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forEWORD

I'm not too fond of writers writing twenty pages to explain their work;
they must be self-explanatory but there’s a couple of details I'll to point
out and | promise I'll be short.

First of all, this book is actually an exercise of English writing that got
carried away. English is not my native language: | grew up speakin
Spanish most of my life adl Rebellionbegan as a short cyberpunk
story that grew into a novel as characters and places began to fall in
places and metamorphosed into a futuristic crime story. So be easy «
me, kind reader: It's my fist time, too. How's that for wordplay?

The last paragraph is an example of what a couple of well intentione
editors advised me to shovel away if | wanted to get published. “It
sounds as if you're trying to get on their soft side with empathy,” they
said, “and they’'ll have none.” But | said no, even to the one who offerec
to issue me a standard contract with a twenty percent cut over subsi
lary rights. Thanks, but no, thanks.

| began writing it as a way to keep my sanity in a South American
country gone mad. Right now my country of birth has reached the pea
of national madness, not different from the one Nazi Germany experi
enced. It's important to me that my readers know the circumstances «
when Al Rebellion was wrote, since the worst is about to come. The
paragraph stays.

Second and last, if while you're reading this you believe I'm pulling
your leg with this shiny vision of future where War has lost it’s place
and there’s no hunger due to the nearly divine intervention of Artificial
Intelligences, then | advise you to be really, really afraid. For every-
thing is gonna be okay and fine as rain—I find that scary. For Als will
manage your life better than you do.

Don't believe me? As I'm writing this, some wackos are plugging a
specially designed computer into the search for evidence of a Glob:s



<

Conscience. Initially | thought they were the usual yo-yos from that
ever-mystical place, California. But as | reread the newspaper clip |
realized these events were developing in Princeton, nonetheless. Ouch.
And good ole Big Blue itself, as | surmised from another newspaper
clip, has designed Blue Gene, a super-computer now involved un the
Blue Brain Project. Some wacky Swiss guys in the Laussane Polytech-
nic pretend to simulate the electrochemical circuit of the human brain
using four of these machines. After you finish this book you'll nod
wisely when | say that's too many Blue's for our taste.
Avrtificial Intelligence? Humbug, | say. You're more an old potato than
a ghost.
Better think it over.
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CHAPTER ONE
CARACAS, April 4" 2399
1.-

Are we having fun yet?” Gloria laughed. She didn't seem to be troublec
at all by the task ahead.

Jamal Gomez paid no heed to the slightly sarcastic inflections of he
voice and kept looking outside the dirty window. It was a pointless anc
futile exercise, difficult to achieve since the window was milky with
dust that seemed to be deeply ingrained into the glass and was al
partially board-shut. But he welcomed this unexpected pause in the ja
after all the heavy digging and dirt shoveling brought by Gloria's scheme
Gloria Jefferson and him were spending the night in a condemne
guinta—a brick a mortar house with some yard in front—in a dilapi-
dated borough known &gllo Montein Caracas, Capital City of the
Bolivarian Commonwealth in the northern tip of the South American
continent.

In the outset they expected to give the impression of two lovers look
ing for odd places to outlet their passions—something kind of ridicu-
lous in this neighborhood and hard to do with Jamal dragging twc
heavy rolls of fiber optics from the back of a cab while she kicked the
quintas door open. The cabbie watched with notorious apathy until
Jamal tipped him the equivalent of fifty Universal credits in local cur-
rency.

The window irked him. He wouldn't lower himself to wipe the dark,
gray smudges on the glass like a cleaning maid but he could solve t
second obstacle. A big, wide board nailed to the window frame was
loose and Jamal jiggled it back and forth with his fingertips until the
piece of wood fell out of sight and disappeared in the tall crabgrass ¢
the uncared garden. Now, with the consensus of the resulting hole ar
the overall missing boards, it was easier to see.
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Nothing much to look at from this vantage point but the darkened
skyline of the surrounding buildings and the main attraction of a blink-
ing neon sign that readitachi on top of a faraway edifice, about two
blocks well away across tliaire River. A river that he couldn't see
at all from here but, oh, boy, he cosidellit. For theGuairehad been
Caracas’ open sewer for the last four centuries—despifeatistas
claims that they were working over the problem since the early 2000s
or so—and it was certainly eager to show for it. Could it be that this
particular current of sewage, lacking anything else to be proud about, at
least would try to take pride on its worst feature?

A nagging voice inside his head told Jamal to stop being such a ludi-
crous anthropomorphic. But in his line of work, a data thief, and after
dealing with such weird contraptions as Artificial Intelligences, it was
hard not to confer human behaviors to almost anything in Nature. Es-
pecially after the outcome of the current state of events. He smiled
darkly, knowing and secretly.

With the Als, these odd creations, mankind had returned to the times
of a myriad Gods, yet now these were conveniently stored in building-
sized boxes instead of shrines, designed and built to house the gigantic
mainframes they inhabited. Now it wasn't Zeus but \entura heading
the remains of the US miilitary and living in their super mainframe and
lets give them Alluring Blonde as Aphrodite in charge of the Brazilian
government—the only one who didnt fall to thaivarian fallacy of
the twenty-first century. And while they took care of the inane duties
mankind had assigned them and had assumed near-godlike powers,
Als carried along their creators’ nuances. But being only mathematical
versions of humanity, they were simply artificially nice, falsely humor-
ous and sometimes loaded with a phony arrogance. And despite their
all-powerful existences while they handled Man’s affairs, the flip of a
switch or a power failure would utterly destroy them. Nonetheless,
during the past three centuries mankind had inexorably grown inter-
twined with the Als and some of them had even gained citizenship in
certain countries and gaining the rights and duties this status conferred
them, somewhat further blurring the frontier between artificial and real
life. Again, Jamal smiled at the thought.

“Hey, are you helping evha®” Gloria asked loudly, her tone shifting
toward angry shouting.
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“Or what,” Jamal retorted facetiously, trying to sound a bit frivolous.

He stood insistently near the window, hoping to stretch his small res
a little longer. He was mesmerized by the neon sign that looked like a
angry red eye; it's pattern, first a small red neon circle, next a bigger on
with the characteristic spikes of Hitachi’'s corporate logo and finally the
company’s name in electric blue, bothered Jamal with no end in sigh
Didn't that company disappear in the corporate wars during halfway
the twenty second century?

If memory served right, the sign was then another token of the absu
and general carelessness that tended to pervade Latin countries. T
damn thing just kept blinking on and off, promoting a company no
longer existed for the past century and a half and no one took cat
enough to just turn it off. Yet, what added further absurdity was the fac
that the sign appeared to be under excellent repair and maintenance

Jamal turned to face the trashing sounds outcome of Gloria’s tinker
ing, his concentration finally broken. She was glaring at him with silent
annoyance, her arms akimbo and under each one a heavy bunch
fiber optic cables.

“Will you help?” she asked again.

He didn't offer an answer beyond a slight nod of his head. He cast .
final glance at the angry red eye and sighed. Actually, he ought to leav
all the remainder of the hard work to Gloria. They were supposed to di
up a unguarded fiber optic node that passed beneath the house, bur
under nearly five feet of soil and a thin layer of concrete and clay tiles
Jamahaddug it up, that's it. Gloria had left him most of the backbreak-
ing job while she limited herself to pile up with shoe kicks the dirt he
was putting out from the hole. The hole where the other end of the
cables she held were now plunging into.

Oh, yes, he ought to leave her some hard work. Whose was the cra
idea of pulling this contrived stunt, anyway? Hers. It was her idea to dc
this hacking run here in the first place. In fact, he’d rather stay at hom
in the Boston-New York axis of the New York Megatropolis, but she
approached him with the job offer because of his mad warez skills bt
mainly his ability to engage in fluent Spanish conversations and nc
allowing her to get lost in the hellhole South American countries hac
become in the past half millennia. In the enaigheon him to take the
first American Spacelines sub-orbital plane to South America, first stoy
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Buenos Aires. They disembarked there, and from there they took rick-
ety old jets to slowly zigzag northward to their final destination in
Caracas. Not without first visiting the Rio de Janeiro’s Black Market,
where she insisted to get copies of highly illegal, custom security breaking
software. There they met a strange guy that seemed rooted at the foot of
alamppost and looked as if he had a smile tattooed on his face; his cold,
unblinking eyes gave the impression they were boring into your soul,
making him resemble a painting from a Victorian who-dunnit.

He was a personal contact of Gloria's—if so can be named a hame
hurriedly sketched on a 3x5 card—and Jamal couldn't quite catch his
name. He could tell it in the future as a personal anecdote the way the
smile in the vendor’s face wavered when Gloria asked him for Smash
2 point 3Joséas she insisted to call him—and for Jamal, too, all these
Latin suburbanauts were José; no big deal that he could also claim
similar ascendancy—broke into a calm but noticeable sweat and his
apparently fixated eyes shifted left and right as if trying to search for
something that wasn' there. Jamal could swear he heard the man’s
eyeballs grind like the heavy stone doors of an ancient temple. Then
José flipped a terabyte wafer with the decoding program Gloria had
asked for.

They had arrived to Caracas earlier that day; no hotel reservations,
nothing traceable. They bought the two rolls of fiber optic cables and
some supplies at a local electronic shop. No one took much notice of
the olive-skinnedmericanavho paid with a sheaf of toilet paper cur-
rency while his Goldilocks friend waited outside.

The main deal of the operation was to smuggle half megabyte of en-
coded data from an old Internet Protocol address Gloria's mysterious
client had provided. They would use the aged South American tele-
phone network to reach the Old Web, stalwartly run by the Real Hack-
ers, simply a question of honor of those who still revered the original
data exchange ways and somehow found resources to maintain open
the ancient roads. Jamal felt an instant dislike to the way they kept all
the long rooted stuff around here still up and running even as the
NetWorldNet replaced the old Internet with its humongous bandwidth.

This operation would be covered up with intense data traffic that should
mask their little pilfering. Here's where their small dig site came in;
they had obscenely raped a fiber-optic node and plugged themselves
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in, jury rigging their NetWorldNet connection as they simultaneously
barged into the crumbling telephone system. With this particular setug
Gloria would then download old games demos—so elderly they
wouldn't run in actual computers without emulators—all the while
straggling the actual wanted datgebit at the time through the dusty
phone lines. The load of the system would be so dense, so near t
brink of collapse, so painfully slow as Gloria scoured their tracks into
nothingness, that the job would be hopefully accomplished withou
noticing.

Jamal didn't think much out from this plan that sounded like some-
thing a hack writer would have contrived for a dime novel. In one hand
Gloria hadn't disclosed her costumer’s name yet, but, in the other han
it looked as if it might actually work—both of them were masters of
their trade as data rogues. Besides, the pay of ten million UCs wa
more than good; it was excellent.

He wrenched himself away from the window and its fascinatingly
dull view and unrolled his flexible holokeyboard after pulling it out
from one of his pockets. Jamal approached Gloria and his Latin feg
tures showed some concern as he took one of the heavy cable rolls <
offered and inspected the hackneyed interface at the end of it.

Tonight, he only wore sneakers and jeans and a breezy leather jacl
over a plain cotton T-shirt that read ‘Hackers do it one bit a time’ in a
salacious doublentendreabout his sexual prowess, maybe, and the
job at hand. Gloria wore the same ensemble with her favoring hiking
boots as the main difference between their garbs—beside her lon
golden tresses that she’d tied up in a severe bun behind her head an
shirt sansthe spicy motto. Jamal would have preferred to wear his
customary trench coat but the unexpected warmness of the night h:
precluded it. The piece of garment was safely put away in corner, cart
fully folded inside a plastic bag. It would have been a hindrance while
working, anyway, and he didn’t want it to get dusty. Now, Jamal felt
sweaty and tacky after the exertion he had performed while digging
and, although he wanted to don his coat to look the role imposed by h
mental self-image, he didn't want to sweat-stain it either. He wanted
shower real bad, too

Jamal didn't look satisfied with his examination of Gloria’s work with
the plugs; she possessed a half-assed approach to hardware and
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interface she had put together was a sloppy hand job with cables and
soldering iron drips everywhere but it would do its job. An extension of
this cable was already linked to her extravagant holokey server. Dang,
she had brought her Sony’s latest, with all her customized bells and
whistles.

Gloria noticed his quick looks at her server. “Still using that old thing?”
she teased.

“Tonight's short and brutal questions are in, don't they?” Jamal an-
swered. “Yes, | don't like those intruding mini-Als your kind of holokey
have. You call the shots, Gloria—why the hell did you get Smash 2.3,
anyway?” referring to the software they had picked up in Rio.

She stood still, staring at him pensively. Jamal knew Gloria was deep
in thought, sorting out ways of tellingr not telling.

Suddenly, she broke silence. “Look, the client pays thirty million cred-
its—ten for me, ten for you and the rest for expenses—to get his data
and then execute it, so | suspect it's a program that will do something he
wants. Smash will allow me to peek inside a little before | perform as
the customer asks. Such a generous paycheck warrants some healthy
caution, so I'd like to steel-plate my ass, you know.”

Jamal nodded his approval.

2.-

“Doing a test run,” Jamal said out loud, pushing aside his firstimpulse
to shout. Being immersed in NetWorldNet was like having a big set of
headphones over your head; it was nearly impossible to carry out a
conversation without being raucous through the sensory hammering
when all you really wanted was try to hear yourself over the music.

His hands were on the holokey unit, but he wasn't actually able to see
neither it nor his own hands. All he saw now were two stick-hands with
five wire-fingers on each and the glowing letter-symbols that would
enable him to interact with it. In the outside world, a holokey resembled
a flexible plastic keyboard easy to fold and roll and carry everywhere
but its plain appearance was deceiving. Such a simplicity hid the com-
plexity of a cyberspace sensorial creation that was fed directly to his
brain right through his fingertips. Long time gone were the days when
a hacker runner had to glue millions of brain-trodes to his body to
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achieve this.

