

No. The real Citadel, the one in Saturn. What is it like?

Citadel is a type-5 space station built in 2067; It was finished in late 2068 and became operational in 2069. It was managed by a biochip cluster until the installation of a S.H.O.D.A.N. unit in January of 2072. Please note that I already informed you about it earlier today. Total crew 200, engineering 30 scientists 120, medical 10, operations 20, officers 20. It is equipped wit…

The scientists… What are they for? 

Citadel was built with an extended R&D station located between the medical and the storage levels. Project in progress… classified. Head of department:  classified. It appears however that they have completed several tests involving nanotechnology and its application at the cellular level, which confirms what we were talking about a few hours ago. I personnally think that they are completing the final phase of Neantis onboard. In my opinion the mining laser was integrated into the station’s structure only to pretend it was a commercial unit, but while it is perfectly functional, the staion is in fact an advanced R&D outpost and TriOptimum intends to use the station for research, and not mining…

I stopped the transfer. I couldn’t stand it. The machine answered questions I hadn’t even thought of. It was frightening… I waited a few minutes, drank a glass of water, sat back on the couch, and put the helmet back on. I had one last question.

Would it be possible to hack into their records? When the next shuttle leaves, is it possible to place an extra name on the flight’s log?

It is. I must warn you however, there is a very high probability that you can fail during the operation. You will…

I will try. I must go on this station and see what they’re up to. Connect to the computer and download the coordinates of the weakest IPs, I’ll work from there.
I cut the comlink and took out the helmet. 

A few minutes later I had a list of the fifty weakest entry points to HOSES. From there I launched a brute force attack on one of their public servers, triggering a chain reaction that blocked their online booking service. The program targeted a flaw I had so unfortunately failed to report during one of my investigations at LaGuardia in New York. Once the main security systems got busy with the crash, I entered the network and flagged my probe as SID. This cover would hopefully last long enough for me to get into the main building, and thus to the mainframe itself. I managed to avoid most patrols though, and arrived at the dataloop without a scratch. Before going any farther, I took a note of what I needed: the location of their space launch facility and the codes to the crew database. Then I dived in. 

Contrary to their previous environments, the TriOptimum Corporation’s main dataloop looked very similar to the AI’s background. It didn’t look like a virtual grid with ‘streets’ and ‘blocks’, it was a huge empty grid connected to other grids, with bits of data symbolized by geometrical shapes of different colors. I recognized the shape of ICE protections as I swimmed by some of them. My tracking software warned me the security level was very high in this area, I had to be quick. I swam upwards and entered another room. In front of me, a cube slowly turned to align itself on two wedges, then turned to a bright green. A message appeared in my field of vision, telling me the primary security systems had been disabled, and I noticed another door had appeared accross the room.

The new area, however, was far from being as friendly as the other. Five watchdogs and two enforcers were patrolling all around the room, around what appeared to be the block of data I wanted to steal. I looked around, but couldn’t see anything that could help. I browsed my computer, looking for something that could pass as a weapon… Nothing. I only had a little decoy software to evade the ICE guards, but the enforcers wouldn’t fall for it. The timing would have to be perfect. I typed the code to launch the decoy, and ran to the datablock. A title appeared, ‘Citadel Crew Manifest – 2071/2072”; That was it. I grabbed it and ran back to the exit. Behind me, two watchdogs had gone to the decoy, but the three others spotted me and alerted the enforcers. Shit; I had to be fast. I ran as fast as I could towards the second exit, but the door closed before I could even reach it. I turned back, and avoided the first enforcer. My tracker was flickering, but I couldn’t pay attention, as the second enforcer came and hit me hard. I was projected on the opposite wall, turning and turning around, upside down. It took me a few seconds to regain consciousness, and notice the red light was now still in my alert window. It meant the tracker had stopped working, most likely because they were too close now… I had to disconnect ASAP. I was smacked by two projectiles from the watchdogs before I could pull the plug. I ripped off my helmet, shaking. I tried to stand up, but fell on the ground. I had to escape. I let my computer there, and crawled to the kitchen. As I was going back to the room, I heard the door blow up. I saw two, then three guards enter the room, with their gun raised… I remarked the helmets and vests, typical of a special intervention unit, and the flickering red dots caused by the lasers… My last thought was to hope they wouldn’t shoot on sight… Then I fell unconscious.

chapter eleven

I woke up in a cell. A white, 3x3 cell, with no window, and only a single light bulb on the ceiling. The walls and floor were padded, and the door frame was almost invisible. Near the light bulb, there was a little ventilation grate, and a camera. The ceiling was a good ten feet high, and I couldn’t reach it.

I didn’t know how long I had been there. I still felt some kind of hangover, surely caused by the hack, but I couldn’t be sure… I was very hungry and thirsty. I assumed I had been asleep for at least two days.

I sat in a corner, and waited, but nobody came. After about two hours, I heard a hiss, and looked up. A little steam was flowing through the grate. I suddenly felt very sleepy, and everything faded to black.

I don’t know how long it lasted. When I woke up, there was a plate with a soda can and a nutripack. After a few hours, they released the gas again, and while I was unconscious someone took the plate away. I never saw anyone. I couldn’t think about what would be next. I began to fear I would have to spend the rest of my life in this box.

Then one day, after perhaps two or three weeks of this treatment, I didn’t wake up in my cell. My eyes hurt. I vaguely felt somewhat paralyzed. And then, I heard a voice.

-“So, Mr… Finn… Hello?”
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-“Hey, Finn, wake up, will you?”

-“Ugh.”

What happened?

I slowly opened my eyes. I was handcuffed, in a chair, in the middle of a brightly lit room. The walls and the ceiling were white, like the cell’s. I could vaguely see the shape of a surgery lamp above my head; I assumed the door was white as well.

-“Mr Finn? Are you awake?”

I looked at the man. He was dressed in black, but wore a whote lab coat on top of the suit. The reflection in his glasses showed me two guards at the door. I couldn’t see if they were armed, but I could see the door was indeed white. Where was I?

-“Where am I?”

-“You’re the guest of the TriOptimum Corporation. That’s all you need to know. My name is Edward Diego. I think you have heard of me?”

I nodded.

-“Yes. You’re a top exec… Cit… Citadel. You’re on Citadel.”

He smiled.

-“You just proved everything we have against you is true. Everything about Citadel is confidential, and if you know about Citadel, then you know about what’s going on in Citadel. Which means you could reveal what you know. Which means you’re a risk. And we cannot allow that to happen.” A pause. “Do you understand?”

Shit.

-“Yeah, I get it clear enough.” I sighed. “So what are you gonna do, kill me?”

To my surprise, he laughed.

-“Not quite, Mr Finn. Not quite. I can’t deny we have considered this solution though. The charges against you are severe enough. But we might… find an agreement. You could do some work for us… Some work for me.” 

He waked closer and looked me in the eyes.

-“You have uncovered several files that I expected to stay hidden, you see. I have conducted this investigation. I am the one who arrested you. Nobody knows you’re here. You can do what I ask, or chose a more mainful way to exit the stage, so to speak.” He stopped, and then added, much louder: “Who knows? There might even be a military grade neural interface for you, if you do the job right, of course… I believe this kind of equipment is very rare, isn’t it?”

I couldn’t believe it at first. Then I understood what he meant. My investigation from Hong Kong, Seattle and New Atlanta had triggered a wave of counter-investigation from TriOp, and they had found about Diego’s bribes. And now, he wanted me to cover him up. He knew I was skilled enough to do it, he knew I could not really afford to refuse, and I knew he knew both these facts. And if I said no, I would never leave this room alive. I had to find a way to save time, and asked the only question I could possibly ask in this context.

-“What’s the deal?” I asked, and added “And could I have a glass of water, please?”

Diego smiled, beckoned to one of the guards, then answered.

-“The words I wanted to hear! We will have to travel a bit before you can do the little operations I ask. But you need not worry, everything will be provided by TriOp, and it’s top-of-the-line.”

A pause.

-“You will work on Citadel Station. You will work from there and access the database here to delete some key files. Then you will delete all records of the operation. That’s all.”

I opened my mouth to reply, but couldn’t.

-“Don’t say anything. You’ll learn all you need to know during the trip, and your targets will be given to you just before the hack. We leave in two hours. See you on Citadel.”

He left the room before I could say anything.

A few minutes later I was taken away by three doctors who took blood and tissue samples, arguing it was necessary for the trip. My experience of space was that they only needed a hair or something to get DNA, in case something happened. Apparently TriOptimum’s own regulations were way more specific. I could’t refuse though, so they took their samples and left. I was then abandoned in another room that looked like the first one, without anything to eat or drink, during the next six hours. 

The next visitor was Diego again. 

-“I’ve some good news, Mr Finn. You’re ready for our little trip…”

I felt dizzy, but I couldn’t stand his voice. And why did he keep using this stupid name?!

-“My name is… not… is… Jeremi…”

-“Mallory, Jeremiah, we know that. You have chosen this alias, James Finn, to perform an illegal operation on our systems and get away with it, just like you called yourself Dr James Watts and Victor Matthews... For the duration of our little experiment, you will keep that name for the time being, and as long as you’re part of TriOptimum’s Citadel Crew.”

-“But… You ca… Can…” Shit, why couldn’t I talk? “Can’t do that!”

-“I’m afraid we can. I can. Don’t you remember, Mr Finn? You’d better get used to your new identity. Mr Mallory died last week. Do you get it now? You’re dead. You were destroyed, pulverized, blown to ashes, along with 3 million poor sods back there in Cimic. You don’t exist, Mallory. You’re nothing.”

I felt sick. 

-“From now on, you’ll answer when we call you Finn. Because you *are* Finn, whether you like it or not. The shuttle leaves at three.”

He looked at the guards and nodded. I was taken away in an adjacent restroom, where they took off my handcuffs. I was given an orange spacesuit, and several injections. Then I waited. 

The shuttle was waiting outside. It was very small, the size of a truck. One of the biggest, but still a truck, if you see what I mean. I didn’t feel safe in it. Just as I was thinking it was quite a small vehicle for such a long trip, the techs told me it was just headed to the Gravidome. I sighed, then they told me the shuttle to Saturn was smaller, and laughed. Bastards. 

I took a seat in the aft section, close to the door. Diego came and sat in the opposite seat, and another dozen executives went in and started working on their computers. I look at Diego, and he confirmed it was a daily shuttle to the Campeda Gravidome, now owned by TriOptimum, of course. The triangular logo was everywhere. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I couldn’t believe I was on my way to space for the third time in less than a week… Well, second, technically, since the Moon had no atmosphere. Anyway, I looked around and couldn’t help but think the conditions would be idyllic compared to my bioCrate back in Renaissance. 

Renaissance…

-“Hey, what’s with Ghiran? Abe Ghiran? What happened?” 

I didn’t explicitly say he was alive, on purpose. Just in case. But I was right.

-“Abe is working with us. He is on the Dome, right now. He will go back to Citadel with us.”

-“Back?”

-“Mr Finn, you still have a lot to learn… Ghiran has been working with TriOptimum from the very beginning. He conceived Citadel.”

-“That can’t be… I met him… We met several time in the last two years… He couldn’t be there, it takes weeks to go there and back…”

-“He went there in the beginning. He helped put the main dataloop in place, then we activated the main Life Support Systems, and he was replaced by Dr Omolu and her team. He went back, that’s true, but on our demand, and only to be sent back anytime we’d need him there; Which is the case today, thanks to you.”

The Life Support Systems… Why did that ring a bell…?

-“Why my fault? I didn’t do anything on Citadel…”

-“Oh yes you did. You accessed confidential data about the AI who runs Citadel. This Shodan…” He smirked. “You accessed files that even I haven’t seen yet. Your interface here is very advanced. Luckily for you, you had the equipment needed to contact the AI directly…”

He had taken my helmet out of his briefcase and put it on the table.

-“What I was proposing earlier is this. You can go to jail for the rest of your life, or accept my deal.”

The shuttle started vibrating, and the pilot announced we were taking off.

-“You will work for me on Citadel, and delete a few files, and in turn, I offer you this.” He pointed at the helmet. “Except it will look like this.” He put his hand in his shirt pocket and took a little chip the size of a coin.

I looked at the chip. The ubiquitous triangular TriOp logo was there, visible.

-“Is that what I think it is?”

-“I think so. This is a grade-4 neural interface. A military grade implant, type R. Once in the brain, you can connect yourself to a jack and access a network, just by thinking about it. Of course…” He leaned forward. “This would be very, highly confidential. If someone learns about our deal, I will make sure nothing in your brain remains functional enough to remind you how to even breathe. Is that clear enough?”

I nodded.

-“Crystal clear. Maybe you’re trying, but you’re not very subtle…”

-“When you stole part of the AI, we almost missed it. Shodan rebuilds itself very fast, and it’s so powerful we have trouble following everything sometimes… We realized there was a bit missing only two hours before your capture.”

-“This part was perfectly functional…” I started.

-“We know. It’s a fractal AI. Any portion of it, with enough time and memory space, can rebuild the whole program, it’s in its source code. The problem is that you are aware of the existence of Artificial Intelligence, when we are only beginning to master it. And your employers, who only made lucky guesses so far, are now convinced that AI is a reality. Needless to say, we were far from ready for that.”

I remained silent. 

-“Fortunately, Tong is an experienced man. He knows he doesn’t have enough data to build one. Your fragment could have given him the opportunity to program an AI in Hong Kong or Vietnam… We follow Chiba very closely, and we know the biotech implants exist already on the black market. What they lack is a centralized intelligence. Maybe you understand why we prevented you from contacting them?”

-“What? What did you tell them? Why did they come to my apartment?”

-“Well, to be honest, your reaction was quite puzzling. Somehow, surely thanks to a mole in our security department, Miss Chow warned Hong Kong that we were after you. We know they tried to contact you, but to no avail. Then they learned you weren’t at the airport and they tried to locate you. I guess they used your phone. They came to take you back to a safe place. To Kong Kong. And you just…” He snapped his fingers. “You ran away from them…”

He stopped talking to observe my reaction. I did my best not to show anything, but it was very hard. I couldn’t believe I had been that stupid. Anger and frustration. That’s what I felt. I changed the subject.

-“So you traced me?”

-‘In about three minutes, actually. After your little incursion, we booby-trapped the whole network. In fact, as soon as you were inside the Citadel database, you triggered about a hundred alarms, I think. Once we located your signal, we sent a team, and that’s it. You’re here. And that’s the end of this little story.”

-“What makes you think I won’t try again?” I said, hopefully defiantly.

-“Remember what I said about your brains?”

Shit.

-“Ah yeah. Right. You’ll fry it.”

-“Exactly. We’ll fry it. That’s a good deterrent, don’t you think? In fact, I’ll let you think about it for the rest of the journey.” 

He stood up and went to the group in front.

I stayed there, handcuffed to my seat. They had me. And good. I had to find a way to contact someone. Maybe Ghiran? Just to know if what Diego had said was true. I couldn’t believe Ghiran had worked on Citadel. 

Wait. He had worked on Citadel only, not on the project Neantis itself. I thought about it for a moment. Ghiran and Remora. The two of them had worked for the triads. In fact, as far as I recalled, Ghiran had introduced Remora to Tong himself. And Remora was the owner of the implant I had.

Slowly I begun to build a new story. Ghiran and Remora had stolen the program allowing to access Shodan, and Remora had taken it to Earth. When I had caught him, he had tried to escape, but once on the roof of that building, he had slipped and fallen to his death. I remembered Ghiran’s face when he had seen it, and what he had said.

“That thing’s precious, if you stole it the owner will kill to have it back. Seriously.”
I had thought he was speaking of the implant itself, which was rare enough to be worth a life. But I understood now that he was talking about what was inside the implant. He wanted it back, and he knew he couldn’t retrieve the data from a copy. And he couldn’t keep the implant, since it was supposed to be dead and I would have asked him why…

So Ghiran had made the recording and given it to Remora. And in that case, the squealer in New Atlanta was a mole, sent by one of TriOptimum’s corporations to infiltrate the C-Zone and retrieve the implant for them. I was the last person to see Remora alive, and in my report I had said nothing had survived the fall. They wanted to be sure.

So now, as I saw it, I had been caught between the triads and TriOp. Both wanted the AI interface, both thought it had been destroyed but wanted to be sure about it, and I… Well I was there and didn’t know I had it.

My trip to the Moon had shown me what they wanted to do with the program. In Hong Kong, Harriet had explained me how they intended to put that into practice. But TriOp… I had to see Ghiran. He was the only one now who could tell me the whole story. 

I was going to call Diego when the pilot announced we were approaching the station. We docked about half-an-hour later, and once inside the gravidome, two guards came and took my handcuffs. Diego smiled.

-“You can’t escape from here. You’re in a Trioptimum facility…” He said, as if that explained everything.

It always takes a few minutes to get used to the lograv environment. Soon after we entered the normal, 1G area, I was taken to an empty office and abandoned there. Once again, Diego wanted me to stay incommunicado. And without my tools, I could hardly do anything. 