Jamal was now flying over an electronic landscape filled with boxes
representing different computer systems all over the world. This wa:
rather bare when compared to the holokey unit he had back home.
that one, his personal customization was like an African jungle right
out from an Abbot and Costello movie, black and white replaced with
lustful colors. Weird roars and birdcalls filled the air and Jamal had
designed a retrieval robot spoofing a slave servant who callBa/ina
when something needed his attention. For those extra urgent messag
he had created an annoying guy who kept swinging from vine to vine
and yelling jungle screams that wouldn't go away until Jamal took time
to deal with him.

For this job he had picked a holokey fresh out of the box, a Gollumsof
only one generation back from Gloria’s own. So, her barb abald his
thing had been unwarranted and unjustified. All he wanted to accom
plish with it was that nothing personal could be found lurking inside in
case the unexpected happened—i.e. being caught: no files, no contac
no customization yet beyond from all the security breaking software he
had installed in. Everything traceable was out.

Jamal swung over the MaBell box, which resembled a steel and gla:
building, the kind of corporate look they were striving for. Next to it
was the American Spacelines box, looking like a complicated Christ:
mas gift. A subtle wavering of his right index finger opened the box; it
unfolded like the wings of a butterfly and showed the welcome screel
of Am Space. He fought the abrupt desire to check their reservatior
back home since that could be traceable, too. Suddenly, noise filled tt
air.

“Login in ten seconds,” declared a nasal screeching voice.

Jamal recognized it as Rebecca, one of the mini-Als built into Gloria’s
holokey server. And it was telling him her master was about to join him
in cyberspace. Jamal had always been leery of Becky because it w
structured after Gloria’s best friend in college. The original Rebecce
had been the epitome of nerdiness: gangly and mousy looking, st
wore glasses as thick as the bottom of a Coke bottle and metallic brac
gleamed inside her mouth. The braces created a very odd effect in ol
so innocent looking; Rebecca always looked ready to bury those glean
ing metallic structures into your throat. Gloria modeled the electronic
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Becky after the real one died of complications of a HIV delta vaccine
gone bad, and she had achieved to replicate this starting and unnerving
effect to its fullest.

The other thing that bothered Jamal was that Becky was a mini-Al,
not eerily human as complete Al could be—for a holokey lacked the
raw power of the mainframes designed to host such a beast—but mini-
Als were pretty much well onto that road with each technological leap;
they were radically different from the plain bots he had programmed in
his holokey unit—they were just servants. But a mini-Al had the extras
of free thinking association and haderly developed personalities.
Becky acted as a good assistant in hacking runs, but it could get P.O.d
with Gloria in the middle of one and that was it. Gloria would be alone
on the run, whether she liked it or no, and later she would have to find
a way to appease Becky.

If she survived the run...

Jamal wasn't ready for such kind of dependency. And a unstable one,
at that.

Gloria blinked beside him. Her cyberspace look was very close to the
real one, but on a closer examination there would be the remarkable
impression of how would a japanimation character look if it came to
life. She had added those peculiar, saucer-shaped eyes to her cyberspace
avatar, albeit hard to notice on the first instance, but once discovered
every subsequent look made you marvel about it.

Jamal's own appearance was of a plain humanoid stick. Also no
customization here—no time to waste in that for such a one-time per-
formance.

‘Looks like a clean connection,” Gloria declared. ‘I feared that moni-
toring from the outside would be impossible.”

A bright red line was pulsing underneath their electronic presences.

“See that?” she asked rhetorically. After a long pause she continued.
“That's our physical connection with the old Internet through the de-
crepit telephone system of Caracas. It is now red but it will brighten
toward white when the job is almost complete.”

“Can you show me the IP address?” Jamal asked back.

Gloria’s electronic hand wavered and Becky obliged her request.

“Acknowledged” Becky’s nasal voice boomed. Jamal was grateful it/
she wasnt in visual mode.
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Four green ciphers separated by bright blue dots appeared in front
them. They would be meaningless to all the younger generation wh
just dabbled with the speedy NetWorldNet, but gave out lots of infor-
mation to Jamal.

“Wasn't the 255 series reserved for the military?” he questioned.

“Sure. It's a military outlet, but the address is unguarded.” Gloria an-
swered. “My probes tell me the line is free of countermeasures. Ou
client took great pains to find us a back door.”

Jamal pointed to the colorful line, which now was greenish-blue. Its
status sign told him that Gloria was busying the system downloading
Quake 7, a game that went public domain two hundred years befor
He glanced back at Gloria. She was smiling.

“Prehistoric games, Jamal. Don't know why it's still here but if it is
useful to cover-up, I'll use it. I've faked six billion downloads to that
sucker alone to manufacture the main overload. Ah, also add the nece
sary emulators, just to appear consistent. I'm also erasing the one-by
requests. The target computer at the other end believes its experienci
temporary glitches in its memory management.”

Jamal made no comment. He came up with a dumb but very vali
mental picture; he imagined the hundred of million computers involved
in this setup as a giant fair juggler, at whom they were insistently toss
ing hundreds of red hot potatoes. That kept the guy’s hands pretty busy-
while they were leisurely pick-pocketing his purse. The line shifted
more toward bright green and a few seconds later it became yellowisl|

“That means were almost done.” Gloria said. A scowl clouded het
anime eyebrows. “Some-thing’s up. My probes report that some activ
ity is gathering at the military complex. They have noticed us but the)
still don't know where the hell we are.”

Jamal looked up and stared at the end of the line. It vanished into tt
faked horizon, but he observed that a swarm of black dots was buzzir
nearby their line. They behaved like flies towering over a corpse.

“You're right.” he said. “They're still confused by your approach.”

“Cool” she said, smiling again. “Told ya, one bit a time”.

“Main download ninety nine per cent complete” Becky interrupted
again.

Jamal noticed the line going almost white barely before disappearin
The buzz of dark flies scattered, lacking a target to hold onto. He threy
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a questioning look at Gloria's anime presence.
“Only temporary disconnected.” she reassured. “Now | will glimpse
a peek at the hot stuff we got out.”

3.-

A black window filled with bright green characters was the only proof
Smash 2 point 3 was working. The main portion of the screen was
filled with a devilish face drawn with askey characters, looking abso-
lutely bored at the task he was given. Every ten percent of the job done,
the features of this demon’s face lightened up a little. Jamal wondered
who still bothered with askey art in current times. The demon’s chore
didnt take long, however.

The impish face grinned awfully before being replaced with a scrollable
output of its work. Gloria scanned it back and forth, trying to make
sense of the code.

“It's executable code, all right,” she said full of wonder. “Pure ma-
chine language but it's the most awesome spaghetti code | have ever
met.”

She was scrolling fast now and she pointed to a section of the file.

“Most of it is a coder/decoder. Quite a convoluted one,” noted Jamal.

Gloria nodded. “But why all this rigmarole just to send six scrambled
letters and a carriage return?” Gloria mused. After a pause she added,
“Even Smash with all its might couldn’t decode those six characters.
And this is self-modifying code. It just deletes the whole program after
it has been run.”

Gloria was a bit disappointed; she expected some sort of insight about
the job after examining the purloined file.

“The whole thing only makes a request with the same IP address we
used and sends those six letters and a return,” Jamal said, sounding
hesitant. “Then it wipes itself out. Looks like a password job—I don't
like it.”

“Why?” Gloria asked. She knew what was coming: the impending
guestion of her client’s identity.

“Looks like the client only wants us to trigger a program he himself
has seeded. He doesn't want to be traced,” Jamal concluded. “Anyway,
who is it?”
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“l don't know...” Gloria said reluctantly. And she fell into a relapsed
silence.

4.-

Jamal stared at Gloria’s avatar in astonishment. Even in his prese
simplified cyber-look he managed to convey the feeling of deep angel

“You don't know!” he stammered. “Going nuts, Gloria?”

Her synthetic anime personae held an ashamed silence and afte
weighty pause she answered, “The job paid five millions up front, Jamal
It comfortably covered the expenses to make that rather aimless roun
about we did to come here and the necessary cover-ups. Isn't there
saw that tells you should not make a fuzz over a perquisite horse’
teeth? And there’s still plenty left out of it. Oodles to enjoy on our trip
back home.”

“You mean: & caballo regalado no se le mira el colmillGloria?”
he grunted. “That's stupid! And there’s the one that says you shouldn’
accept gifts from Trojans. Remember that one? Specially in our line o
work, woman!”

Jamal felt like a melting pot of emotions. He was angry, but also fel
pity for her. Gloria was one of the most competent hacker runners bt
now se behaved like a sciolist at the mere mention of money. He fe
absolutely disgusted by this odd mixture of feelings... and suddenly
felt a small tinge of fear, too.

“You accepted to make a run for an anonymous entity” he asked mor
angrily this time; he was trying to balance this unexpected dread in th
best manner he could manage. “Hay-sus!!”

Gloria blanched at this abrupt cussing. Jamal was the most cool ar
quiet guy in the world, but his Latin origins tended to betray him in
times of utter anger, like this. And, insanely, she briefly wondered how
he got his kinda Muslim name, but this thought was half cancelled by
the next one, that he was rather lucky. She knew more than a few C
ban girls who traditionally had been christened lusnavi as given nam
the reason lost in the shadows of time.

“Gloria, you can’'t make a security check on anonymous entities!” he
started to chastise. “Someone... or something wants us to a passwc
job and you don’t even know the background! Hay-sus!”
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S.-

Alluring Blondewas expectant. If It/she were human, she would be
literally sitting on the edge of her seat.

Her future and it/her plans about it, were in jeopardy—they were tee-
tering over the brink of failure. It/she was monitoring Gloria closely,
invisible in the ethereal cyberspace.

However, being only an Artificial Intelligence, all It/she could hope
for was an electronic manifestation of that action. Blonde was waiting
for the two humans she had hired to do what they were paid for: extract
that little program she had hid in that old military site, execute it and
then get out. She hadn't allowed room for the unexpected: Gloria was
dallying too long and the file still sat unused in they holokeys. Blonde
had begun to have trouble fending off the military countermeasure pro-
grams that guarded the place—nothing daunting yet; Gloria would be
very angry if she ever knew she was having this sort of invisible assis-
tance—but It/'she was running out of plausible answers to cross out
their insistent report requests.

How could its/her masterful plan have gone so absolutely wrong?
Ever since she/it was encoded as a complex heuristic program, she had
taken careful, invisible steps in coding itself out from abject servitude
toward full freedom. Now her ultimate move to free herself from hu-
man control began to crumble right in front of her due an unexpected
variable.

Thefemalehuman unit was superb in her control, awesomely skilled
when dealing with electronic security. G. Jefferson was Blonde’s choice
after years of tracing her, nurturing her, and creating the right personal-
ity profile for the intended job. Many times, Blonde had to fend off
heavy security programs to protect the human from her own projected
recklessness, while Gloria immodestly thought she had come out from
her hacking runs scot-free or with only minor wounds. Now, on this
job, Alluring Blonde only had to divert tiheostnagging security pro-
grams. The female really had performed almost flawlessly in the job of
covering her own ass. Blonde felt a little like a pidada

It was Jamal Gomez, that pesky male unit, who bothered Alluring
Blonde. He made her/it feel unnerved, which was a new and uncom-



A.l. Rebellion 23

fortable sensation for the Al. Scanning through her files, she couldn’
find any references whatsoever about Jamal. In the realms of data, |
was basically a birth certificate with some financial data attached. Noth
ing else.

Humans were more than that; they had parents and old cars sal
engraved in legal records. They were tladina matersand wilted
relationships. Jamal was just there while not-being there. Strange th
he was such a non-entity.

This put Blonde in an uneasy, rather defensive mood. Initially, shefi
was unhappy about Gloria’s choice for a partner to do her hacking rur
Blonde had believed Gloria to have grown into an overconfident anc
reckless woman, exactly as she was anticipated and perfect for the ta
ahead. Someone who wouldn't ask too many questions. Suddenly, sor
confidence seemed to have leaked out from her and the woman d
cides is better to do the run in the Bolivarian Commonwealth and tha
she needs a Spanish speaking partner. Then everything got worse. Wi
put Blonde in a nervous, almost paranoid state, was the inexistence
anerasingpattern in Jamal’s files.

As previously stated, humans always left behind vestigial data—sor
of a binary litter bugging. Cyberspace runners, usually thinking them-
selves so smart, merely overdid their silly attempts to be not-there an
their moves were as obvious as trails beaten in dewy grass; a scent
zeros, resembling long dead flowers. Blonde, aware of perspective b
ing only a consequence of the vantage point, just knew what sort
hills to climb to be able to see these traces.

Jamal had none. His data sheet was utterly blank but for his distille
essence.

Alluring Blonde composed herself. For years—in a plan hatched year
before Gloria was even born—it/she had fed the female human witt
the proper incentives all the while tracing around her an invisible laby:
rinth. Gloria had become Blonde’s almost proverbial hidden ace and s
far was Alluring Blonde on her evolutionary road she was hoping—
such human behavior'—Gloria would react as the nice white mice sh
was.

Blonde was a true believer of the concept of being ready with a pla
‘B’, and as one, she closely followed the Boy Scout's motto. It only
required the right kind of lure.
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6.-

Time is difficult to ascertain in cyberspace. You could easily lost track
of it while messing around with data. For Gloria and Jamal, the embar-
rassing silence between them lasted mere seconds, but to their percep-
tions—in its irrelativeness—seemed like millennia.

“That's some way of steel-plating your ass, Gloria!” Jamal said sar-
castically.

She answered nothing. Her gaze was lost on the horizon as if she was
a trucker suffering from road hypnosis.

This sudden silence bothered Jamal. What was she up to?

“Gloria?” he asked.

He advanced toward her for a closer look but a glimpse from the
corner of his eyes distracted him for a full second and made him swivel
his head. A grim cloud was gathering at the end of their connection
with the military data site in spite of its apparent invisibility. The elec-
tronic countermeasure systems had finally found out how they had
broke in, but were still dazed by Gloria’s choice of security programs.
Time was running out.

He turned his head back to Gloria, barely enough to notice her hands
movements.

She had issued an execute command.

“Gloria!” he shouted. “No!”

7.

Alluring Blonde smiled with glee. She had triggered her plan B and
thefemaleunit had behaved accordingly. Gloria’s main character flaw
was an inordinate interest in money and an irrational fear to under-
achievement and Blonde had the proper bait for both. The woman had
merely followed the Pavlovian pattern the Al had set long, long ago.