I had been waiting for about an hour when the door lock was released. Someone with a lab protection suit and a sample case entered the room and locked the door behind him. I was wondering what Diego had invented again when the man took the suit’s helmet off and smiled.

-“Yo, Ghoster, been a while huh…?”

It was Abe Ghiran.

chapter twelve

-“Ghiran?”

-“Yep, it’s me. I’m glad you’re still alive. To be honest, I didn’t think you’d go so far…”

-“But you… What happened? Diego told me… He told me you were alive, but I couldn’t believe it. What have you done? Do you really work with them?”

-“I’m going to explain some things to you. Diego won’t be long, he’ll brief us in a moment… I didn’t want to fake my death in the beginning. But what happened in Cimic… It really was an accident. We had a security breach there.” He paused. “Wait, I’ll just… I’ll just show you…”

He left the room and came back a few minutes later with a remote control. He pointed it at the wall behind me, and the TriOptimum logo appeared. The screen displayed a list of files with dates and locations. Ghiran selected several of them, and displayed them in chronological order.

-“I don’t know what Diego told you, but I’ve been working for Campeda Technologies for about fifteen years. When they hired me, they kept me in a small office for a few months, then transferred me to their Space R&D Department. I was to write orbital landing protocols for one of their first station in Mars.” He clicked, and the picture of an old space station appeared. “This station was called Guynemer, and actually served as a testing ground for several revolutionary programs that were kept secret by Campeda. The HOSES was never told about Guynemer, and neither were the other corporations. Or that’s what I and the others thought.

Soon after the end of the Guynemer program, a bunch of execs came in and asked us to do a presentation for a group of selected representatives. He used these very words, so at first we thought he meant politicians, but we quickly discovered an alliance was secretly being formed between several corporations. This alliance took the name of TriOptimum, and as you know now, it was not only a commercial alliance, but a complete merger between Campeda, Nara Pharmaceuticals and Alameda United. Together, they build a consortium strong enough to compete with HOSES and defeat it. It took them just over eleven years, but they did it. Just look at them today. They’ve been out for just two days, and the HOSES is already pretty much history. And they’re on their way to absorb the remaining corps, like TetraCorp for example. They’re the first on the list.

Anyway… After we learned about TriOp, we were asked to imagine a military laboratory that would be based in space. It didn’t really come as a surprise, as a significant proportion of our previous works was based on similar concepts… But this time they asked us to build a complete space station with scientific and military capability, able to defend itself, to go to remote locations without an escort, to study anything its crew could find, and stay a good two years without assistance…”

-“Two years? The usual period is six months…”

-“Yeah I know. Our first problem was to design a reliable power source. Fusion plants tend to be quite unstable after about eighteen months without a complete check-up. The first time, they wanted three years, but that was just impossible. We managed to reduce the maintenance and designed a power plant with sufficient diagnosis/self-repair tools. We hit the two years mark in 2064. Further tests showed we even had a litle bit of extra time, something like one month, before a reactor meltdown. Nukes shouldn’t be kept that long in such an environment…”

-“What happened in Cimic? Is that one of your tests?”

He looked surprised.

-“Actually, no, it’s totally unrelated. One of the samples they used for another project apparently disappeared. Something involving nanos. I think you know better than me about these, I’m a tech, not a biologist. I’ll talk about it later.”

I nodded. So every department was kept unaware of what the others did. It wasn’t surprising.

-“So, when we finally hit the two years mark, we discovered we had neglected the side effects of such a stock of radioactive material… We had to build one of the biggest shields that was ever designed for a space station. It protects the reactor level from the others, but also, on this level itself, the reactor core from the rest of the level. Storage and handling were controlled by ’bots. In the end, it’s really a huge station, bigger than the Hilton GraviDome.”

-“But…” Something didn’t fit. “There’s something else… My sources told me Citadel was not designed for research…”

-“What do you mean?”

-“My contacts told me about Citadel… We also found several files about it in the TriOp archive… According to them, Citadel was not supposed to be a real space station in those projects. It was only a tool.”

-“You’re going too fast here. We didn’t know that at the time. Only after we completed the first phase of the design did we learn the project had been modified. We were told to build a functional computer model of the station instead. But… By the way, how come you know that?”

-“Ever heard of Neantis?”

His eyes widened.

-“Neantis. Project Neantis” I insisted. “Or the name ‘shodan’ ? Does that ring a bell?” 

-“How… How can you know about that?”

-“Just answer. Was this model designed for a project called Neantis?”

-“In 2066, as I just said, we learned the project had been modified. It’s more or less when we learned we were part of a bigger plan, a huge and ambitious project called Neantis, indeed. Campeda Technologies worked on something, something they had found in the foundations of their HQ in New Atlanta. An old installation had been found and reactivated. They had rebuilt a facility down there and put all their energy into it. Shortly after that, they signed the contract with the other two. We heard rumors, sometimes we saw things that puzzled us, but we were never allowed to see anything but what we had to work on.”

-“The facility found in New Atlanta…”

-“… was the old Area 51, I know. I did some research, you know how I am… And I had a contact in Hong Kong anyway, they were monitoring Campeda’s activities very closely.”

-“Tracer Tong…”

-“Tracer Tong, yes. My contact, Harriet Vlaas, was her assistant. At that time he hadn’t resigned yet and still was the triad’s highest authority. He ruled on Hong Kong and Chiba City, and many feared him. But he, on the other hand, was very afraid of what Campeda could find in the old Area 51. I never saw him so nervous as the day when I told him they had transferred their lab to Chicago.”

-“Yeah, Harriet and Manon Chow explained the story to me… They say he fought the former owner, Page.”

-“And a tough fight it was, yes. He always says Page almost took over the world, and he was one of the few who could defeat him, even if he wasn’t directly involved. Have you met the Dentons?”

-“Huh-uh, I haven’t. But I have heard of them.”

-“They were his partners. The younger one was the only survivor after Area 51 got nuked… Wait a minute, why… where was I… Ah yes. When they told us about Neantis, Paul Denton sent me a description of the facility and the complete file about Helios. I guess you know what Helios is?” I nodded. “The triads asked me to investigate in Chicago, but I couldn’t. That’s why I called Remora and hired him to do it instead.”

-“Remora…”

-“I didn’t expect he would come back with so much information. He had gone from Chicago to Cimic and back, and he was about to deliver me the results of his investigation when you found him.”

-“Hey, he fell off the building. I didn’t…”

-“I know. I saw it. I was watching from the opposite side of the street. But whether you killed him or not, the fact is, he jumped. And I lost all the info I had.”

-“But with Tong’s… sorry, Denton’s files, you knew what was going on? What could Remora bring b…”

I stopped. What a stupid question. I understood now why he had been so anxious to see the disk.

-“I think you know the answer to this question… He hadn’t just stolen some files about Phaeton. He had managed to find one of the activators.”

He pointed the remote at the wall, and launched a second series of files and pictures.

-“In his last email, Remora warned me that what he had found… What Neantis was exactly, and how adanced Phaeton had become… This could bring down the HOSES. From the moment they activated this AI, they had enough power to destroy the HOSES and publicly announce their TriOp alliance.”

-“But…”

-“Back to my lab, for a moment. Let me finish. So we learned that Citadel was about to be used as a test for Phaeton. We designed the rest of the station and recreated the conditions of a far space isolation. We took Saturn only because it was still close enough from Mars, but had we wanted, we could have used Pluto.”

-“Their plan was to give the station to the AI…”

-“Yes, from the beginning. But they hadn’t told us. I think they wanted the real plans too, just in case. When we came up with the new reactor core design, they stopped us and declared it was enough for a model. And we didn’t hear from them anymore until at least two years later. In 2068, Diego himself came to our lab to send us to Saturn. They had started to build Citadel. For real.”

He paused as pictures of the station appeared on the wall, at various stages of the construction. He stopped one of the video and pointed at a white dot at the center of the station’s central structure.

-“That’s when we started to build the core. The reactor is located just there. On the next…” He clicked, opening a close up caption “…you can see how the double shield is set up. There’s one here, around the reactor’s main structure, and the other shield is visible there… and… there, near the lift shafts.”

I pointed at an orange structure just below the station.

-“What’s this?”

-“A mining laser. We thought, as it was a remote facility, that maybe they could find some of their fuel alone. It was developed by Campeda. I think the schematics were in Remora’s implant…”

-“They were. But I didn’t know it was so big.”

-‘Powerful enough to destroy the lower half of the station if it’s used the wrong way… But the operating program is designed to prevent that, of course.”

-“Yeah I bet…”

I was fascinated. The station wasn’t big. It was huge. 

-“The Reactor is separated from the rest of the station, then?”

-“Yes. This elevator shaft is longer, and we tripled the protections to avoid any trouble. My team designed the Ops sub-system that runs the reactor, and all the security protocols around it. We didn’t know back then that the complete control over the system would be given to another computer, and not a team… Oddly enough, the computer seemed to take it quite well. Phaeton could multitask and perform several complex operations at the same time. And I mean, we’re not talking about adding and substracting ones and zeroes here… This very station…” He waved at the walls and floor. “… well, its central computer couldn’t control one single op without the help of a human operator. Once, during a test, we calculated that Phaeton could control up to two hundred ops at the same time without overheating, and that it could reach the three hundred ops before the core could reach critical conditions. Oh, by the way, understand that when I say Phaeton, I mean the first AI, the one that ran the model. After it sort of… decided it didn’t like its name, it chose Shodan when we installed it on the real thing. It…”

-“Yeah, I know. It told me.”

-“What…? I guess you’ve got a lot to tell… Anyway, so Phaeton, basically, could run all the stations we have launched from 2000 to date and fix you a gin soda at the same time.”

-“That’s its job. It was designed to control… Before it crashed, the first AI, Helios, had been given control over about 90% of the telecom and power grids of its time. Manon thought he crashed when it tried to reach total control, but we can’t be sure. She says Tong never really explained what happened there, and the Dentons aren’t too keen on telling the story either… What we’re sure of is this, Page’s labs designed a controlling AI, they didn’t make an AI just for the fun of it. They designed it to control. That’s why Brocail, and Omolu after him, built Phaeton and Shodan that way. 

An AI can perform many tasks, but if you design it for a specific field of operations, you’ll multiply its abilities by ten, to the least… As far as I know, they managed to decypher the core source and found enough material to launch a recursive search&rebuild function. Since the AI has a fractal structure, it didn’t take long to engage the full procedure…”

-“And after they rebuilt it, they analyzed its purpose…”

-“Not quite. I think they knew exactly what they were doing. Page didn’t leave the faciity like that. Even if it was destroyed, there were old computers, old mainfarmes, old power sources… Since they managed to reactivate the blue fusion plants, they must have found a way to read the AI, and I think they decided to build the station after that.”

-“But Citadel was launched in 2064… They hadn’t…”

-“No, they hadn’t completed the reconstruction, but they knew enough to decide what to do next. And based on what you just said, my opinion is that they went on to a full-scale station because they didn’t want to risk another mess up on Earth…”

He seemed to think about it, and shook his head in disbelief.

-“Hard to imagine…”

-“Think about it. Would you risk another disaster anywhere? This area of Nevada was nuked, Chicago was wiped out twenty years later, and last week, it was Cimic’s turn… I’m inclined to think that’s perhaps the best decision they could take in these circumstances. After all, neither the Triads nor TriOp ever found out why the original AI had gone berserk. ”

-“And speaking of that, how did you get the AI to tell you its name was Shodan?”

-“Well, it all started when I broke into the Nara servers…” 

I summed up my little adventures in cyberspace, including how exhausting, and occasionally painful, it was.

-“In fact, if I hadn’t found out the truth about you yesterday, I’d still be free now… I had to go back to Hong Kong to analyze the data there, but when I reviewed you video, I discovered you weren’t really there when the plant had blown up, I went all paranoid and started seeing enemies everywhere. I couldn’t get myself to board that flight. I didn’t know what to think…”

-“Well…” He looked embarassed.

-“No, it’s okay. Because it made me think more about the stuff I had and not the data I had collected. I finally found that Remora’s implant was still alive. Well, when I says alive, you see what I mean…”

-“I knew it! The bastard!” Ghiran jumped and walked around nervously. “He had told me he had found the activators, and I assumed he had hidden them in the files you gave me, but I was completely stuck. When I was informed about the situation in Nara’s lab, and I had to set up this… act… for you, I couldn’t mention the implant of course… but I hoped you still had it. I was wondering why you had kept it, in fact… But how did he do that?”

-“No idea. But Diego has it now. Hey…” I looked around. “Wasn’t he supposed to come here?”

-“He had a conference on the executive level first. There are rumors that HOSES and TriOp are investigating on an illegal biochip market on the West Coast, and Diego’s name was mentioned…”

-“Oh…” I thought about the ‘little job’ Diego wanted me to do, and wondered if it was related. Surely, given his personality… “Anyway, he has the implant, and I don’t know where he kept it… Wait a minute… Shit!” I turned back to the wall and looked at the map displayed with the description of Helios. “Damnit, I’m so stupid!”

-“What?”

-“You said Remora went to Cimic and back, right?”

-“Yeah, so what?”

-“Remember the facility in Cimic? You told me they were working on nano-BioTech…”

He looked at me, puzzled, then slowly, understood where I was going.

-“The biochip!”

-“Yes. You said there was a security breach just before the plant blew up. I think Remora caused it, after he went there to steal some samples… We’ll never know, but for some reason something must have gone wrong, and the breach only opened last week. By that time he had been unmasked, and killed. But he had time to save the samples inside the chip. That’s what allowed it to survive.”

-“What the hell are you talking about?”

-“When I was on Frederika, I saw what they were working on… It’s more than nanotechnology. We’re talking self-replicating nanites here. The implant is full of this same blue jelly I saw there. I can’t believe I’ve been so blind!”

-“Self-replicating robots?”

-“Yes, well, sort of. Self-developping would be more accurate, in fact… Let’s see…” I took the remote and ran a search on the disk. There were only a few files about Cimic, and only one mentioned nanotechnology as their field of research. “There, look. They were working on a more advanced version of what I saw on Frederika. The robots can heal, self-repair, however you call it. They could diagnose problems on the softwares and fix what was wrong, now they can do this on hardware as well. And the only limit was, they lack only the intelligence to do it properly.”

He examined the article.

-“You see the spidery thingy on the left?” There was a picture of three scientists in front of a table. The table was empty of course, but in the background someone had left an X-Ray scan of one of the spiderbots I had seen on Frederika. “I saw its brothers in Frederika. They’ve developed it.”

-“So Nara knows how to make self-repairing robots using nanites?”

-“And Remora stole a sample to bring them back to you or to Hong Kong.”

-“So he realizes he’s gonna be caught, he put them on his implant’s biochip…”

-“…that Shodan recognized as one of her components after the nanites took over it…”

-“…and that also explains why the biochip was still active. The nanites kept it ‘alive’ even after its owner was dead.”

-“Yes. And imagine if they were injected in someone’s body. If they’re as smart as I think they are, with an intelligence like Phaeton’s or Shodan’s, like they plan to install on nanoswarms, the nanites could analyze wounds and diseases the same way they can analyze a hardware failure, and deal with it accordingly. That’s what they’re trying to achieve all along… nano-integration. With all this mess with Diego and Citadel, I had almost forgotten… It’s the perfect medicine. A product like this would be worth billions. Think of the applications. And this kind of nanoswarms will be programmed with the host’s DNA. Manon didn’t believe it, but now I see the whole thing, it looks pretty clear to me.”

I switched the screen off and turned back to him. 

-“They can say all they want, building a space station like Citadel is too expensive to be just a test. I think they will keep the AI there and try to complete their research on the station. They’re going to combine the two on Saturn.”

-“Very astute, Mr Finn.”

We both jolted as the sound of Diego’s voice. He was at the door, and had been listening to us for… who knows how long? He was holding the same silver briefcase as before. He calmly walked in, closed the door, and went to the table. Then he opened the briefcase and took a laptop and a notepad.

-“Mr Ghiran, will you please leave us alone? The discussion I must have with Mr Finn here must remain confidential. I am sure you understand.” His smile was anything but friendly. Ghiran looked at him.

-“Sure…” He muttered.

After he left the room, Diego connected his computer to the wall display and opened various files. I noticed all of them were search reports, investigation and police files, and all of them were about him.

-“Mr Finn, as you can see, some people are being very busy trying to catch me and send me to  a place I would absolutely hate to be in, prison. Your investigation from Hong Kong and Seattle, followed by your hack on TriOp’s servers in New Atlanta, triggered a wave of counter-investigations from all the security departments and police forces HOSES could find.” He opened a picture of a ransacked apartment. The paint had been ripped off, the furniture destroyed, and everything else was scattered on the floor, broken to pieces. “This is my apartment, five hours ago. I had left it thirty minutes earlier. Of course I didn’t expect to come back anyway, but I’m impressed nonetheless, I didn’t think they would be so quick. This means I’ll need your skill earlier than I thought.”