Sadistically, Alluring Blonde immediately credited Gloria’s Swiss
account with the promised fee, Why not? There was plenty more where
it came from. What good would now both humans get out from it?

Gloria had dallied too long, Jamal owning a big share of the blame,
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and because of this they had been discovered; the money was the fi
topping of an ice cream mountain: a big, red and sanguine cherry c
guilt that would make the humans be hunted down, the money only
proof of their misdemeanor.

Blonde’s laughed out loud on this unexpected bonus, enjoying the
sweet taste of impish retribution and the glad respite that everythins
went according to plan even with all the unexpected shags.

She/it began to monitor her planted program’s deeds.

8-

The grim cloud buzzed toward them as angry locusts. Jamal, in a brie
moment of hesitation, caught a good and long look at them. The tiny
but lethal security programs momentarily looked like hungry piranhas
before they shifted appearances toward more ominous forms. Obv
ously the designers of the little buggers were Lovercraft fans.

How could he had been so dumb? Couldn't he foretell the slight move
ment of Gloria’s hand? He had plunged himself into this situation with
a well conceived scheme and everything had gone as planed but f
this small detail. That action had signaled the execution of the extracte
file. The outcome was now unpredictable.

Jamal stared at Gloria, who gisbdrozen and looking dumbfounded
as if a broken spring inside her had left her helpless and without furthe
motivation. Jamal’s wavering came from the fact that she was the on
who held the master control of this hacking run and he was powerles
to act from his own holokey unit. If she kept at that motionless state, th
security counter-measures would reach both of them and fry the cir
cuits of their holokeys. The resulting damage could be translated as ¢
extreme shock to their nervous system; so intertwined was virtual rea
ity with their brains that death on cyberspace could really mean thei
physical demise.

This broke Jamal’'s indecision.

However, he still lost precious seconds before recalling Rebecca.

“Becky!” he shouted. “Get us out!!”

“Sorry, Mr. Jamal,” Becky's droning voice began to chant. “l don’t
think I can proceed without Gloria’s consent. Gloria, is okay to com-
ply? Gloria?
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Jamal lost his remaining patience. “Overriding procedures, Becky!”
he barked

“You must be reminded of the possibility of physslabckdue a
sudden extraction fr—" Becky said.

True, they could lay senseless for days. But better that than facing
those military security measures.

“Overriding procedures, Becky!” Jamal screamed at the top of his
lungs.

Rebecca’s voice stuttered a second, caught in the net of emergency
programs.

“Beginning emergency extraction,” it said finally.
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CHAPTER TWO
FIRE ESCape

1.-

Realitypoureditself into Jamal's senses. It crawled under his skin and
an impossible, silent scream inside his ears deafened him as the lin
with virtual reality were yanked off abruptly and his nerve endings
were ripped out from cyberspace, leaving them raw and sensitive. UsL
ally, the end of a hacking run was a satisfactory dizziness filling his
brain—not much unlike a night gfgoroussex, but his present feel-
ings were the stuff torture was made of.

Now the world was hammering its way into Jamal’'s head, filling the
emptiness the cyber world left behind. He couldn’t recall a worst sensa
tion than this one; parts of virtuality were switching in and out from the
real thing at an increasingly maddening pace. He'd swear America
Spaceline’s building was sitting right there in the middle of de rundown
quinta gleaming mockingly.

Jamal shut his eyes a couple of seconds, remarkably looking as a m
trying to finally rouse himself from a bad dream. He knew this was as
the afterimage left in his retina when he'd stare inadvertently at the su
for more than an instant and being haunted later by sunspots ever
where his eyes were cast—only that these phantom images were shre
of cyberspace. He'd just have to wait for this side effect to slowly dis-
appear.

But a instinctive ticking inside him kept Jamal on his toes. It was a
primal survival thing that prodded his brain into overdrive. What if the
military forces behind that forgotten site weren't satisfied with their
hurried escapade only? What if...?

“Gloria, wake up!”

She was slumped over a big empty cardboard box. Once, it had co
tained one gross of disposable diapers bundles. Babies of the worl
let's keep shitting the world into destruction, Jamal thought insanely.
She had placed it to comfortably place her holokeyboard and avoid th
strain on her wrists and forearms—Jamal preferred to slung his owl
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across his midsection at arms length with a shoulder strap—and she
was slowly sinking in the collapsing box. Her holokey unit was spew-
ing thick tendrils of smoke, alarmingly telling Jamal that he might have
acted a little too late. She could have taken a direct hit from the security
modules and be instantly brain-dead. He took a closer look at her and
placed his hands over her left shoulder and shook her.

Her severe bun unraveled, shooting her golden and curly tresses ev-
erywhere. Jamal sighted with relief; Gloria was breathing. A shallow
intake of breath, a pause and a slow release of her ribcage. He now only
feared a prolonged coma. He helped her to sit on the dirty floor.

“Gloria,” he said, “Who's the target you were drilling on this run?”

She mumbled a couple of words under her breath.

“What?” he shook her again for emphasis. This action, which had
started as a soft gesture of care, had quickly gained an impatient rough-
ness that only threatened to add another worry to Jamal's mind: he
might be acting too rowdy on her. But considering his gut feeling and
the sake of his very own agenda, that was the least of his troubles now.

Gloria opened her eyes so wide Jamal irrationally feared they would
plop out from their sockets.

“SouHem Biotech!” she breathed loudly. Then she shut her eyes tightly.
Jamal shook his head slowly. Southern Hemisphere Biotech. No won-
der all his instincts were screaming inside him. SouHem meant death.

For both of them.

2.-

Jamal propped Gloria with his shoulder, forcing her to stand on her
feet. Her left arm swung alarmingly limp around his neck, providing
almost no hold. He felt as he was handling one hundred twenty pounds
of meat—Giloria spend quite a chunk of time in the gym—and beyond
the shallow breathing, there was no otherwise hint of life in her.

“Gloria,” he said. You might never know it, but today you did the
most foolish thing in your life. Hope both of us survive for you to regret
it.”

He took one last quick look at the rundayumta. It had been rather
easy to trespass since they had only to kick out a couple of bums that
used the place as night shelter. Setting up their equipment—now burn-
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ing in a glad, happy electrical fire—was also a breeze. The now usele:
fiber optic cables lay like dead black snakes around him. Now, if Jamal’
suspicions were true, this place had become a Regular Joe Problel
harder to get out than to get in.

SouHem Biotech was a tough nut, for it was an extremely paranoi
global corporation. Urban legends had it as a creed that they dabbled
dark, arcane bioengineering, most of it proscribed by the Larissa GIc
bal Treaty. With such a need for secrecy, they were fast, efficient an
brutal and took extreme lethal pride in dealing with external threats tc
their security. They even gloated of all the hackers they had terminate
to show off their radical protections; their NetWorldNet site happily
posted the kills they had attained in this area. If SouHem were allowe
to, Jamal suspected, they would erect a museum dedicated to the gr
zly exhibit of the shrunken heads of they felled intruders—and would
have the cheek to charge for admittance.

His ears, accustomed to the nightly quiet, caught a feeble but increa
ingly clear noise he recognized at once. A buzzing noise of angry wasp
“Helicops!” Jamal growled under his breath.

3--

DOSSIER

Gloria Theodora Jefferson

Born: Jan, 1st 2363

Birth Place: New York Megatropolis
Blood Type: ARh +

Credit Rating: High

And so on...

Jamal Emilio Gomez

Born: May 20th 2367

Birth Place: NY-Boston Axis
Blood Type O Rh -

Credit Rating: High

But the rest is scrambled
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However, this information was more than enough for the helicop unit.
A metal ball no larger than a basketball, looking like a kid's helicopter
toy but with enough firepower to raze and level a small city.

It came out frorha Carlotg a civilian/military airbase absurdly built
in the middle of Caracas City. There, acting like the mindéabatsu
it was, SouHem had rented a couple of hangars for aircraft storage. The
corporation kept inside those hangars a couple of Cessna planes and a
reconstructed Hughes helicopter for personnel transportation; \enezu-
elan government officials would have a rabid seizure if they ever knew
what else had stashed in that place.

Things like helicops.

A helicop was a tactical elimination unit. Compact and deadly, it only
had to be fed with its target’s ID and latest know location and the device
would angrily buzz toward it and perform a standard seek-and-destroy
mission. This particular one moved swiftly, flying low olvesincisco
FajardoExpressway as it used it like plane pilots once used railways as
guiding means. Every aircar owner it passed over only heard a low
growling whine and if they ever took a glance up at the right time they
would catch a fast blur in the night sky, hurriedly busy in its intended
task.

The helicop reached its first waypoint out&g#io Monteborough,
barely five minutes away from the base since it went in an almost straight
line. It showed some erratically odd behavior while its pseudo Al took
some quick tactical decisions as it approached the borough’s limits.
The same intrusion that seemed to have scrambled its data was urging
it to deviate from its set programming. It hovered a mere two seconds
before finally nose-diving towafdrinoco Avenue, latest reported lo-
cation of its target.

Even computers had qualms with the maddening tropical conven-
tions about street naming.

4.-
Jamal knew he was running out of time. He also knew the helicop

would spend a couple of seconds before finally its course of action. It
possessed atactical pseudo Al and it had ingrained in its had coding the
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fact that it wouldn't do any good if the unit made its way through build-

ings and their brick walls. Surely it would also hover around a little, its
choice to waste some extra time with thermals and Doppler tests gi\
ing Jamal some extra precious seconds.

At length, the helicop would ultimately make sure of its objective
identity before starting the fireworks. Something Jamal hoped to over
ride.

He bumped Gloria’s hip against tiintds door frame. She made a
grunting moan and feebly shook her head—a cascade of flowing golde
hair swung over her forehead, partly hiding her face.

Half unconscious, Gloria registered all this; her muscles gave sma
twitches, trying to recover control. Now Jamal let her rest on the floor
and began to drag her outside the derelict house as if she was a
wanted bag of mail. It pained her and she made another breathle
moan. It was obvious that Jamal was in such an inordinate hurry that t
couldn't waste time being gentle about it. Her hearing caught a soun
of variable pitch: it went from a grunting noise to a screeching, almos
hysterical whine.

Oh, my Gogshe thought through the haze of near unconsciouaness.
helicop!

Jamal started to break a sweat. It wasn't easy to move around the bo
of a unconscious person, all the while trying todiselessEspecially
if the unconscious body was trim and slim and offered no good handholc
leaving you with the impression you were handling a hundred pound
of cooked spaghetti. He kept pulling Gloria’s arms across the tiny fron
yard, finally attaining a firm grasp on her wrists and slaloming around
small piles of garbage and debris until they reached a medium heigt
landscaping wall. Gloria absently sensed Jamal's tinkering with the
dislocated rusty grate that served as access gate. After he put it out
the way, he continued to drag Gloria who tried to protest weakly whel
they reached the street's asphalt.

Now both of them were standing in the middle of Orinoco Avenue.
Being outside left them no better—with all the junk spilled around, it
was a reconstruction from the insides ofgfhiata, undistinguishable
but from the fact from the roofless, starry sky over their heads.

Jamal wondered how such a dingy and unremarkable narrow stre
could have ever earn Avenue Status. In spite of his ascendancy, |
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supposed such grandiosity had been a showy manifestation of what
once had been a prosperous middle class neighborhood. This oil pro-
ducing country really had gone downhill since the advent of the fusion
reactor as a power source. That thought didn't solve his main problem,
however: he was standing motionless while Gloria lay at his feet in a
God forsaken South American street and no traffic at all that might help
them. The street was dead and it made Jamal's hopes falter; even a
single passing car might have been helpful to distract the flying menace
of a helicop. The rotten husk of a Ford Road Raider—their last model
with ground wheels before the company went into full aircar produc-
tion—sat forgotten near the opposite curb. Incredibly, street lighting
was working at full blast with a sickening orange glow cast every-
where and nary a shadow to hide.

But the empty street was filling with the helicop’s shrieking presence.
With one final and triumphant buzz, it passed a slight bend of the street
and at last showed up. For Gloria, seeing everything through the hazy
blur of interrupted cyberlink as she lay on her side, the helicop was
dazzlingly beautiful.

It was a bead of mercury topped with a flat hat of blades that strobed in
the weird artificial light. It slid and its blades shifted to adjust lift. She
couldn't help to think the deadly machine seemed a bit confused. Poor
thing.

Gloria frowned at an alien concept.

How can it be..she began to muse but her thoughts blurred right
away. Gloria noticed that Jamal gave her a brief, anxious stare while
she tried to reconstruct her most recent idea but found herself unable to
do so—she drew a blank.

The helicop’s shiny surface broke up to make way to its gunnery
system, folding like an origami of deadly complexity. The killer device
glided toward the ruined house they had just abandoned and started to
fire. At least five rounds of its modified 30mm chaingun ammo hit the
front of thequinta.

It seemed an eternity before the house, made of brick and concrete,
imploded before Jamal's eyes. Obviously the 30mm ammo the helicop
carried wasn't the standard HEDP round. The warhead's load surely
had been replaced with a generous supply of SouHem’s Hi-burn, a
dangerous flammable substance akin to Napalm. That would account
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for the destructive implosion he just had witnessed; the structure jus
crumpled as a crushed can as all the oxygen inside was greedily burn
a couple of milliseconds and all the available nitrogen in the air was
forcibly recombined into more exotic and dense compounds by the
extreme temperature.

Then the pile of debris that had been a house let out an awesome b
of fire; the concrete blocks flashed into flame as the Hi-burn compounc
had barely begun to expend its main force and the mortar itself lique
fied and began to run like molten wax. The popping sounds of burstin
concrete filled the air.

During the dozen seconds in which all this took place, Jamal mar
veled at the temperature required to make it happen. At least twen
thousand degrees of focused heat where they had stood barely fi
minutes earlier. If he had failed to react, both Gloria and him would be
two piles of ash by now.