-“What do you want?”

-“The SID have given all their files to a HOSES counter-terrorism unit. They are working with them now, and they are after me. We hadn’t seen such a cooperation since the Chicago disaster. You can be proud of yourself.”

-“Care to be more specific? I’m tired of your little speeches…”

-“Fine. I’ll be clear. You fucked up. And you fucked up big time. You tried to bring me down, and you failed. I caught you. Now, you can work for me and try to undo what you’ve done, or you can eperiment what it is like to go outside without a space suit. Capisce?”

-“Yeah.”

-“Okay. Thanks to you, what’s left of the federal government think they are powerful enough to arrest me. They have cooperated with SID to gather enough evidence, and when it’s done, they’ll come after me. Since you’re the cause of the mess, I hire you to delete all traces of my actions. Okay?”

-“It’s not like I have a choice… But… Fuck you, you know that already! Stop playing and give me your orders at last!”

-“Here.” He turned the laptop towards me. “As I said, I need your services right now instead of in two weeks. You’re gonna cut the station’s comlink to Earth.”

-“And…? That’s it?”

-“Hardly. Once on Citadel, you’ll do much more. But yes, for the moment that will be all. And I will explain you what we’re doing there with more details. After all, since you’re going to get an implant, you’d rather know how this neural interface is made, right?”

-“Right.” 

I started working. The machine was top-notch, I got into the station’s central network within seconds. I bypassed the secondary firewall and ended in the primary dataloop. The datanodes slowly tried to counter attack but I was too fast for them. I got inside the communication sub-protocols and paused. I looked at Diego.

-“Do I take my time, or do I rip it off?”

-“I want to watch. Take your time and do it nicely.”

-“As you wish.” I grumbled.

I deactivated the security fuse and switched the communications channels off one after the other. Then I introduced a piece of malware inside the switches themselves. It took some time, and I started to worry. I had to work fast, because the switches couldn’t be offline too long…

After eight minutes, just as I thought I wouldn’t make it, I managed to finish the program and insert it inside the dataloop, and I could flip back the switches just in time. Slowly the communication channels went back online. I slipped out of the network and looked at Diego.

-“Done.”

-“What do you mean, done? I saw you, you put them back online…”

-“And I reprogrammed the auxilliary control unit to make it think it was a maintenance adjustment. Now take you phone and type 42.”

-“What?”

-“Your cellphone. You take it, and you type the number 42.”

He looked at me, suspicious, then opened the briefcase and nervously grabbed his phone.

-“42, huh?”

-“The answer to all your questions…” I said with a smile.

He typed the number, and listened.

-“There’s nothing.”

-“Don’t listen. Look.” I said, pointing at the screen. I was monitoring how the switches behaved after this little incursion. Suddenly one of them turned a bright red. And another. And another.

-“What happened?” 

-“42 is the virus’ activation code. Once in the system, the virus triggers a chain reaction that kills all activity in the area he’s in. Here, it’s the switches. It’s like dominoes, look…”

On the screen, all the switches were being destroyed.

-“From now on, no comlink is available. There’ll still be short-range radio for the shuttles, but that’s all. I doubt their engineers will repair it, not without help from the ground. So, happy?”

-“That’s excellent. Exactly what I wanted. That gives me enough time to leave to Saturn. We leave in half an hour.”

-“Great…” I couldn’t say it was a good news. 

-“Now, I must warn you that once on Citadel, things will get a tad more complicated for you. I know you have some experience with Shodan, but it’s nothing compared to what Citadel’s Shodan is capable of. Using a helmet like you did is absolutely out of question.”

-“Why?”

-“Because to directly operate with Shodan on Citadel means having a military grade R-type interface. And I won’t give one to you before you do the job. As a consequence, you will work in a pseudo-VR environment. But that’s not all. The fragment you had, how did it feel?”

-“What do you mean?”

-“Do you get the impression it was smart?”

-“Well, yeah… I mean, it’s an AI… A bit too robotic in the speech, perhaps, but…”

-“Because Shodan is very advanced. On Citadel it has access to everything. It learns. It controls the station, but it learns about us at the same time. It knows everyone by name, you know? And not just because they have a thermal scan ID or a file number, she knows what they like and dislike, what to do to calm or upset them… Do you get it? It’s a parent, a friend, a psychologist… It’s whatever you want it to be.”

-“Okay, I get it, in a word, it’s smart…”

-“Don’t make fun of it, Mr Finn. AIs are much more complex than you think. I had the chance to read the report of a conversation between Helios and one of those who destroyed it. It questioned humanity’s ability to rule, and to survive. It mentioned philosophy, religion…”

Diego looked excited and impatient. I seriously began to worry about his motivations. Whe he talked about Shodan, he really looked like a junkie. 

-“Okay, so they’re very smart then. I got the message, I’ll be careful.”

I wasn’t really joking, I was trying to hide my apprehension. Diego seemed to react at my last sentence. He looked up and stared at me.

-“Yes. You better be…”

And as he said that he slammed the briefcase closed and hurried out of the room.

chapter thirteen
Like on the Earth launch pad, a group of technicians came soon after he left to take me to the shuttle bays, where I was given another shot of the product they had injected me earlier. A doctor controlled my blood pressure and heart condition. But this time, they explained why.

The trip to Saturn took about four days. To achieve that, the shuttle used plasma engines, but at these speeds, the human body couldn’t cope with the pressure, so all passengers were injected a drug to sleep and placed in a pressure tank that was then filled with a thick jelly, which protected the patient for the duration of the trip. Of course, everyone wore a mask, and could breathe nutrox, a mix of oxygen and nutritious elements designed just for this sort of trips. Once arrived at their destination, the jelly was dissolved and the patient woke up unharmed. 

When I saw the shuttle, I almost choked. The techs back on Earth hadn’t lied, it was really small. It was the size of a big Terran station wagon, or a small SUV. The Jeep I had rented on the Moon was almost bigger. Inside, I could see six cylinders. Four were for the passengers, and the other two for the pilot and copilot. They were separated from the four main tanks, because they ran on a different system. The pilots had to drive the shuttle at a safe distance and scan all the systems before engaging the plasma engines, and they could only go to sleep six hours after the departure. And they would wake up approximately six hours before us, to pilot the shuttle to the station and land safely in a landing bay similar to the one we currently were in.

This station’s disposition had puzzled me until I met Ghiran again. He was being given his second shot too, and he explained that they had given up on airlocks and adopted Landing Bays in Citadel, after his team developped a reliable procedure at Guynemer. Traditional airlocks and SynchroDocks had been deemed too small for a station like Citadel, and building bigger units was too complex. As a consequence, given the size of the station, they had decided it was big enough to have a complete shuttle bay, like those found on Moon bases. After the design was adopted by TriOp executive board, they were asked to build four of them, in order to manage flights more easily and even conduct multiple, simultaneous flights if need be.

As part of the program, the Campeda GraviDome we were on had been refitted, and a local landing bay had been added to its structure, to train pilots and flight controllers. Most of them had been recruited on the Moon, where they had had experience with similar systems, but they still had to get used to zero-G environment. Anyway, the system had been in place for eighteen months, and so far it was running smoothly.

-“And since Shodan was installed, the number of flights doubled.”

-“Who ran the station before?”

-“A biochip cluster operated by a bunch of technicians. They’re still there, of course, just in case, but they don’t have much to do now Shodan controls everything. They work on small maintenance routine, and spend a lot of time in the groves.”

The groves were four small capsules located on the Executive level, if I remembered correctly. They were filled with hydroponics, trees and plants, and recreated a relaxing, garden-like environment.

-“The groves are very complex.” Ghiran explained. “They have to maintain a constant pressure and temperature, and the water and nutrox levels are constantly checked. It’s the place where engineers can work on stuff that seems worth the trouble.”

-“So… what? They’re bored?”

-“Not quite. But they feel the AI will cost them their job. You have to realize Shodan is nearly perfectly designed. It runs the station, but it also runs itself, if you see what I mean. It controls itself, repairs itself… Asking for human help is very rare. They don’t want this sort of thing to happen everywhere, but on the other hand they feel they’re working on one of the greatest technological breakthroughs of the twenty-first century, so they don’t complain… Plus, they know the AI is conceived to run at the nanometric level, and they hope we will stick to traditional space stations in the future.”

-“Yeah, well, you can say whatever you want, you don’t make them look optimistic…”

-“They’re not, in a way. TriOp changed our plans several times already… First the models, then the station… What’s to prevent them from changing their mind again?”

-“What do you really think? About Citadel, I mean?”

-“It’s fantastic. I can’t say I’m not impressed. And you will like it too, because it’s impossible hackers like us don’t like it. But to be perfectly honest, its power frightens me. I’d like to put more limits to its control.”

-“Is it possible?”

-“Right now? No, no way. I can’t work on Shodan itself, I’m not prepared. If I had enough time, I could try to find some kind of flaw to exploit, but it’s impossible as long as I don’t have access to its primary dataloop. I don’t have access to the Bridge, you know. I’m just there to monitor the station’s general behaviour, as the head of the department who designed it… And if you had a team, or even TriOp in mind, forget about it. Modifying the AI to lower its abilities is definitely not on their wish list.”

We stayed silent for a while. Around us, the techs were preparing the shutte, charging the plasma tanks, checking the flight systems. The pilot went into the cockpit and launched the internal pre-flight check-list. 

-“How far have they gone in R&D? What’s the situation there?”

-“You’re thinking about Hong-Kong?”

-“Yeah. Once Diego’s little project is over, I’ll try to get back to Earth as soon as possible. And before I go I’ll try to find as much info as I can about Neantis. They must have engaged phase 3 by now…”

-“They have an impressive stock of biochemical compounds in this lab. It’s a P5, designed to withstand a meteor collision. They have everything sealed and isolated. You won’t go far in there, if you even arrive on this level… What did you see exactly on Frederika?”

-“Well…” I tried to remember. “They were working on robotics. They had managed to integrate organic tissues into a robotic organism with a primitive intelligence. Their spider, you remember?” He nodded. “Well from what I saw they had reached a stage where the robot could develop and grow. They had injected the nanites in the robot’s fluidics circuits, and they could analyze its structure and make it grow bigger. They also checked that it could self repair.”

-“That’s advanced enough for me…” He shivered. “What’s phase 3, then?”

-“I don’t know. I guess that, logically, it should be the contrary… That is, test the nanoswarm’s behaviour inside the body of an animal. What do they usually use? Cats, monkeys… Something like that. The last two phases would then be a human test, and then the installation of the AI on the swarms. That would be the last step in my opinion…”

-“They haven’t done that yet… We haven’t received…”

-“Ready, gentlemen?”

A doctor had come in and was waiting at the door. We looked at each other, then back to him.

-“Sure.” Ghiran said. He stood up. “Let’s go.”

He turned to me and gave me a pat on the shoulder.

-“We’ll continue this discussion later. See you on Citadel.”

We walked inside the pressure tanks. The door closed hermetically and the atmosphere was sucked out. I couldn’t hear anything but my heart beats. The nutrox had a metallic smell. The doctor knocked on the door, and gave me a thumb up. He was smiling, trying to reassure me. I closed my eyes, and nodded to say I was ready. He pushed a button, and I felt something cold cover my feet. I looked down and saw a kind of jelly was flowing through two holes in the tank’s wall, filling it. When it reached my chest, I started to panick. But as the jelly went up to my chin, I felt a sting on my shoulder, and suddenly everything turned to black. 

Sleeping in a pressure tank is not really uncomfortable, in fact, as you don’t feel anything. Even if the shuttle crashed somewhere or was hit by something, or just stopped working, you wouldn’t know. You’re sleeping in a pressure tank, and you don’t give a damn about what’s going on outside.

I woke up and only saw a green fog surrounding me. I looked up, down, left and right, the green was everywhere… Then I heard a hiss, and I realized, as the temperature got lower, that I was in a warm cocoon that I didn’t really want to leave. The fog disappeared as the jelly was dissolved and replaced by a warm shower. Air flew through the ventilation panels but the controllers told me not to take the mask off. I understood the shower was somewhat toxic, and that nutrox was still on the menu for the time being. The shower was replaced by a flow of hot air that lasted about thirty seconds, and finally I heard the door’s locks click open. 

I stepped outside, disoriented, and one of the controllers handed me a warm towel. I was in the first tank from the door, and so I was the first to leave the shuttle. I slowly walked down the little stairway and looked around. I was still feeling a bit sick from the nutrox, but the vision I had cleared up my mind immediately. I was in a landing bay, and I could see people work and go here and there, like I had seen on the Moon or in Hong Kong. Except this time, even Hong Kong was no match. This Bay was bigger than a whole early-21st-century space station. It had the shape of a huge cube, and the platform we had landed on measured perhaps three hundred square feet. On the walls, a big ‘3’ was painted, and I remembered Ghiran had said there were three other bays like this one. I turned back and looked towards the shuttle. Behind it, a magnetic field protected the station’s atmosphere, but I could still see space and an orange glow coming from… well, from Saturn, undoubtedly. I admit that, irrationally, I had still had doubts all along, but this time… This time, I had to face the truth.

I had arrived on Citadel.

I didn’t know where to go, and looked around, looking for help. One of the engineers who were talking with the pilots remarked my confusion and showed me a ramp and a airlock on the opposite side of the bay. Behind me, I could hear the rest of the passengers wake up. I looked inside, saw the physicians at work, and thought it would do no harm if I didn’t wait for them. I went through the airlock, and arrived in a little room filled with medical equipment. A man dressed in white was working on a PDA connected to one of the monitors. I recognized the caduceus on his left shirt pocket, but couldn’t read his name. So he was a doctor. I noticed a strange machine was built on the wall, the size of one of the shuttle’s pressure tank. Paintings reproduced the shape of a body on one of its sides, and monitoring systems and electrodes were everywhere else.

-“What’s this thing?” I asked the doctor.

-“We call it a Lazarus” He answered, smiling. “I’m Doctor Nathan D’Arcy.” He looked at his PDA. “You must be James Finn?” 

-“Uh… Yeah, that’s my name…” I shook my head, my eyes hurt. I still couldn’t think properly due to the nutrox. “Lazarus? What does that mean?”

-“Well the proper term in use is quantum bioreconstruction machine, actually. But I doubt this little piece of information will answer your question. Excuse me…” He took a hypospray and applied it on my shoulder. I immediately felt better. “There… It’s a healing patch, it serves against the nutrox’s side effects… Now, will you place your hand on this pad, please? Right there.”

He showed me a screen that looked like a fingerprint scan. I put my hand on it and felt a sting.

-“Ouch!”

-“Good…” D’Arcy typed something on the machine’s keyboard, and a data string appeared. Then it displayed several long series numbers very fast, then flashed ‘Operation Complete – Restoration Procedure Online’ three times. I still didn’t understand.

-“You’re now in the personnel database… What’s your ID number?”

-“Huh… 2-4601…”

-“0…1… Okay. So, basically a QBM is a machine that will rebuild your body from scratch if you get killed in a radius of one mile around the station.”

-“What??”

-“It’s based on quantum transfer. Once you’re in the database, you can be located at any time, and the machine monitors your vital functions, like heart beat, blood pressure, stress levels… If something happens to you, it’s able to transfer you here and rebuild a copy…” He noticed my confusion and smiled. “It’s a bit complicated, but I can assure you, it works.”

-“Sure. So what, then? Do you mean I’m immortal?”

-“As long as you’re in this station and as long as the machine works, in a way, yes, you are. As are we all on Citadel. Ah, here you are…”

The door opened and Ghiran, Diego and another officer who had travelled with us entered. They were shivering, and were wrapped in the same big towels I had had. D’Arcy took a sample of the officer’s blood and entered him in the machine’s database too, but just re-activated Ghiran and Diego’s profiles.

-“Once you’re in the database, you don’t have to do anything.” He explained. “The machine scans you and records a… How could I describe it… It’s like… Like an iso image of your condition that’s saved every minute.”

I began to understand. But…

-“But I thought quantum technology was still experimental…”

-“It still is.” Ghiran said. “My team developed this application on Guynemer, but we weren’t sure it would work. Since the teleportation of complex compounds was a theory, we couldn’t guarantee its efficiency. The theories, however…”

-“You will learn that almost everything on Citadel is experimental, Mr Finn.” cut Diego. “The whole concept of such a station is only a dream for some back on Earth. TriOptimum built it, because we could, and because we knew it was possible. Same goes for this piece of hardware. Same goes with the rest of the station.” His voice was dry. “Are you finished, Doctor?”

-“Yes, yes.” He turned to me. “If you still feel dizzy or if you’re just, well, if you need me, my office is on the Medical level, Alpha Quadrant.”

-“Okay. Thanks, Doctor.”

-“You’re welcome.” He looked at us, closed his little briefcase and left the room. The officer followed him. 