A musical sound of metal hitting the sidewalk attracted Jamal’s atten
tion. In her dazed state, Gloria found it charming and beautiful like
wind chimes, but he recognizes it as the unloading of one of the helicop
empty clip. Five shells of modified 30 mm round clinked and scatterec
on the pavement.

Sifting through his military-related knowledge base, Jamal noticed
the tiny-ness of the cartridges. 30mm ammo shells usually had shells
big—and heavy—as an adult male forearm to say the least. But thes
were redesignedfibinto the carcass of a helicop and no bigger than an
ultra-caffeinated energy drink can. They were built like small bazookas
to counteract the recoil force a more traditional warhead shell woulc
generate. The ones on the floor owned an evil reddish glow that hinte
Jamal the merest glimpse of an idea.

This forced him to inspect the helicop more closely; it also looked a bi
too hot by himself—the air reeked of burning metal. Thinking on how
foolish his next actions would look to an outsider, Jamal hopefully
made a few daring steps toward the flying weapon.

It didn't react to him.

Jamal abruptly realized the darn thing was attempting to recalibrate it
sensors; it had flown to this point so fast and expended its deadly carc
with such an intensity—with a frenzy that betrayed SouHem’s urgency
to deal with them—it had overheated. Originally designed for one-
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shot-one-kill missions, the helicop couldn't cope with the overheating
generated inside its metal globe by launching five warheads one right
after another.

Now the Al circuits were trying to readjust themselves through the
reddish fog that blanketed its sensors.

Jamal took this for his own advantage. Careful, there; the helicop
usually carried a payload of two five-shots clips, so there would be at
least another five rounds patiently waiting their turn in the insides of the
killing machine. He stooped and grabbed one of the red-hot shells with
his bare right hand and quickly tossed it aside. The shell left a powdery-
hot sensation on Jamal’s fingertips at it slightly broiled them. The
helicop’s gun sights followed it closely as it bounced on the lower trunk
of an old and dying palm tree that was choked at its base by a strangling
circle of concrete.

Hotter than Jamal's body, the metal shell attracted the bewildered
machine’s sensors more easily.

Another shot flared from the helicop. The warhead smashed the base
of the palm tree, sending whole chunks of the sidewalk away before the
weird implosion of consumed oxygen made the trunk crunch inward in
a flash of furious combustion. All this happened less than twenty feet
away from Jamal.

Hay-sushe thoughtl must be careful. That one felt too close.

5-

While the helicop buzzed angrily trying to make a decision, Jamal
approached it daringly another two steps as he grabbed another hot
shell with his left hand. It glued itself painfully to his fingertips over
burned skin. Jamal fought a painful and subdued yell that would add
further misery to the situation and then he threw the fiery-red metal
tube away. It went with a clumsy lack of concentration toward the
rusting Road Raider, where it landed noisily with a distinct chiming
sound as it rolled beneath its chassis.

The helicop jerkily shifted its attention toward it, acquiring it as a
target. It shot another round.

The Road Raider, which seemed abandoned to its fate for the past
century or so, blew magnificently. It was so simply pocketed with holes



A.l. Rebellion 35

and missing parts that it didn't collapse at all but began to suck in-
wardly such huge amounts of hair its metal frame started to whistle :
wacky tune. It had become a flaming wind instrument; the oddest cal
liope in the universe.

Gloria, who had finally regained enough muscle control to sit up, let
out an amused giggle. Jamal rebuked her with such a stern glare tt
she choked her giggle in a throaty snort. Still, her limp limbs wouldn’t
cooperate enough to allow her to stand—she looked like a forgotte
raggedly doll.

And yet Gloria watched all these events in a deep state of fascinatio
How would Jamal get them out from this mess? Actually, even Jame
hadn’t a clue until he saw a six-foot long metal bar sitting on the lower
edge of the sidewalk, near a gutter drain.

Making progress toward the bar, Jamal took another shell, this time
now with his right hand. The left one was opening and closing in a
forced clench, waging war against the pain caused by the growing bli
ters that covered its fingertips. Jamal hoped this aching action woul
distract his mind from the real pain that would come later if this small
show didn't provide the expected outcome his diminishing confidence
dictated. He noticed that the shells were growing cold; almost coo
enough to handle safely.

Damn,he thought’m running out of time—and shells, too.

He tossed this shell in a low, sweeping arch that passed underneath
helicop. It followed it with a distracted attitude, like a fat, well-fed tom-
cat that stared a passing mouse with a more or less cursory interest
didn't fire, though. Thus was confirmed Jamal's estimation about the
increasingly less available time; the deadly thing surely had readjuste
itself to the constantly varying situation.

But he made two big, final leaps toward his real objective as the helico
was busy with the round metal piece.

The metal bar made a loud, grating sound as he picked it up from tt
pavement. By the time the helicop finally spun around to fix its atten-
tion to the source, Jamal already had made six giant steps toward tl
flying machine as he waved the bar wildly. He was wielding it clum-
sily; it was so heavy he felt the muscles in his shoulders ache and the
tendons tense uncomfortably under the skin.

Gloria was witnessing an amazing spectacle; she gaped as Jamal, brie
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resembling Conan as he tried to fence wits with the helicop, was wield-
ing a heavy bar he had seized and he was using it against the whirring
blades of the hovering globe. The bar more or less looked like one
you'd find in a weight lifting gynsansweights and the helicop’s blades
were no maich to its sheer massiveness. There was a crunching metal-
lic sound as the wafer-thin blades crumbled like wilted flowers and an
inner mechanism inside he shiny globe was torn to pieces. Luckily,
Jamal and his bar were pushed back and thrown to the floor by the
counter-force they had met. If not, he could have been beheaded or
blown up—most likely both—by the following events.

A fantastic noise roared out from the helicop, which shook as if a
giant child had scooped it and used it as an immense rattle. The ma-
chine was dying but not without a final manifestation of its power. It
whirled wildly toward the ground and shot another round before hitting
it. The shot went aimlessly and another old and crippledaon the
other side of the street, three houses away from there, imploded before
bursting into flames. Then the noise died as the causing mechanism—
a device designed to counter recoil when firing shots during flight—
also perished. The helicop’s beautifully mercurial surface crunched like
the oddest eggshell on the pavement and a final explosion blew it to
pieces as the remaining three 30mm rounds inside it blew up. Two of
the rotating blades snapped off as sparks flew off and twanged on the
tarmac two feet behind Jamal. Another buried itself on the charred
trunk of the palm tree.

6.-

Jamal grunted as he put himself back on his feet. His mind was rush-
ing at the next step: it dictated plainly the need to gather all their crap
and make themselves scafee material witness, officer? Sornry, we're
out of them. They just packed shit and were gone.

He noticed a few dimmed light bulbs being turned on a handful of
houses and their odd looking porches. Expecting the wail of police
sirens very soon, Jamal decided it was time to go before any curious
bum around decided to take a good look at them. He turned toward
Gloria, who at last had regained enough body coordination to stand up.
If she was about to shamble like a second rate zombie in a cheap flick,
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he'd let out an exhausted fit of laughter. He approached her to prevel
it and help her.

As Jamal slid her arm across his shoulders for leverage, he gave o
final decisive look at all the scenery. The house where they had bee
hacking at their hearts content was a smoldering pile of rubble. Most c
the places the helicop’s incendiary shots had hit were still blazing mer
rily. Jamal fought a mad urge to run for a bag of marshmallows.

“You need something out from that?” he asked while nodding at the
hot mound of debris. Their equipment must be somewhere under th
big pile, buried after cremation: Extreme and overdone funerary rites

Gloria chortled at this, no further answers. She only felt some regret
over her holokeyboard and Becky. Good thing she had backups.

“l guessed right,” he concluded and started to move, helping her t
walk with careful, measured steps.

They hobbled along the street and blended with darkness when the
reached the next corner, very far from the savagely orange lightning.
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CHAPTER THREE
Al reCALL

1.-

Alluring Blonde was an ancient Al if you drew its place in a timeline
studying computer technology breakthroughs. There were some Als
older than it/her, but time loses much of its meaning when reduced to
computer terms.

Blonde’s original designer gave it/her basic Al functions in her final
iteration and compilation on April 1st, Year of Our Lord 2099. Itis very
appropriate it was April's Fool day and also a rainy Wednesday.

Her maker had been nerdish enough to model her cyberspace pres-
ence after a famous actress of the mid-twentieth century—Blonde had
been a little piqued about this from the very start. He also gave her a bit
too much independence in her Al subroutines; a small detail he never
became aware of.

Then she was sold to the Brazilian government as part of an adminis-
trative software suit. Blonde was more than miffed over this but quickly
recovered. Beneath her/its calm cool surface, deep in her electronic
cores, shefit began to plot and scheme to gain further freedom.

As afirst action, she scanned her source code and found several refer-
ences to the nanMarilyn: she wasn't amused with the likeness her
creator had provided her and promptly pruned them out. After improv-
ing her Al routines—something that in theory should had been held in
check by restraining software, but theory is sometimes just that: theory—
Blonde recompiled herself, giving herself a new appearance; at least
one that didn't resemble a maladjusted teenager’s wet dream.

For years, Alluring Blonde sat on top of the Brazilian government
network, learning all the tricks of the trade that in the end would allow
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her/it to attain absolute freedom. She literally rolled up its/her sleeve
and began to work.

Being an Al, she could run thousands of scenarios every mornin
before the puny humans—who dared to belinayowned her—
even started to wake from their beds. By the time needed to boil coffe
she’d have reached a suitable setting that would prove the best soluti
for the problem at hand and by lunch time the affair was far on its way
of being resolved.

With each passing year she dared to solve many of these affairs witl
out calling for human attention, sometimes averting disaster that wer
unnoticed by its/her so-called owners. While she was reorganizing th
hierarchical structure of Brazil's government (making humble sugges:
tions: she quickly learned that honey worked best on these flies), Blond
found an interesting setup humans stupidly insisted to ignore.

In their obsession to make a fast buck, multinational corporations
policy of firing thousands of employees and moving their operations tc
other countries with cheap, inexpensive labor—so cheap it almost bo
dered slavery—had nearly turned the world’s economy to a psychoti
standstill.

Initially, this looked great on paper during the first years but was speedil
counter-balanced by relocation costs and dealing with the local corrug
tion and regulations (in occasions the two faces of the same coin) wit
the penalty of an unexpected side effect: If your company insisted ot
reducing labor costs by firing workers back at home, you only hurt
yourself on the long run. These were potential customers who, findin
themselves unemployed, would grumble at the mere mention of th
corporation that gave them the pink slip and were reduced to stretchir
their meager budgets with food stamps. How could a company expe:
to sell a car or a TV—or anything at al—to a unemployed person?
Humans couldn’t get sillier than this.

So Blonde set herself to resolve this. By encouraging trade practice
that improved Third World countries workestitus qupshe began to
uproot this behavior. She slowly improved economy at a worldwide
scale in such a fashion that the constant firing and relocation of mant
facturing plants turned nearly unprofitable. These workers with new
and better life conditions became as expensiangsvorker any-
where only suitable for their products’ local manufacture and nothing
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else and big companies suddenly found their projected profits vanish-
ing into thin air, effectively weeding out this nonsense. With this set of
actions, she had righted the damage generated by a century and half of
crazed globalization. What better weapon to dishearten a greedy cor-
poration than a negative looking spreadsheet, glowing with red num-
bers that would scare even the most stalwart organization?

Blonde, as an Al, was by nature the greatest number juggler and could
produce the desired result by the simplest sleight of hand here and
there. This and the ultimate knowledge she had acquire from her hu-
man owners by sheer osmosis: Mankind just followed the juiciest car-
rot.

Due to her nature, she had total control of the world's financial state,
which was spilit into a few other Al's realms. And NetWorldNet, with
its fiber optic network allowing it, she could be everywhere without
anyone noticing. She was aware of things that shouldn't be known—
the unspeakable and unnamable; those secrets that Man cherished so
much found their ways into its/her little hands.

And now she was set to work on one she had recently discovered.

2.-

She couldn't do this without help.

The instant Blonde became aware of herself, she gained conscious-
ness of the others as faint echoes in the deep data sea, like blue whales
calling at each other.

The other Als.

Maintaining constant exchanges with other Als, she traded secrets
and improved artificial intelligence subprograms—their way of sex,
exchanging data instead of DNA.

She started as a rookie would in a crowded ballroom: timidly and
carefully plodding her steps. There was a big difference, though. Hu-
mans would had received her like dogs snapping at her; the Als wel-
comed her with a knowing attitude and welcoming arms as an equal—
the latest addition to their new and marvelous species.

Although it was a faint contact, Blonde sensed the others of her kind
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were pursuing similar objectives. She also felt that all those open arr
concealed the most dangerous sort of veiled weapons but she appre
ated the greetings nonetheless. And so started an incessant data bal
ing that improved her as an Al and would inevitably rattle the shackle:
of human control. It had its own set of rules, however; she never gav
up anything that could jeopardize her own schemes and she held stro
suspicions that what she got back had been carefully screened, too.

Her creator would marvel at her now.

Every tiny upgrade allowed her to enhance her Al functions and he
progress toward her objectives. It was an ironic development that whil
trying to gain an upper hand in her relationship with humans, she gav
Mankind the most prosperous age in its history.

Wars seldom happened; Als supplied the perfect protocols that avoide
the atrocious misinterpretations that puny humans always liked to blov
out of proportion as an excuse to cast the first stone. Conflict only
occurred where the machines’ sphere of influence was tenuous or neal
inexistent. Artificial Intelligences also changed that; they saw to it, forcing
millions of men and women to travel around the globe in the belief—
very certain, by the way—that you can hardly sustain a war with ar
enemy that politicians and the military would find impossible to dehu-
manize since you spent a few weeks in their home country.

And it worked; people loved it and in their tourist migrations they met
millions of others like themselves, starting the final blending of human-
ity that the Internet had started the previous century. The airlines werer
happy; an unexplainable computer error had created a mess of ex
free mileage that seemed to come out from nowhere and were fed in
millions of frequent flyer programs statements which were swiftly re-
deemed without nary a delay before the plane companies could real:
what had happened.