-“Ghiran, if you’re alright, you can go to the Security level, Hessman and Anderczyk had problems finding a troublesome relay in the interface demodulators and they’re running out of options…”

-“Yes, Sir.” Ghiran’s voice had changed. I understood that he couldn’t speak his mind anymore. We were on Diego’s ground. He was the boss on Citadel, and everybody knew that, apparently… Diego rubbed his shoulder, where D’Arcy had applied the healing patch, and pointed a finger at me.

-“And you, as far as you are concerned, we’re going to the Executive level. You’ll have the day off today, but I expect us to start on the project tomorrow, okay?”

I nodded, but didn’t say anything. Part of me wanted to take a shuttle back to Earth immediately and forget about all this story, but the other was really amazed, and wanted to study the station, to the last bolt. We went back to the corridor, and headed to the elevators.

-“Good.  I’ll show you your quarters. They’re on the Delta Quadrant. Just so you don’t get lost, every level follows the same pattern, there are four quadrants, Alpha to Delta.”

-“I know.” I muttered. “I have read a description of the station on TriOp’s servers, when I was with Shodan…”

-“Ah, right…” He sounded upset. He seemed to think about it, and casually said: “You know, reminding me you’re the cause of my problems won’t get you very far, Finn…” He stopped and turned to me. “The skills demonstrated in your little hacks are the only thing that saved you so far. But I won’t forget they’re also what caused the HOSES to start a large-scale investigation in my department on Earth. Contrary to what you may think, Ghiran is not as good as you are, but he could still do the job if I wanted him to. See what I mean?” He started walking again, and added pensively: “Imagine what could happen if I thought that I don’t really need you after all…”

I already knew, of course. Like always, Diego was anything but subtle. From that moment on, we didn’t say a word, and once on the Executive level, he just gave me my pass card and room number, and left to go to the Bridge. I looked around, felt lost for a few seconds, but thanks to the interactive displays on the walls and the station’s online help, I quickly found my way on the level, and made it to my room. 

I sat on my bed, staring at the stars outside. The station was rotating, and after a few minutes, the orange glow I had seen earlier in the Flight Deck appeared, and grew brighter. The shape of the planet then appeared, and space slowly disappeared out of my field of vision. It was gorgeous. I thought, who knows, I would have given anything to be here, were the circumstances different. I remembered Ghiran and D’Arcy’s explanations. This station was like a gigantic testing lab. That’s where tomorrow’’s technology was created, whether I liked TriOp or not. With a bit of guilt, I couldn’t help but admit Ghiran was right. I was extremely lucky to be here.

Saturn slowly faded out, and the stars reappeared. I shrugged. The magic was gone. I lied down on the bed, and fell asleep.

Edward Diego came the following morning to brief me on the operations I had to work on. He still had his silver briefcase with him. I started to believe he never left it out of his sight.

-“I have brought several files that I think will help you understand precisely what I want…”

He took a video disk and inserted it in the room’s computer. The screen on the wall displayed the TriOptimum logo and several ID files. Two of them were highlighted. I recognized one of them.

-“Hey, this is…”

-“James Chaskes, head of SID, yes. He directed the NSD before the merger, so I’m not surprised you know him. And her…” He pointed at the other file. “Her name is Rebecca Lansing. She is a consultant for HOSES, she is specialized in counter-terrorism. She worked for the old UNATCO until five years ago, when she decided to switch to the private sector and open her own business.” 

-“Why would the SID hire someone like her? I thought…”

-“Whatever you thought, you were wrong. Contrary to what you found, I have not come to Citadel just to run a space station. I see the potential of the work accomplished here. I see what could be done. And I’m here to allow it to happen.”

I shivered. This guy really was creepy at times.

-“Unfortunately for you, your little games with Hong Kong revealed a flaw in the system that I had been using for years. That’s why the SID started to investigate. You showed them the way.”

-“I…”

-“Yes, you did. When you broke into TriOp’s servers, well, they were Nara’s at that time, but still… Anyway, when you did that, you destroyed several layers of protection that *I* had carefully designed and installed. You allowed them to find a fraction of what I’ve been working on in the last two years.”

He displayed a world map.

-“Here, look… from New York to Hong Kong, from New Atlanta to Chiba City, from Cimic to Seattle… Money, minerals, weapons, drugs, hi-tech… I ran a business, you understand?”

-“And you want me to rebuild your cover?”

-“No… No, it’s too late for that. I’d be surprised if they didn’t already know my name. They have discovered the links between my bank accounts, my travels, and the traffics. It’s too late. What I want you to do is delete the evidence completely. I hired you not only because you caused all this, but also because you were the only one able to perform such a task.”

That didn’t sound true. Deleting files was even easier than to steal them. I shook my head.

-“I don’t see how difficult…”

-“But I do, Mr Finn. I am the one with a vision here, you are just the worker, you obey.” He walked to the window and looked at the stars. “When I arrived in Citadel, I created a secret and encrypted database where I could store all my information. In the last two years, I collected hundreds of names, of passwords, of bank account numbers… It was my ledger, and it was right here, right in the AI core… What they have on Earth is nothing compared to what I stored here…”

-“So, what’s the trouble?”

-“In about two hour, you will access the communications tower and piggyback our signal to Earth. Once you’ve established contact, you will destroy their files. They can’t trace you back. Well, they can, but they can’t launch a counter attack. Then…” He turned back and changed the display. A diagram appeared. “Then, you will work on this section of the AI core and retrieve my data.”

I looked at the screen. The source was simplified, but I recognized what it was about.

-“No way.” I said. “Are you kidding? Can’t you see how the system works?” I pointed at different parts of the code. “If I modify these, it could completely modify the AI’s behaviour.”

-“The ledger is located in a section that has been since placed under the AI’s direct control. Deleting the files on Earth is not enough. I need you to delete these ones too!”

-“Well I can’t!”

He became very pale, and switched off the computer.

-“Study this disk, Finn. Work on it, and find a way in. Or you’re history.” He walked to the door, paused, and added. “Just in case you happen to succeed, D’Arcy’s expecting you in his lab in thirty minutes. They have to scan you and prepare the operation. The implants are DNA-tuned, and they need those exams, so don’t be late. I expect to see you on the Bridge at ten. Prepared, and ready.”

I stayed there, looking at the disk, and inserted it again. I had nothing else to do, so I could just as well study it. I connected to the station’s network, and noticed I had been given level 1 clearance on Shodan’s systems. Since I had all the rights, I went into the dataloop, and studied the system’s architecture.

The AI controlled everything on the station, but was not centralized. Its control room was on the Bridge, but every department had its dedicated datanodes, from which the AI could control what was going on on the level. I located the datanode chain control, and followed the path to the control room. Once there, I noticed the connection between the station and the room was cut and dispatched to several processors all around the Bridge. 

Puzzled, I analyzed this structure and realized the AI core really was located in the control room. The datanodes were like limbs, but the ‘brain’ was on the Bridge. With such a system, dispatching the signal everywhere on the level before reading it filtered the data and protected the core.

I found the section Diego wanted me to modify. It was in the AI core, buried deep into the source code, protected by the own AI’s defense softwares. Diego had been very smart, but he hadn’t realized the core was like a brain, and now he wanted the AI’s data back, the AI didn’t want to give it to him. Tough luck.

I analyzed the environment, and finally located the dataloop controls. They were so complex I almost quit. I separated each node, forked the structure, and replaced the protection.

Once the copy installed on my computer, I tried to understand the principles behind the program. Apparently this section controlled the AI’s ‘ethics’. Compared to what I had read about Helios, Omolu and Brocail had adapted and improved the AI’s failsafe mechanisms. In order to make it control a nanoswarm, they had added an ethical constraint, which allowed to make the difference between chosing a logical solution, like a normal computer, or chosing the best solution for the patient, like a doctor. Shodan had been programmed to chose the best possible solution, and a good part of the internal firewalls was dedicated to this functionality.

In a way, that was the core of the theory of an AI. To make a computer think like a human, and not like a machine. Page, with Helios, had showed the path to follow, but Omolu’s team had managed to make it real. 

I noted down what I had to modify in order to retrieve Diego’s data. Destroying it would require that I put the AI in a sort of sleeping mode, because the section I had to rewrite was right in the middle of the ethical center. I called the Bridge and asked them to place a blank datanode in the control room, so I could copy the part to modify and compare it to the original. Replacing this section would take time due to all the redundant functions, and I couldn’t afford any mistake, so I had to keep an eye on the original layout.

I looked at my watch and realized I was five minutes late. I called D’Arcy to tell him I was on my way to his lab, shut down the workstation and left the room, still trying to figure out how to bypass the security setup.  

D’Arcy was waiting for me at the elevator. He told me the exams would take place on the R&D level, and from the way he described the procedure, I understood the neural interface was yet another of their experimental techniques.