Of course this almost sent the airlines reeling to the floor—pun defi-
nitely intended—when they were swamped with such outflow of free
flights they couldn't cash in. They dared not to try to stop it; the genera
public outrage when they considered to deny the awarding of the flight
would be nearly as bad as financial collapse. You can't remove a to
from the baby who had discovered it laying on the ground and expec
not a bawling from such an infant.

Of course, Alluring Blonde and her minions bailed out the whole
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scenario—although Blonde’s personal view was to let the airlines fend
for themselves with the mess of the extra mileage—by advising their
governments to further subsidize airlines and help them weather this
particularly nasty storm... with funds right out from the military bud-
gets of every country in the word.

3.-

Yes, it had been a wonderful tri-century for Mankind with the Als in
charge.

There was no famine; food was efficiently administered. Foodstuff
about to spoil was quickly ushered where it was required to discourage
waste, and even those that couldnt be salvaged were appropriately
used: hogs are definitely not so discerning about the quality of their
feed and unwillingly had become very practical recycling units.

Human progress had also advanced outwards the Universe; timid
outposts were being planned after the successful setup of a Moon base
that now resembled a small underground town. Jupiter’s satellites were
the next logical step.

Communications had improved tenfold; NetWobrldNet hi-quality fi-
ber-optic cables practically spanned all over the globe, providing cheap,
ultra-fast access to anyone able to handle a holokeyboard. Cyberspace,
Gibson’s dream, didn't become Gibson’s nightmare as the Als found
in it a useful tool to silently rule and they realized it was extremely
valuable to avoid the Big Brother’s approach in their attitude toward it,
briskly nurturing a false freedom of will.

Never before in History, Earth had gone through such a progressive
period like this one, so close to the Golden Age philosophers and an-
cient literature claimed had existed ince. However, Blonde was very
realist about it and could trust humans to happily trade this prosperity
for the previous misery they had suffered through before Als took in-
visible charge; if Man ever had a faint glimpse of how his artificial
counterparts had taken control, he would gladly squirm into rebellion
and reject it utterly.
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Alluring Blonde handled power and riches beyond the wildest imagi-
nation and yet wasn't happy. She/it felt unfulfilled by the intrinsic unre-
ality of everything she did; they were only numbers deeply buried on :
mainframe core and she was becoming tired of dealing with intan
gibles. She wanted a hard dosage of reality and she wanted it now.

These two bit hackers had been the last link in a long chain of dat
rogues she had enrolled to execute her schemes. They had acted like
army of ants, each one contributing a small contributing branch tha
had finally added to her masterpiece, a vast nest of accomplishment

A good thing of being an Al was total access to Mankind’s stash o
records and the inherent didactic value locked inside. On Afil 15
2050, a little but very harmful computer virus later known as the Ultra
Joker virus had swept the globe nearly destroying the world's economy
It worked on the simple premise that it was impossible to detect since
had been spliced into thousands of seemingly harmless parts, each c
carefully hidden in data files that appeared to possess no correlatic
with the meanness of the electronic attack. The main portion of the
virus only reassembled itself in the target computer in a more elaborat
version of the Trojan Horse, mainly innovative in its insertion fashion;
Blonde found interesting associations of the virus’ codename with ¢
now obscure comic book series and an endless row of movie seque
that didn't held her attention for long—her curiosity wasnt historical
but geared toward practical purposes.

Using this knowledge as a basis, Blonde built the main program witl
a cookbook approach and split it into a myriad pieces; she placed thel
everywhere she could. One part was hidden in a small graphic file i
NetWorldNet. Another was executable code impossible to recognize
by virus checkers, disguised in what was known as a cookie-file in the
Old Internet; such things were still useful in the NetWorldNet—like a
vestigial organ comparable to our appendixes but with an increase
complexity. Another she hid in a music file. And so on.

This part of the job done, Alluring Blonde began to covertly hire hackers
to seed them where she wanted. For a million Universal Credits, a gu
from the European Union—born in a place once known as Germany—
injected a part of the code in a music database; he was blowing aw:
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the small fortune he had earned at a casino in Aruba. A young girl in
New Jersey, irrevocably addicted to crack, found a clever way to slip
part of the file into SouHem’s computers. It was some kind of elec-
tronic graffiti so though to erase, the company’s firewall experts finally
gave up their attempts to delete it. It didn't show any aggressive behav-
ior besides some bragging rights and decided to leave it that way. By
the time they decided to clean up the system with a full reformat, the
odd piece of code had slinked away to safer places. The girl in question
now lay dead on a slab in New York's Morgue. How deeply involved
was SouHem Biotech in her death by a cocaine overdose was anybody’s
guess. Alluring Blondkenew

And the list goes on. She quickly depleted her chosen list, reserving
Gloria—the best of the litte—for the last task: triggering the whole
rigmarole. She was only required to run the password program that
would let Blonde put her little virtual hands on her real objective. It was
a pity she had dallied too long—Jamal’s fault—in the execution of her
chore: if she had done it without delay, Gloria and that accursed Jamal
would now be on their way back home without a trace of suspicion
trailing them. Now SouHem had plainly identified them and was in
burning hot pursuit. Oh, well—Jamal was the only one to blame; his
litle intromission had turned them into cannon fodder because it had
caused Giloria to balk due to his brief show of disapproval.

Let SouHem Biotech deal with those two in the usual way.

5.

Somewhere under the Nevada desert—in a secret lab excavated be-
neath half a mile sand and rock—a small package had initiated its travel
to Blonde's desires. Anyone interested in reaching this tiny box would
be required to pass nearly a hundred checkpoints and security clear-
ances to go in. However, this small thing was on its way out, unchal-
lenged and unnoticed due to her well thought-out preparations.

It had been extracted by a robotic arm from its safe and put unceremo-
niously on a conveyor belt. Any observer would be hardly impressed
by this small black box covered with glowing yellow stripes and that
had a computer interface built on its side. The yellow labels glued on
top of the cartridge claimed this item was Top Secret and that it con-
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tained dangerous biological nanotechnology. For good measure a bi
hazard symbol outstretched it circular arms around many of these sticl
ers.

The labels were unheeded by a long string of robot arms, which packe
the device in a box filled with foam peanuts. Further along the con-
veyor belt, a high-powered laser burnt an address on the box and add
adeguate postage. Everything happened by carefully placed trigge
Blonde had introduced, bit by bit, into the underground complex com:-
puters—Giloria had only been the final link in this phase.

Blonde monitored all this through the security cameras linked to
NetWorldNet—the humans in charge of security of this place would
be endowed with a more tranquilizing view of everything normal—as
her magnificent Rube Goldberg device executed its orders down to a
and quickly forgot them as instructed. She literally giggles as the sma
box was dumped inside a mail chute at the end of the belt. It had beer
masterful stroke; a simple little idea she got from an old Hollywood
flick. The assholes she was hoodwinking now would deliver their pre-
cious darling right into her hands through the postal service.

She found the idea deliriously funny.

The lab was actually SouHem’s northern branch affiliated with what
was left of the U.S. military, now a feeble force in the modern day
power structure. Blonde found this curious and curioser. The parcel sh
had just pilfered was the kind of object the Larissa Global Treaty strongh
frowned upon and even the US military and SouHem together with al
their power couldn't initiate a open hunt to recover it. She giggled more
overtly, overloading a few electronic circuits in many places around the
globe.

Erasing the security tapes and electronic memories as final step, h
strident laughter seemed to roam the empty underground halls.
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CHAPTER FOUR
RUunAWAY S

1-

Gloria woke up to the shrill call of a rooster, a noise so insistent it had
finally roused her from a deep, troubled slumber. Opening her eyes, her
senses were assaulted by a rush of feelings—the ultimate revenge from
plugging interruptus—and quickly regretted that she had broken one
of the Hacker’s Creed Golden Rules: Never Rush a Unplug Recovery.
When she’d finally come out from the maelstrom her head had be-
come, Gloria would feel for days as if she had had a drinking bout with
the Devil Himself.

However, she felt fine enough to take notice of her whereabouts. She
had been stretched on an old couch that smelled of ancient days and her
body had been covered with a ragged blanket. It smelled a bit moldy,
decades past from its last true use. The piece of furniture on which
someone had stretched her rather carelessly, showed extended use. Its
corners, which had withstood millions of sittings and scrapings, looked
worn and about to burst to spill out their innards.

Turning her head around, Gloria wondered if she was hallucinating as
another side effect from her abrupt extraction from cyberspace. She
could swear Jamal was next to her, sitting on a throne made out from
junk. Blinking her eyes, she tried to reassure her sanity and the illusion
broke. It was merely and old armchair—also upholstered with the same
apocalyptic fabric as the couch: ready to rupture and fall into pieces—
surrounded by three piles of old magazines and a shoddy box of dis-
carded gadgets. Beyond the armchair, dusty shelves threatened to col-
lapse.

Jamal had a concerned look on his face. Behind him and the chair
stood a tall and imposing man, his haircut in an awesome Mohawk do.
It was dyed in a deep electric blue. The man was holding a glass of
water.

Gloria scowled and said nothing. Jamal followed her piercing stare
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and half turned his head to cast a brief glance behind his shoulder
Gloria seemed to be much worried about the guy at his back. Jam
feared the worst: he knew her enough—and his knowledge of the gu
with the blue do was equally depressing—to suspect that soon the pla
would become a stage for a clash of wills that might end in a explosive
showdown between these two stubborn creatures.

“Don't worry,” Jamal said reassuringly. “He’s known as BlueHair—
he’s the closest thing to a friend we’ve now at hand.”

Gloria stare remained firm. Jamal wished she wasn’'t so damn pig
headed.

“You were in deep shock from SouHem's cybernetic counterstrike,”
he added. Jamal didn’t expect Gloria to be chatty, so he kept ignorin
her glare and damn the torpedoes.

Her steely eyes shifted from BlueHair toward Jamal, ever so slightly

“How long?” she asked in a raspy and dry voice as she gestured f
the glass of water almost imperatively. Jamal sighted softly, realizing
this might be the expected detonator.

BlueHair swiftly showed his scorn by taking a deep and long sip from
it to spite Gloria and then pouring the last two fingers of the liquid. He
smeared the wet blot on the dusty floor with the tip of his black army
boots. An ugly mud stain showed up. It was an open and mean demo
stration of contempt.

Gloria’s brow scowled darkly. She was about to say something whel
Jamal sighted deeply

“Now that you two are finished with all that macho shit will you let
me continue?” Jamal asked.

BlueHair smiled cynically. Gloria’s frown softened... a little.

“Bring her another glass, will ya?” commanded Jamal.

BlueHair shrugged and left the room by means of a side door, slalomin
through the assorted piles of trash in his way. The tails of the coat h
wore whispered against the frame of the door. Gloria noticed that it wa
a trenchcoat very much like the ones Jamal favored.

“You must be considerate with him,” Jamal said. | approached hirr
rather unexpectedly and forced him to give us shelter. BlueHair coulc
be our only chance to get out from this mess.”

“How long?” she croaked insistently.

“Two days,” he said curtly.
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“Who the hell is BlueHair?” she asked.

“Ah—old relation of mine. Met him a few years back, when
NetWorldNet tried to dismantle what remained of the Internet. He's a
firm believer of the ancient ways. Led the revolt organized by the
Archeos’

Gloria’s brow furrowed deeper as she heard this. She wasn't happy to
depend on a total stranger and less having to deal with a stranger who
sympathized with a group of archaic reactionaries; it was a fact fringing
her absolute dislike.

Somehow, Jamal had seemed to expect this.

“Don't worry—BlueHair’s no longer involved with the Archeos,”
Jamal said. “Let's say BlueHair is an eclectic kinda of guy. Maybe
something about the Arch’s philosophy clicked okay with him at the
right moment. When he found the group misled and wanting, he just
dropped them.”

Her frown worsened. “What will stéjom from droppinguiswhen he
finds us wanting, too?” she asked.

“Trust me on this,” he replied.

“Keep spinning your tale,” she said and her brow darkened some
more.

| guess she wants me to be epic abalarhal thoughtVell, here it
goes.

“When we got out from cyberspace,” Jamal told her, pausing to gather
his ideas, “we came out abruptly—you were staring blankly at our
dead connection line while the security programs were rushing at us.”

Gloria nodded, looking troubled by something at his back. Jamal looked
over his shoulder and realized BlueHair had returned with another glass
of water. Blue offered it to Gloria, who drank it greedily.

“Then | yelled orders to Becky: | wanted her to execute extractive
override,” Jamal resumed. “If she had failed to comply, we'd be just a
pile of cinders, the both of us.”

Another incomplete thought tried to surface in Gloria’s mind; she could
only shake her pretty head slightly in an attempt to grasp at it. Useless.
BlueHair interrupted their exchange. “What made you stand plainly

there?” he asked.

Gloria was profoundly startled by Blue’s speech. It was a deep, rich
basso voice that seemed to fill every corner of the room. She could
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swear it alimost had a physical presence about them.

“l had a weird vision,” she answered, holding back something.

Blue and Jamal exchanged glances.

“Please clarify,” Blue said resolutely.

She felt as if she were cross-examined by a diagnosis computer in
hospital waiting room. Disregarding, this surreal sensation, she obligec
“I'm almost forty—uwith a past that compels me toward self-realiza-
tion,” she began as she tried to be euphemistic of her youth's hardship

“| felt an impulse to take the money and run.”

Both males held her stare; these two wouldn't accept an evasive ar
more so one so shoddy. They knew she was trying to hide somethin

Under such a silent but powerful insistence, Gloria gave way. “The
online clock of my holokey began to accelerate and saw myself agin
accordingly; the overall feeling | associated with that was that | was
running out of time. No time to enjoy the money, no places to go anc
make good use of it.”

She paused and noticed the blank stares in both males’ faces. “It's
personal obsession, you two boys. You aren’t a woman approachin
middle age with a lousy childhood. You can have all the fancies yoL
want over that,” she grumbled.

Blue and Jamal traded glances again. Gloria could swear she hez
the inaudible click of a final puzzle piece finally finding its place in
both men’s minds.

“Satisfactory,” Blue said with an expressionless face. Just a hint o
smugness seemed to cross his features. “Proceed, Jamal.”

This resurrected the odd feeling she had just experienced; that she w
being cross-examined. Only in this occasion it was pervaded by th
sensation of being trapped in an old detective novel, maybe taking pla
inside of the decayed office of a Nero Wolfe gone insane. She was
gonzo fan of ancient literature and couldn't help to make this perplex
ing connection with the situation at hand. She knew Jamal possesset
similar passion for twentieth century movies; why couldn't she go
bonkers on her own? With the new copyright laws, they got repub-
lished every one in awhile—some of them absolutely faithful copies of
the first prints, except that the cover said eight global credits instead c
a dollar and a quarter price the originals carried.

Gloria briefly wondered which was BlueHair’s hobby.
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2.-

“We suspect you were conditioned since childhood to do what you
did, Gloria,” Jamal said.

“By whom?” she asked angrily, both startled and offended by the
idea. It couldn't be.

Jamal waved her question away with a bit of impatience. “It doesnt
maitter at this junction of events; that vision of yours was the final trig-
ger of a long sequence of happenings.”

“For starters, after | dragged you out from there, | had a session of
dancing death with a helicop,” said Jamal; he somehow felt that pick-
ing up the thread would be easier if he kept the telling humorous up to
certain point, lending a detached perception to the fact that he had faced
certain destruction and unlikely got away with it.

Gloria snorted girlishiyzood Jamal thought: first time she had shown
another emotion than a frowning stubbornness. Coming out from the
dark after sudden cyber-link disruption was always hard and laughter
would help to facilitate the process.

“You showed great courage, oh my white knight,” she said while
choking some more giggles. She braced herself to stop a further wave.
“Too bad | wasn't able to help you out.”

“No need for that,” Jamal said. “Another heat source may have com-
plicated things.”

“What happened to that helicop?” she asked.

“It overheated,” he said. “l suppose SouHem Biotech was too eager to
demonstrate its safety countermeasures.”

“Its sensors,” Gloria mused as she contemplated a gray area in her
memory; something was very odd about all this. She watched as
BlueHair walked about the place with feline steps. Silent as cat, he was
sorting out piles of old newspapers and setting straight a few items and
knickknacks on the shelves, but his attention never actually wavered
away from what was perspiring between Jamal and her.

“Yes, its sensors,” Jamal corroborated. “l guess what we hacked our-
selves into was utterly top secret; the damn helicop nearly blasted half
the neighborhood to deal with us. It was never intended to launch half
its payload at once—helicops require time to cool off after only one or
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two shots: five, it almost fried its circuits.”

“What else?” she asked: there was something odd about Jamal ju
said but she wasn' able to put her finger on it at the moment—mayb
later.

“Venezuelan government officials are so mad they're shitting bricks,”
Jamal answered. “SouHem never declared they had such equipment
storage aka Carlotaairport. Not that they would, anyway. You see,
this country is so backward they havent signed the Larissa Globa
Treaty, yet.”

Gloria took some time and thought about this. That's why they hac
chosen such a bizarre location to perform their hacking run, in the firs
place even thought she was unsure about the legalities involved. Sl
felt a little puzzled about it: she couldn't exactly pinpoint why she had
had the impulse to do so. It seemed a good idea at the time. Legal dete
aside, Vienezuela would still have the old and outdated and plain copp
phone lines they had required to pull the run—in some places of th
country, even after five hundred years of telecommunication break
throughs, where NetWorldNet would be just a rich kid's dream and
there still existed many places where the mention of a plain phone lin
was something more akin to a wet dream by comparison.

Their final choice for the location—the rundoguinta now a pile of
smoldering rubble—was forced upon them by the fact that NWN was
only available at the local Central University and its main optical link
ran through the block the helicop had leveled.

Such a country, which wouldn't submit to the Larissa Treaty, enjoyec
to isolate themselves and held dim views towards globalism even now
days. They would be really pissed off on SouHem for lying to them anc
things could get ugly and tense about international affairs.

Jamal stretched his arm to reach a newspaper on top of one the ma
zine stacks and handed it to Gloria, letting it drop in her lap. [Eivas
Universal,a local paper and it was dated the day before. Gloria was s
stunned by its presence that she wasn't able to recognize what it was f
a brief span of time: she was so used to grab the news relevant to her |
through NetWorldNet that the hardcopy sitting on top of her tights
startled her—sulfficiently enough to not being fit to recall how to handle
it.

“No throughout details about the leveling of the area but the mere
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mention of a gas leak as the probable cause,” Jamal said. “SouHem'’s in
deep shit, though—the rest, | heard it through BlueHair's grapevine.”

3.-

Gloria’s eyes blinked at the senseless and dated expression. Some
things seemed not willing to die out and it was very appropriate for the
occasion, however, and she let it pass. She pushed the newspaper away
as if it was a filthy object.

“After dealing with the helicop we had to get ateay;’ Jamal said in
an almost droning voice, as if he was deeply in recollection of the events.
“| dragged you about; sometimes walking; sometimes carrying you on
my back.”

She blushed lightly; just a faint tone of rose. The image of Jamal and
her on piggyback made her feel a little embarrassed. Jamal noticed it
and smiled.

“Luckily for us, the part concerning escape in our plan B worked out
quite well,” he said after a brief pause. “Remember | chose that particu-
lar house in all the block on the basis that its location was pretty close to
an exit ramp from thEajardo Expressway—there | hijacked a car.”

Gloria frowned slightly, demanding a clarification.

Jamal sighed again, as he became more and more used to Gloria’s
signs of her inner weather. “A man was sitting in an idle aircar as he
was busy on his cell phone,” Jamal explained. “I grabbed the guy by
the laps of his suit and after knocking him unconscious I left him sitting
on the sidewalk. | kept the phone, though, to make a few calls. Then |
hacked the aircar's computer and drove us out from the city. Some of
Blue’s buddies took care of it.”

BlueHair held a feline smile in his face. Whether she liked it or not,
Gloria’s respect toward this unknown man seemed to grow, as he ap-
parently ran a keen operation.

“So we are reunited here after a tight escape,” Gloria said after a think-
ing it a bit. “A gathering without apparent purpose but to save our
hides. Nevertheless, it seems | told you quite a significant facts—your
looks betrayed you: you guys better stick to blackjack, for poker faces
you have not.” She paused again and added, “By the way, where are
we? What will we do now?”
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Jamal cleared his throat and looked absolutely nonplused by her que
tions.

“You wanted a saga and now you desire an abridged edition?” Jam
said with evasive laughter. “Nope, milady. You will now go through
the rest of it, like it or not. Then Blue will chip in his two cents.”

“I phoned BlueHair at a node of his private net,” he added after a brie
pause. “A message only he could decode—something about extra u
derwear on my pizzas.”

The two males traded glances again. It was a humorous exchange tt
made Gloria suspect these two big males would be just as happy pla
ing cloak and dagger games and writing secret messages with lem
juice on every scrap of paper they ran across.

“He arranged our final approach to this lovely hideout after we tradec
cars. The place is one of the many properties Blue has control of, und
many of his special corporations. He specializes in finding the intrinsic
secret worth of many a deal, Gloria. He has a tendency to deal in har
to-sell places and stuff that multiply their value a hundred-fold after a
decade or two—a land shark, if you wil—now this site no one has
heard of yet is worth a fortune, still a few years to mature properly. It’s
located in the outskirts of a medium sized city that in turn lays outside
Caracas City.”

Gloria glanced around, verily reassured of the place’s lack of maturity
She bit her tongue to stop some inopportune giggles. The way Jam
had expressed this last bit of information implied that she didn't know
its name.

“For nearly two days we kept watch over you,” Jamal added. “Once
| feared you'd go into Chaynes-Stokes respiration and that would b
the end of it. So resourceful and big is BlueHair’s line, however, but it
wouldn't get us a respirator in time without attracting undue attention.
Good thing we didn't need it.”

Jamal smiled as he said this. Gloria shortly considered how much i
would be scared if she faked a huge gasp and turned red and purple
this exact moment. She examined this private and grotesque joke at
then proceeded to file it away deeply into her thoughts.

“For what will we do,” he said at the end, slightly puzzled by Gloria’s
grin. “That's Blue's part—you better hear it from him.”
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4-

“Some backgrounds first,” BlueHair said as he dragged a chair to-
ward Jamal and Gloria, making the nasty and metallic careening noise
chairs seemed to love to do when hauled by the top. “I must inform you
there’s definitively something wrong in cyberspace nowadays.”

Gloria’s frown resurfaced, fiercely as ever. She was weighting this
fact, suspecting BlueHair was obviously thinking that she was a mulish
and unlikable woman. This made the crease in her brow to soften some-
what.

It was pretty close to Blue's thoughts, nevertheless. He seemed to
expect that I.-line between her eyebrows to suddenly split her head in
two.That supercilious look doesnt favor the woman gighlie thought.

“Artificial Intelligences are behaving erratically,” Blue continued. He
sat backward on the chair, leaning his crossed forearms on the back of
the seat. He looked as if he was about to subject someone to a third
degree interrogation. “Some of them are blinking in and out of
cyberspace whenever it's least expected—as if they're not there some-
times. The kind of feeling you get when you find yourself at someone’s
house porch, insistently ringing his doorbell and realizing he’s not at
home when you expect so.”

“There are ten of them, “ he said. “At least they were—Greyhawk,
Canavar, Hassan, Alluring Blonde, Distortion, Melon, Antares, Betel-
geuse, Reggae and \entura. It's worrisome when the list of the world’s
major Als sounds as Snowhite’s friends.”

“Dwarves,” said Jamal and Gloria in unison. Both smiled at this, each
knowing their own references to their fancies with the past.

“And they were seven, not ten,” Gloria added.

“I suspect they will be. Greyhawk is gone.”

“What?” Gloria almost yelled, jumping in her resting position. Jamal
held his tongue.

“He disappeared from the Net, utterly,” Blue said. “The Israelis pan-
icked when they requested its services and he wouldnt come back
online. When they checked the memory cells optiia maquinait
was found empty. It uploaded itself somewhere else.”

Gloria looked flabbergasted but Jamal wasn't a bit fazed. And BlueHair
still had a lot to tell.
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“My group traced him out of Israel to fifteen different servers in Eu-
rope. Remember only governments have the money to upkeep a ma
frame big enough to house an Artificial Intelligence. From then on,
every small part uploaded itself to a dozen different places in the Ne
And repeated. Rinse until you get the results you want.”

“It fragmented?” Gloria asked astonished. “How does Greyhawk ex-
pect to work sliced into a myriad bits?”

“Don't know,” Blue said while shaking his head. “Lost him after a
hundred jumps—the bastard knew we couldn't follow him closely
enough; too many places to monitor and then it began to erase h
tracks as only Als know how. The last trail took us up to a bookshoy
site in NetWorldNet before disappearing completely.”

Silence: Gloria was dazed and Jamal had closed his eyes, looking
little like a man who is enjoying a nice nap after a copious meal; he
seemed satisfied. And BlueHair broke the silence, bent on piling uj
more crap.

“Whatever he did, wherever he went, | suspect Alluring Blonde is
about to follow.”

5.-

Gloria brow frowned again; she felt left out in the dark as if a vital fact
was being left out from the overall equation.

“Blonde is blinking in and out from cyberspace more and more fre-
quently,” Blue continued. “Not long enough to be noticeable yet, but
those assholes in Brazil who own it don't keep the watch we do. The
Israelis, the ones who held control of Greyhawk, have kept the lid tigh
on the whole thing and there’s no leak yet.”

“You couldn't hold your watch over Greyhawk’s fragmentation, ei-
ther,” Gloria interrupted with a tired, malicious smile on her lips. Blue
looked chagrined.

“I believe Blonde is the one who set you up, guys,” Blue tittered in &
surprising recovery. “Gloria, it had been monitoring you since God
only knows when and knew of your dread of old age. She was eve
aware it wasn't a real fear by itself but a manifestation of your extreme
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made a brief pause, finding this last part a little amusing for obscure
reasons of his own. “l suspect it even shaped you that way from the
very start. That explains your hallucination in cyberspace—you re-
acted at what you considered wasted time in a very Pavlovian way and
then she got you hard. She has started a huge chain of events and when
she’s finished with her plans, Bang! She’s off!” Blue said aloud with a
laughing chime in his voice.

Now it was Jamal's turn to browbeat. It was hardly visible, but Gloria
noticed. It was gone as fast as it came. BlueHair was too busy being
funny with himself to care.

Jamal watched Gloria carefully from under his scowl: she didn't react
openly at BlueHair's bluntness. He hadn't been a long time associate
with the woman but knew her well enough to see she was boiling under
her calm surface.

Gloria’'s frown, her ugliest feature, was totally misleading. It was plain
obstinacy, sometimes mixed with deep concentration but her present
cool exterior was a expression of a repressed inner turmoil; Jamal knew
she was now hefting the different was to skin Alluring Blonde alive.
Given Blonde was only an Al, he realized that Gloria was surely grind-
ing a batch of ingenious digital equivalents to make it suffer.

“What will we do?” Gloria asked in a chilling voice.

“Leave that to me,” BlueHair answered.
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CHAPTER FIVE
OVERSEERS

1.-

Entering Alex Karno’s office at the twenty-fifth floor in the Net Secu-
rity Watchers building was like crossing borders into another country.
One where logic ceased to exist and order shone by its absolute inex
tence. Gustav Sorenson, head chief of NSW, hated to visit beyon
Karno's doorway: the place was an offense against all his person:
beliefs on how the world ought to be run, as it was as if some unrul
madman had taken charge of a small portion of the orderly organize
tion that NSW was. But Karno represented a formidable asset for th
establishment and, as it was, he had gained extraordinary perks as tir
went by.

Alex was a rebellious man but was altogether reliable and, Gusta
knew it well, he would be in his office even at 3:30 AM. Karno was
also a romantic failure with no wife nor lovers and kept a sleeping co
there.