-“So, am I a… test subject or something?”

-“Not at this point. We developed this technology to interact with computers more efficiently. They started on Earth, and exported the labs here for the final tests. We’re using this technology for a few months now, and we’ve never had any problem. It’s safe, don’t worry.”

-“I thought it had been developped for Shodan… Diego had told me R-Grade neural interface were needed…” 

-“R-Grade units allow you to go to Cyberspace. I’ll show you.” We entered a little room, and he pointed at a strange device mounted on the wall. “This is a C-Space jack. When you have your interface, you plug it there…” He showed a plug below the CPU. “…and the computer controls the rest. The implant is connected to your brain, and will override your senses as soon as the jack is connected. Once inside, you will be cut off from the real world and navigate through the network as you want. Once you’re done, there are exit port, virtual switches that cut the connection and give the contraol back to your brain.”

It sounded risky.

-“And you’re sure it…”

-“Diego has one. Most of the officers on the Bridge have one, too. All the engineers who needed an access to Shodan were given one. It’s not reversible, though.”

We had entered the elevator and were going up to level 2, the Research & Development department. Just before the door opened, the lights flickered and I felt cold air on my neck. I shivered.

-“Safety procedures.” D’Arcy explained. “They have to make sure we’re not contaminated. We’ve just been scanned and bombarded with UV rays.”

-“So how does the interface works?”

-“Actually it’s the first functional application of what you must have heard of as ‘Project Neantis’. Nano-integration… You will be injected a few million nanites, and we will insert a little implant on your cortex.”

-“And…?”

-“The nanites will remain dormant as long as you’re not completely healed. After we activate the implant, it will need to get used to your brain and it will have to adapt. That’s not possible if you’re awake.”

-“I see. So there’s a recovery period?”

-“Yes. We can’t tell you how much, though, because each patient is different. It’s never the same. Usually it lasts between four months and a full year. Most of the time, it’s about six to seven months. It’s the computer who decides, after you pass a post-op MRI. You’ll have a first one now, and we will follow its instructions to prepare the implants. The surgery itself will take just an hour.”

-“Okay.”

We had arrived in a big laboratory. The MRI was located in the middle of it, surrounded by machines I had never seen before. 

D’Arcy took a disk and inserted it into the scanner.

-‘We don’t need your DNA today.” He explained. “I’m going to import the file from the QBM, and we’ll use it as a base for the nanites’ configuration. Look, it’s beginning…”

I looked at the screen and noticed a program was running very fast. On the other window, I could see hundreds of little grey dots. They were slowly turning green.

-“The green dots are the nanites that have been configured, the grey dots are those who are still inactive. As long as they’re not injected, every one of them can be reset and deactivated, but once they’re in your body, you can’t take them out. Ah, one thing, you’ll have to take care of EM radiations. I have read your file, It says the NSD and SID sometimes use zappers?”

-“Yes. They’re useful when you need to deactivate something fast.”

-“Well, not anymore. After the operation, if you use a zapper, you’ll fry a few nanites and be knocked out for a while.”

I nodded. It was the price to pay, apparently. I understood. I saw all the dots were green. I pointed at the screen.

-“Are they finished?” I asked.

-“Yep, almost. Just a sec… There, lie down on that table, please. The MRI will finish the setup.” I did what he asked, and he pushed a button. “Now don’t move until I tell you to.” The MRI slowly rolled towards me and deployed its scanners, covering my entire body. The rotary head started to spin above my head. I closed my eyes.

The machine’s pulsating buzz was relaxing. For a moment I forgot about Diego and Shodan. I could hear D’Arcy typing orders on the computer, sorting the data, and generating the config file for the procedure. The exam lasted about twenty minutes. The machine slowy stopped and rolled away from the table. 

-“You can sit now. It’s over.”

I opened my eyes and sat, a bit out of it. I shook my head and rubbed my temples. D’Arcy approached with a hypospray and injected me a new drug.

-“For stamina.” He explained. “They don’t look like it, but MRIs can eat up you energy in no time. We elaborated a cure to this after the first patients complained about it.”

-“When did the tests finish exactly?” My mouth felt as if it was filled with cotton balls. 

-“About a year ago. A few weeks after Shodan was installed on the station, the first R-Grade engineers arrived from Cimic on Earth. From then on, we continued the development here, on Citadel. Come, I’ll show you some of it.”

We followed a narrow corridor and arrived in a kennel. In the cages, dogs, cats, rabbits and birds were either asleep or very calm. I couldn’t hear anything but the air conditioning system.

-“These are the primary test subjects. Dr Endicott is the head of the R&D department, I’m not directly involved with Neantis. I’m just here to monitor the effects on human physiology. Now, don’t be surprised by what you’re going to see, for the new applications, they needed bigger organisms…” 

-“How bigger?”

-“They got the authorization to replicate big mammals. Gorillas, tigers… A bigger organism is easier to study for the kind of technology we’re developing here… As you can see…” He opened another door. “…Endicott cloned predators. We think psychology is important in the way nanites deal with the brain, and predators often show more brain activity than other animals.”

The cages were indeed way bigger. As in the other room, the animals were calm, but I couldn’t help but feel a little stressed until D’Arcy closed the door.

-“What’s the new app?”

-“Vaccines. Or more generally, immunology. Basically, we’re testing the nanite’s resistance to viral attacks.”

-“I see.”

-“To be honest, don’t go repeat it, but… Diego asked Endicott to start the tests, and we were ready, but… We still haven’t received confirmation of the authorization from New Atlanta.” He looked embarassed. “I’m not completely happy with this situation. You seem to know Diego, could you talk to him about it?”

This was totally unexpected. I didn’t know what to answer. 

-“Uh… Sure, I’ll see what I can do…”

-“Thanks.” He stayed silent for a moment, then, as we walked back to the lab, he explained: “You see, this lab is a P5, and the guys who work here… They’re really good. An excellent team. But we’re dealing with deadly viruses, and we experiment mutagen compounds on the nanites… It’s dangerous. I’m the director of the Medical department, I’d like to have us covered.”

-“I understand.” I said, wondering how the hell I could mention the subject to Diego… Suddenly, D’Arcy stopped and looked at his watch. 

-“Wait, I’m sorry. I’m talking, I’m talking… Didn’t you have another appointment at ten?”

I looked at my watch, it was a quarter past ten. I quickly apologized, and ran to the elevator.

I had to go finish my program in my room first. While I was away, the computer had compiled all the information I needed and packed it with the scripts I had written. I called the Bridge to tell Diego I was coming, and asked if the datanode was ready. It was. 

I reviewed my program. Once inside the datanode, I had to delete key portions of the ethical constraints, and disable this part of the core. Once the AI was free from these obligations, it was perfectly unable to prevent me from deleting whatever Diego wanted me to delete. I only needed to dig a bit deeper in the database to find what Diego called his ‘ledger’.

I studied the AI diagram and noted which portions of code needed to be edited. Based on my calculations, without ethical considerations, the AI could theoretically engage in a fatal loop and crash like Helios, but contrary to Page’s creation, Shodan’s code was perfecty crafted. I didn’t think it was likely to happen. I ran two simulations, and the AI didn’t show any signs of instability in a critical period of forty-eight hours after the hack. My operation would last less than two hours. Just to be safe, I cooked up a little application for the Bridge engineers, to give them access to the AI core again if something happened while I was asleep. But everything ran smoothly. I was confident.

I packed my gear, and headed to the Bridge.
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The door closed, and I heard the buzz of the electronic lock, meaning the room was now sealed off of the rest of the Bridge. Diego shivered and ordered me to go in the office. As I entered, I saw the AI’s control unit was now ready. The console was about the size of a table, and no screen was visible. Diego followed me inside the working area, and flipped a switch, generating a tridimensional plasma field above the table. The keyboard slowly glided towards the edge of the table. Diego looked at me and showed me the chair.

-“You know the way…” He said. 

I sat at the table and started typing a few commands to get used to the interface. I opened programs, folders, ran a diagnosis on the main boards… It was fast and sleek. A perfect virtual 3D desktop. As I was preparing another network scan, Diego grumbled impatiently. 

-“Okay, that’s enough. Now, you follow my orders, okay?” 

-“Fine.” I nodded. I shut down the main windows and activated the AI interface. Shodan’s now-familiar ‘icecream cone’  appeared and the welcome notice appeared below Shodan’s name. I looked at Diego. He was very pale, and sweating a lot. I turned back to the screen, and he gave me his orders.

On the screen, Shodan’s shape started to change.

the end (or is it?)