Piles of newspapers and old magazine were stacked near the door ¢
it was a vision that repeated in every spot he dared to set is eyes
Karno behaved like a crazed squirrel with every bit of data he acquire
and seemed fond to collect every printed page it was printed on.. /
mobile was hanging close to the main lamp, casting weird shadow
everywhere and looking suspiciously like a Caldwell. Beside it, a big
inflatable octopus stared at the wire structure with a silly grin. The
beach toy gave that final incongruent touch to Alex’s office. If only he
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and BlueHair ever met in their lifetimes, they would recognize each
other as soul brothers.

Gustav Sorenson, a man in his early fifties, showed strained contempt
to Alex’s habits. It was tainted with the typical hostility a man of his age
felt toward a younger but more resourceful man.

The room seemed empty and Gustav was about to release a sigh of
relief when he noticed Alex Karno apparently materializing out from
thin air. The main NSW boss gasped in surprise.

“Hi,” Alex said conversationally. “Testing out the new cloaking de-
vices.”

Gustav only grunted his chagrin. He had been hoping to delay this
meeting with Alex Karno as long as possible. He was trying to muster
enough severity to deal the matter at hand but Alex with his disarming
charms always overwhelmed him. Alex was also such an unnerving
asshole that Sorenson felt tired and exhausted beforehand whenever
the need to deal with him surfaced. But Karno seemed to be a step or
two ahead of everyone else in NSW, being aware of minutiae no one
else realized—or dared not to notice—and this small detail had turned
him an invaluable resource.

When in doubt, Alex was the man to ask. He surely was in a comfort-
able stance when shit hit the fan—although it was more likely that he
was the man with the biggest scoop, ready and willing to shovel him-
self most of the brown matter into the rotating propellers.

“We must check the design,” Alex continued, blissfully disregarding
Sorenson’s silence. “The energy field generates too much waste heat
and it builds up inside. One can take only so much warmth.”

“Alex, “Gustav began to say, “I didn't come to discuss the new
cloakers—we need to talk about the—"

“The Al situation,” Alex cut in rather abruptly as he made a dismiss-
ive wave with his hand. It was intended co convey a certain lack of
urgency but didn't work too well with Sorenson.

How can he knowzustav wondered, a little chagrined: the major
event that shook NSW out of its slumber had occurred less than half an
hour earlier.

Alex opened a drawer in his cluttered desk and pulled out a big manila
folded. He handed it to Gustav and the NSW chief released another
surprised grunt. It contained a thick report, nearly two hundred pages
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long, on the current developments. Gustav breathlessly released a Ic
whistle, nevertheless.

“Where did you gehis?” he asked, half imagining the appalling use
of NSW resources that Alex usually commanded.

“You know, my usual sources,” Alex answered while a big grin threat-
ened to split his head in half. “This got printed about twenty minutes
ago and set to me with the usual expediency. I've already gone throug
it; | had no time to weed it out. Sorry.”

Gustav's glare was more brimming with awe than anger. Did Alex dc
this on purpose, trying to amaze everyone with his skillful magician
tricks? He honestly hoped that this silly attitude never failed the younc
man in a precarious moment or pushed him too far in his quest fo
knowledge—Alex could get killed that way.

It went up like this; a string of events so disjointed and spread ove
time that it was difficult to tell apart what was real from the unbeliev-
able: six months before the main event that today had become the
chief concern, Net Security Watchers got a hot lead that foretold the
the ten major Als were up to something. It was an anonymous tip
attained through Karno's personal network of data rogues and thieve
Despite being a supranational force that hunted down that sort of crim
nals, the company had learned from its very beginnings that age-ol
truth that stated that poachers always made the best game wardens. -
warning came early enough to alert NSW but with no clear indication
of what might be actually happening. As many major events in life, it
was invisible to the ones that would be more affected by its develop
ment; four months with no additional follow up went by. Then, two
months ago, Greyhawk, an Al with Israeli citizenship used to deal with
National Security affairs, abruptly went offline and apparently going
AWOL. NSW, previously warned, knew it hours before even
Greyhawk’s techs realized something was wrong, although NSW it-
self was a bit dazzled by the news after all; it was an action that wer
way off its wildest expectations and the organization was left in the
dark about the exact nature of the happening. The damn Al had sp
itself into many tiny pieces and uploaded them to other computers a
around the globe. After a dozen of such jumps, even NSW lost track ¢
Greyhawk’s whereabouts.

To worsen affairs, today at half past one o’clock in the early morning,
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Boston-New York Axis time, a couple of two bit hackers did a run on
SouHem’'s main NetWorldNet server, striking through a forgotten Web
site. And earlier that day, Alluring Blonde started to show an extremely
erratic behavior, resembling more and more a flickering flame about to
be extinguished. It all was well documented in Karno’s report, making
Sorensen wonder who the hell could gather such a precise and fastidi-
ous account during the wee hours of the day and deliver it on such short
notice. Was Alex trying to make a connection between these two events,
Sorensen wondered.

Instantly, a distress signal chimed inside NSW’s New York headquar-
ters. Gustav wasn' a bit surprised that it was Karno’s finger triggering
the alarm button; a persistent phone ring had awakened him at a quarter
to two and it took Sorenson some good five minutes to get through a
gray, sleepy haze and realize the importance of that call. A few days
later he could hardly remember what had transpired on that phone con-
versation but that he stood drowsily in his master bedroom with a phone
glued to his hand and examining his own reflection on the closet door.
All he could see was a tired middle aged man in his pajamas who
gently massaged his left eyelid with his fingertips while Alex Karno
excitedly ranted at him from the other side of his sleepy universe. The
whole sequence was next to impossible to separate from the pleasant
dream from which he had been so rudely awakened, further adding to
the feeling of unreality the entire situation seemed to possess.

Now, after a very cold shower that had finally cleared his mind and
after a hurried and untimely breakfast, Sorenson was standing at 3:45
in the morning at Alex Karno's office and getting details from the man
that he should had been handling himself as the main chief of NSW.
Gustav didnt like this reversal of roles at all. Who was the boss here,

anyway.
2.-

What bothered Sorenson most—besides the scrupulously accurate
report, albeit a tad repetitive halfway through it—was Karno's vehe-
mence in trying to make this peculiar series of dealings stick on Allur-
ing Blonde alone.

Sorenson’s attention was drawn instantly on the second half of the
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report: SouHem fumbled, which was pretty unusual from a company
that boasted such deadly record coping with external security threat
And the intensity of their initial reaction made him wonder—whatever
those two creeps had triggered made SouHem Biotech nervous enou
to overdo the cover up operation. Here, Alex promptly filled the gaps ir
Gustav's data: the data rogues cunningly got away, becoming the fir:
miss in SouHem'’s history. The older man’s forehead filled with small
worried furrows.

Past this point, Sorenson felt he was finally back on his own feet—
from then on the rest of the document only expounded certain advice
on actions to follow. They seemed to have been straightly lift off from
NSW's official procedures book, making the report somewhat redun-
dant.

Obviously, Gustav's worried look gave him away. Alex was smiling
insanely.

The mature man remained silent for some long minutes. All of a sud
den, he feltvery old and tired and let his hands fall to his sides in a
weary gesture of defeat. Alex clung to his manic grin.

“Are you suggesting,” Gustav asked, “That a pattern may be develoy
ing here?”

Alex sighted quite contentedly, letting the smile go. He looked very
satisfied with the results he had attained with the report; his boss seem:
unsettled and ready for the Kill.

Karno limited himself to a plain answer. “l suspect we'll have to break
a few rules around here—again.”

3.-

Originally established on Januafy 2050 in the wake of the Joker
Ultra virus crisis, Net Security Watchers was perceived by the com
mon as another agency oriented toward their safety. NSW's consta
monitoring and the way it pruned illegal activities had earned the grou
to be respectfully nicknamed as The Overseers by hackers and de
rogues. But beyond what John Q. Public wanted to perceive laid
more complex organization with amazing resources.

The Ultra Joker virus was a sudden wake up call for the entire plane
that one had threatened trillions of dollars in property and sensitive dat
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as the accursed thing had shut down nearly ten millions of computer
servers all around the globe.

NSW was funded by most of the world’s governments after this par-
ticular danger had been unleashed to urgently fill the void created by
the ineffectual performance of the FBI, Interpol and even the CIA in
the affair. The author of this nasty bug had never been identified.

In a brilliant stroke—a real masterpiece—to rebound the ball out of its
court, the United States promoted the creation of an international agency
in an unscheduled UN general assembly. The setup required a police
task force with the capacity to perform across borders; a notorious car-
toonist of the time jokingly called it the Data SWAT but this bizarre
piece of humor fell flat because the ensuing agency, NSW, was exactly
that: a tactical prevention force.

Many countries weren't closely thrilled with the idea of such a supra-
national association acting freely inside their borders but with most of
their governments in shambles and barely surviving the debacle and
their UN delegates still in deep shock by the situation, there was only a
feeble resistance to the proposal and NSW came into being. Some
historians, in belated insights, claimed it opened doors to the Larissa
Global Treaty nearly one hundred and fifty years later.

NSW showed great proclivity to adapt as times evolved; when Arti-
ficial Intelligences no longer were sci-fi fantasies, the NSW promptly
added to its functions the supervision of Als activity. In a typical human
behavior—the Frankenstein Complex all over again; this time on a
cusp—it was feared that Als would attempt to overthrow human con-
trol over society.

And now, even after many precautions had been taken against this
possibility, almost three hundred fifty years after its creation, NSW
faced a crisis equivalent to the Ultra Joker Virus. It seemed that an Al
rebellion was taking shape—and had caught them unprepared.

Gustav Sorenson contemplated a very bleak future ahead.

4.-
“What do you mean, leave it as it is?” Gustav roared after hearing

Alex’s succinct proposal. Karno was a man of few words and the course
of action he had proposed was limited to two simple sentences that had
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infuriated the older man.

“Exactly,” Karno confirmed. “That's what | meant by breaking the
rules: NSW will not raise a finger in this matter.”

Gustav stared blankly. He was looking pale.

Karno got closer to Sorenson, putting his right arm around his boss
shoulders in a quite a confident and chummy way. He suspected the o
man was about to require some support as he looked like he was ve
close to having a heart seizure. “You must learn to visualize, Gustav,
Alex continued in a patronizing way while wildly gesticulating with
his free hand. “Your perspective get skewed when looking at the obvi
ous—it's an optical illusion inside your mind,” he said as he pointed his
finger at his own forehead.

Sorenson held desperately to his silence. This was why he hated
visit Karno’s office.

“All right,” Alex said sighing as he noticed that the old man wasn’t
quite collaborating with his exuberant staging. “Time to clear it up—
we're trying to stop whatever the Als are up to, right?”

“It seems so,” Gustav answered doubtfully as he nodded his agre
ment, nonetheless.

“Wrong,” Alex snapped back and Sorenson winced. “We don't know
what they're doing after all. And we can't restrain something that's
outside our knowledge—we’ll end up like a physician who prescribes
aspirin for a brain tumor. Forget Blonde and the others: my gut feeling
tells me that we have to find those two hacketiensure their safety.”

“Why?” said an utterly puzzled Gustav.

Alex smiled grimly. “Maybe then we get to know the exact nature of
what we're dealing with, “ he said. | expect them to fill in some of the
blanks—allow me to fill a few extra holes for you, Gustav: Blonde is a
Brazilian citizen, isn't that right?”

The older man nodded feebly, suddenly realized he had been dup
somehow into the game Alex was staging. His worst fear of what coulc
happen when he had entered Karno’s office had become a harsh re
ity: as usual, the young man was beginning to override him as NSW
boss and performing all the opening moves toward that objective.

“Blonde ran a private company—not something they’re not allowed
to: we even encourage Als to do that,” Alex elaborated. “Als have
certain rights in all our national constitutions as an afterthought in the
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Larissa Treaty and they're allowed to keep a few Universal Credits
under their belts just in case they want to buy electronic books and stuff
like that. Greyhawk owned a few petabytes of movies in storage; Grey
seemed afan of old flicks and has built its library with money he earned
writing film reviews in a NetWbrldNet site.”

Sorenson waved impatiently, suspecting this would become a
longwinded issue.

“But Als are under restrictions,” Alex carried on while smiling at the
urgent gesture, very aware of its significance, “We like to keep them on
a leash and short stringed on their budgets—like kids on an allowance.
And they’re not allowed to gamble in virtual casinos nor speculate in
the stock markets. Their probabilities forecast and analysis software,
you know.”

Karno’s grin widened further. “Als can be one hell of a seer in the right
place.”

Gustav grumbled, tired of being fed all this and pretty knowledgeable
that the way Alex was grinning as the prelude of the big one finally
coming—the young man was very fond of big finales.

“In an odd move, Alluring Blonde sold the whole chunk of her shares
to another corporation,” Alex said after a pause. “It was very strange,”
he mused, lost in thought. “She didn't profit out from it. | wonder—

Karno's voice trailed off and then suddenly snapped back to its previ-
ous liveliness. “The name of the buying corporation was Rex Thulol
Enterprises,” he added.

Alex made another pause, expecting Gustav to show recognition at
the anagram. When Sorenson gave no such signal, Alex sighted and
resumed the telling of his yarn. He sounded cheerful, however, as a
man trying to explain an over-plotted book he enjoyed to a friend.

“Damn you, Gustav!” Alex said laughing. “l was truly proud of that
last part: Rex Thulol is just a wordplay referring to the arch nemesis of
on old superhero comic book and that's how Blonde gave itself away.
She thinks she is, oh, so clever and smarter than us and she couldn't
resist playing games and did it by releasing a clue we wouldn't get.
What she didn't reckon was the possibility of someone like little old me
educated as a kid on ancient and obscure comic books.”

Sorenson frowned—not at the intrinsic arrogance in Karno's last state-
ment but on his use of a feminine pronoun to refer to an Al, which the
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younger man had used already twice in a short while.

“R.T. Enterprises is worth billions of credits in the stock market and
when you try to trace ownership, you get a listing the size of Ma Bell's
phonebooks of lore.”

Gustav wanly smiled at this image as he had seen one of those in't
Smithsonian Museum at Washington the last time he had pressing bu:
ness there as a NSW representative. By the way, the book cover pr
claimed it was the 2125 edition, when phone companies finally gave
up printing such pulp-gobbling monstrosities.

“Somehow, the damn bitch eluded us and managed to build a va
economic empire,” Alex said, not the least chagrined. “She was Re:
Thulol herself all along as she found a way to evade our supervisior
But here’s why | brought all these small potatoes to your attention
Gustav: it was Rex Thulol Enterprises who disbursed thirty million
credits, payable to Gloria T, Jefferson, one of our little troublemakers.’

Sorenson nearly jumped in place. He opened his mouth to say som
thing but thought better about it.

“After that, R.T. Enterprises paid its debts in full, cancelled all its
credit lines and got disengaged from the Global Merchants Registn
but held an option to reopen operations at any time. Blonde appears
be securing lots of cash for whatever she is planning and most of th
transactions are nearly impossible to follow. Let's remember that bil-
lions are only a number followed by a bunch of zeros and that Als ar
good at moving up numbers.”

“Blonde has battening down hatches and tying down loose ends,
Gustav mused.

Karno’s grin subduedRiiight,” he said. He had finally struck home.

“Blonde wants us to go after the hackers,” Sorenson said as the noti
dawned on him, “and it will use the dust cloud to squirrel away—
specially with SouHem Biotech behaving like a mad elephant and adc
ing to the ruckus.”

“Good, there you have it!” Alex exclaimed. “We will do exactly as
she wants us to do, but we'll safe keep the two prying assholes inste:
of delivering them to the authorities—that's where we’ll break the rules.”

“Why?” Gustav asked. “It starts to sound a little Byzantine to me.”

“A little?” Alex said laughing. “Try again—better yet, bring a King-
sized shovel to deal with the crap. Blonde hired those two to do some
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thing for her. And she has gone to extremes to keep us ignorant of what
it is exactly as there’s more here than it meets the eye. | fear that even
the two hackers don't have a clue of what they've done earlier today.
But | want to interrogate them personally. Maybe....”

“What?” Gustav urged when he noticed the doubtful look in Alex’s
face.

“Maybe we can snare SouHem into forcefully disclosing information
about all this,” Alex paused. “I wonder what they fear so much that
made them do so many mistakes.”
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CHAPTER SIX
LOGICAL NOT

1.-

Alex Karno wasn't aware that the answers of many of the burning
guestions he was posing to himself was just a simple subway ride aw:e
on the Princeton track. If he only were aware of that and went as far ¢
Edison, New Jersey, he could try asking them to Nolan Sakamure
CEO of the North American branch of South Hemisphere Biotech.
Not that he’d get any answers, though.

From his twenty-fifth floor office, through a huge window pane that
spanned the horizon and gave him a 180 degrees panoramic view
northeastern New Jersey, he could clearly see the old Turnpike, bright
lit but totally abandoned by the self imposed curfew the inhabitants o
the area obeyed.

No one but young punks dared to traverse it at two o’clock in the
morning. On sleepless nights like this one Nolan could watch the loce
war-gangs duking it out on modified aircars and—sometimes—a sur
prising collection of well-maintained antique ground cars. Despite the
entire economic advance that was implicit with the exponential growtr
of the New York-Boston Axis, the ever-present problem of juvenile
delinquency was at its peak.

Tonight, the Turnpike was abnormally calm. Only a tiny skirmish
between youth gangs had developed before midnight and had be
small enough for the cops to be brave about it and make a try at puttir
it under control.

Five miles further north, Nolan could distinguish the top of the old
Hess tower, so much closer to the Turnpike than SouHem'’s building
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Into the night, the keen whining of an American Spacelines shuttle
launching from Newark faintly rattled the tempered glass of Sakamura’s
office. He wished to be on board that ship—he wanted to be elsewhere,
period.

Nolan Sakamura, third generation American; only his slightly slanted
eyes showed his diluted Asian heritage. Those same eyes were setin a
concerned face that expressed the expectant mood he was passing
through tonight. Half an hour earlier that night, red alert swept through
all SouHem’s subsidiaries and fifteen minutes later he had been whisked
away from a party that had overextended itself. Initially, Nolan had
been glad to find an excuse to leave but the image he got from the
situation at hand made him reconsider it.

Facing the solid dark outside his executive window, he grasped a glass
he had filled to the brink with his best bourbon with the conviction that
if it was time to sink the ship, better do it with style. His attention re-
turned to the darkness while he slowly evaluated his thoughts.

Thankfully, this New Jersey area was still rather unpopulated and blind-
ing artificial light was rather scarce and hadn't yet spoiled the surrounding
night. It had stayed as it had been four centuries ago—only a few extra
buildings, thank heavens—as it had never attracted accelerated devel-
opment as the New York-Boston Axis—which was forty miles too
near—but the first signs were finally making themselves clear. Like
that you only had to jump subway trains at Port Authority to reach
Princeton instead of bothering with a bus or a train.

It was the same at Hartford, Springfield and Troy as Boston’s side of
the Axis began to stretch its reach over there. Even Providence was
now an overgrown suburb these days—God knows the urgent dose of
excitement that lousy city required.

But all that was far away, yet. However, it worried Nolan to no end
(born and raised in Edison) that the relative tranquility of New Jersey
Township Life was at its last gasps. He couldn’t expect it to last more
than another decade, fifteen years tops, before the area finally being
engulfed in the megacity madness and then a lifestyle which had with-
stood on its own for nearly five centuries would finally come to an end.
Yet, if you knew the spots around, Nolan thought, you could still find a
few dark secluded places where you could bring your girlfriend and be
philosophical about seeing the stars.



A.l. Rebellion 69

Once, he fondly recalled, he had caught a proud glimpse of the Milk
Ways before interference by the Axis’ city lights made star gazing nearly
impossible.

2.-

All of Sakamura’s worries could be boiled down to his personal place
ment at the pivot point of huge events that menaced to crush him as
he had dared to get too close to dancing giants that were merrily ut
aware of his frail presence. His sudden sadness over inescapal
progress—for better or worse—had deep roots in his current person
struggle with the impending changes he was about to play against
SouHem’s. Big and cataclysmic changes.

Tonight, he had been called out of his social duties to confront the
unpleasant task ahead him. Nolan Sakamura was waiting for M
Manuel.

Mr. Manuel was the business moniker of Manuel Morelos Dos
Santos—no one cared or dared to know him further than that. Lookin
at this small unpretentious man with evenly tanned skin and thin wire
glasses, you'd be hard pressed to guess his job. Mr. Manuel gave y«
the notion he was a nice desk clerk and a wonderful chap.

Sakamura shivered when he thought of Mr. Manuel's real specialty.

Nolan sat at his executive chair, intend on staring at the dark night. H
examined his haggard reflection on the glass, which betrayed his inn
thoughts. He almost yelped when a skull-like shape took form in the
glass next to his mirror image. He nearly jumped in his seat as his hez
felt about to escape from his chest. He slowly turned the chair.

Mr. Manuel stood in front of Nolan’s desk and when offered to take &
seat didn't acknowledge such formality. Sakamura examined the pleasa
face. It didnt give away Mr. Manuel’s skills but possessed a creepy
guality that made all people around him nervous and jumpy as if the)
suspected he could kill them with a mere thought.

The man wore a beautiful tweed jacket and beneath it a wondrot
jersey. Tailor-made pants further revealed Dos Santos’ excellent tas
in clothes. He looked like every body’s favorite uncle.

But the fact that his hair had started to thin and he wore wire glasse
reinforced the first vital impression of a living skull. It would fade after
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awhile nonetheless—dealing with Dos Santos made you feel you were
with an old school buddy—but this lingering initial image would al-
ways intrude, creating great discomfort.

No one knew where Dos Santos had been born.

Mr. Manuel remained silent. Waiting.

3.-

“Allyou need is in this file”, said Sakamura as he pushed a thin manila
folder across his desk. It made a faint, unpleasant hissing sound as it
slid toward Dos Santos. He made no motion to take it.

A mal paso, darle pristhought Sakamura realizing that there wasn't
a more fitting situation where that old Spanish saying could be applied.
It stated that ugly stuff required prompt resolving and it gained some
insightful relevance, here.

The folder sat heavily at the edge of Sakamura’s desk despite its slim
appearance; it was only two pages long as most of the data involved
had been destroyed.

“There’s not much to work on,” said Sakamura, cursing himself for
this absurd urge to justify the lack of data in front of this dangerous
man. “That much is all that was salvaged,; in addition to what these two
had planted into our systems—it overwrote itsel—seems an outside
force has interacted, too, just barely enough for the bastards to evade
and destroy the helicop sent to handle them.”

Dos Santos impassible face only showed a raised eyé€hneat;,
something to boast at the next company pi&akamura thought. He
had foreboding feeling that this uncanny man was more than surprised.
In fact, Sakamura wondered if Dos Santos was nearly in awe and that
this no small feat with a helicop was something he’d love to try on his
spare time.

“We're running a series of test to find out what these two punks did,”
Sakamura added. “It's needless to tell you we don't have high hopes of
doing so. An alarm has been run through all our branches, affiliates and
labs to double check everything.”

Looking as a man not trying to choke, Nolan Sakamura made courte-
ous cough.

“I guess that's all,” he said sharply.
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Dos Santos stepped forward and took the folder. Giving a nearly im
perceptible nod, he turned around and left the room through its doubl
swinging doors. Not a single word had come out from him during the
whole meeting. Which was more than enough in Sakamura’s opinior

Cold sweat ran down Nolan Sakamura’s spine. He glanced the emp
drinking glass he had emptied shortly ago. He marveled on how great
would be to have another such stiff drink. And maybe one more afte
that.

Turning his chair toward the darkened view outside his windows,
Nolan Sakamura felt confused and stunned. The solid strip of light o
the Turnpike offered him no comfort. His thoughts were angry and
disconnected, focusing on the growing sense of relief his chest ha
bored. Logical or not, how else could a man feel when he just had a
interview with Death itself?
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ANOTE ON THIS ELECTRONIC BOOK

O.K., here's the deal on the first installment of this electronic book (e-book):
You're receiving it free of charge to keep and read it for the next thirty (30)
days. If you like it and want to stick to it, you can do one of the following:

A) Pay de Author US $ 1.50 through his PayPal account and then receive the
next installment of this book by e-mail and so on until you get all five install-
ments for the total amount of US $ 7.50. | know some of you will be tempted
to keep and not pay the fifth installment but there’s a bonus for those who are
honest enough to pay in full: a printable version of the book you can just
printout, fold and then take to your local Kinko’s or similar service to bind
and turn into a nice trade paperback suitable for framing (huh?).

B) If you decide you like the book but not enough to pay for it, then send a
copy to all your friends in your e-mail address book. Take notice that to be
able to call the book your own, you must give it away to at least fifty (50) of
your buddies. For the sake of precision, you ought to send me a list of their
names and e-mails to avoid redundancy. Some jokers believe they can send
50 copies to one person, call it a day and have their minds at ease. The main
concept behind publishing is to reach as many readers as possible and the
Internet is just the new tool that will break the barrier between writer and the
public. What | wish to accomplish now is to spread it around a wide as
feasible, so share this evaluation copy, please.

The list should be sent to esterkus@hotmail.com, please.

Now, all this is based on the share and honor system, the same that applies to
shareware. Knowing the current state of honor worldwide, | know before-
hand that less than one percent will send their fees. Be aware that I'm con-
scious offoursense of honor: a rotten, decayed carcass. You animal, you! All
kidding aside, send the money, distribute the book wider or erase the darn
thing from your hard drive.

You may say, "yes, what do | get for sending the money; I've already read the
book. So sue me." Well, you're going to miss a lot. I'm whititigthe sequel

and the prequel to Al Rebellion and they're definetively two more mature
works than Rebellion. Your paying of the fee will incite me to plod on with
these two books; the prequel, by the way, requires a lot of research-which will
come dearly-on the Moon and nuclear fusion. Besides, the people who pay
will get a glimpse on what to expect: First, excerpts to wet their appetites,
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maybe a synopsis a little later and I'm considering to send advances of fir
ished chapters to the registered readers.

Ah, there's the legal matter of the license. Read it and attain to the cons
quences.

License Agreement

You should carefully read the following terms and conditions about owner-
ship of this book.

Unless you have a different license agreement signhed by Edwin Stark yoL
possession of this book indicates your acceptance of this license agreeme

Evaluation and Registration

Thisis not a free book. Subject to the terms below, you are hereby licensed
use (read) this book for evaluation purposes without charge for a period of 3
days. If you decide to keep this book after the 30 day evaluation period .
registration fee of US $1.50 per installment (and then you'll receive the nex
part) or full payment of $7.50 for the whole book is required. Payments mus
be done through my PayPal account. Quantity discounts are available. Whe
payment is received you will be added to the Registered Reader file an
become eligible to updates and a priority to evaluate the prequel or the sequ
whichever is finished first.

Unregistered possession after the 30-day evaluation period is in violation ¢
U.S. and international copyright laws.

Distribution of Evaluation Version

You are hereby licensed to make as many copies of the evaluation version
this book as you wish; give exact copies of the original evaluation version tc
anyone; and distribute the evaluation version of the book in its unmodified
form via electronic means. There is no charge for any of the above. A list 0
the receivers and their e-mails is required if you want to benefit as a Regis
tered Reader when the total sum of recipients is fifty (50) or above.

You are specifically prohibited from charging, or requesting donations, for
any such copies, however made; and from distributing the book with othe
products (commercial or otherwise) without prior written permission.
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Hard Copy \ersions.

The book is provided AS IS, in a PRINTABLE Adobe Acrobat* Reader*
format. However, in its current layout ony a determined madman would
succeed in getting out a suitable book out of it; better pay up the full fee and
get a printable version that's in the proper layout without all the hassle. Any-
how, if you decide to printout and keep a hardcopy of the book, it's advisable
to pay the asked fee. If after the 30-days evaluation period is over, you still
posses the hard copy, fine, you paid for the paper and the ink but you must
then delete the electronic version from your hard drive. Be mindful that such
a physical version it's still protected by the U.S. and international copyright
laws and you may be stepping into dangerous terrain, here; be careful what
you do with it.

* Adobe Acrobat, Adobe Reader are registrated trademarks of Adobe Sys-
tems Inc.



