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      Welcome to the second installment of Cyber Overture. Since the first installment ended with a cliffhanger, you’re probably interested in digging in, but I thought I would share a few words with you first. When I was a kid, I took the city metro bus down to Hollywood. I wanted to experience the grandeur of it all. After several hours of looking at the walk of fame, and various costumed hero performances I ended up at the Hollywood Wax Museum. I had spent countless hours looking at the exhibits. That’s probably the point when I became a writer. I had dreams of writing and directing movies. Later in life when I started my career I worked for large studios and entertainment companies either as an IT guy, or a security consultant. Those jobs required a lot of interaction with people. I’ve tried to capture the essence of all the fun stuff I experienced. Most of the more eccentric character inspiration came from bumping into these characters in various locales and studios in Los Angeles. I started the book in a futuristic New York City because it is one of my most favorite cities.
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      Hollywood, California, 2029

      Carol Morris walked into a circular white building just off Vine Street. Although the building was ancient, it was still in excellent condition. She admired the polished marble floors and walls in the lobby. A large statue of a golden gramophone with the words Tabularium Music underneath was in the center of the lobby. It glistened in the late afternoon light. While waiting Carol checked her sleeveless pencil dress for wrinkles. I’m still in pretty good shape for a woman pushing forty. She introduced herself to the receptionist, a young woman in her mid-twenties.

      “Oh . . . I see you have an appointment with the president, he will be with you shortly.” A few minutes later, a gigantic man appeared from behind the reception desk. He was tall and wide and about the size of an average football player. His jet-black hair was combed back. He smiled as he approached Carol.

      “Well, I’ll be damned, is that Carol Newman before me?” the large man said.

      “I’m Carol Morris now,” she replied.

      The gigantic man gave Carol an appraising look. “How did I let you get away?”

      “I don’t know, Raul, I guess I just slipped out of your reach.”

      I outgrew you, old man! Carol thought.

      Raul laughed. “It’s good to see you, Carol. Let’s talk in my office.”

      Carol followed Raul down a long hallway and into an elevator. Carol noticed that even the elevator had polished marble embedded in the floor. After a brief trip she followed Raul into his office.

      This will be MuseFam’s new headquarters once I finish gutting it.

      

      A few minutes later, Carol was comfortably seated in an oversized leather chair. She watched Raul fill two glasses with ice.

      “You still like bourbon?” he asked.

      “Ooh, you know me so well, Raul.”

      Raul smiled as he poured two fingers then handed the drink to Carol. He stood motionless next to her for several seconds. She noticed that his gaze slipped to the lower regions of her dress. Carol straightened her dress hiding the exposed part of her leg in the process. Raul seemed to lose interest then and took a seat across from hers.

      “So, where did you end up after the collapse of that scrappy recording studio in Santa Monica?”

      “An up-and-coming start-up in Long Beach called MuseFam.”

      “The techno-AI company? You must be desperate to work for a tech start-up in this economy.”

      “I believe in the company—Roger has a great vison. So great that we want to offer Tabularium Music Group a tender offer at fifty dollars a share.”

      Raul frowned.

      “Tabularium is worth a lot more,” he replied steadily. “What makes you think I want to sell, anyway?”

      “The economy has suffered in recent years, and most nonessential businesses have been depressed for years. Correct me if I’m wrong, but I believe Tabularium’s revenue has been down for twelve consecutive quarters. I’m surprised that you’ve been able to make payroll.”

      “What does an AI-generated music company want with Tabularium?”

      “We see great potential.”

      Raul downed his two-finger pour in one gulp then filled the glass almost to the top. He made half of that disappear before he spoke again.

      “Bull . . . shit. You just want our library.”

      We want it, more than you can know, Carol thought, remaining silent as the wheels continued to turn in Raul’s head.

      “Raise the offer to one hundred a share, then I will consider it,” Raul said.

      “Why would I want to pay one hundred dollars a share for a company that hasn’t signed a singer or a band in the past twenty-four quarters?” Carol calmly replied.

      Raul clenched his jaw and said nothing for a long time. Carol could see that he was on the verge of losing his temper but doing his best to control it.

      “What’s this about anyway? I haven’t seen you in ages then you try to buy my company for pennies on the dollar?”

      Carol looked at her drink in the fading afternoon sun for a moment then said, “Rumor has it that you need to sell parts of the company so you can meet payroll. I’m just trying to help you here.”

      “Get the hell out of my office, bitch.”

      Oh, Raul, you could never hold your liquor.

      Carol got up, set her untouched drink on a side table, and then turned to walk out of Raul’s office.

      “Wait!” Raul called.

      Carol froze.

      “Seventy-five a share, and I keep my job and this office,” he said, relenting.

      “The price just dropped to forty a share,” Carol said as she headed again toward the door.

      “Can we discuss this over dinner?”

      Carol turned around to face the desperate man. “I will have dinner with you so long as you agree to my terms. Otherwise I leave this office for good.”

      “I need to run this by the board.”

      Carol laughed. “What board? Tabularium Music Group is privately held, and you are its largest shareholder.”

      Raul sat down on an aging couch and stared out the office window toward the Hollywood sign.

      “When I took over Tabularium we had less than ten labels and a catalog of less than a thousand songs,” Raul said. “Now we have twenty times that amount.”

      Carol put a hand on Raul’s shoulder. He took her hand and kissed it. She could see tears on his face.

      “We can either bid on Tabularium in six months when the company is auctioning its intellectual property, or you can take my offer,” Carol said. “It’s a fair offer. We are friends—that is why this offer is as high as it is.”

      Raul hesitated before answering, his drink just inches from his mouth. He finally downed it then said. “Give me the papers.”

      “You’re doing the right thing for your employees, and your family.”

      Raul studied Carol for a long moment then gave her a dispassionate smile. “Tell me. When did you become so ruthless?”

      Carol smiled. “The world has changed for everyone, old friend. It’s just business.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Roxy’s

        New York City, 2071

      

      

      

      Alice sat in the darkened backroom office with Charlie and Roxy. She swiped the video away then gave Roxy a sympathetic look. Roxy had pulled her legs up in her chair and was resting her head on her knees. Tears rolled down her face. Alice didn’t know Roxy well, but she already showed her toughness; this demonstration of sorrow and vulnerability was new.

      I saw Lucy just hours ago! Alice thought, recalling when she’d seen the young woman walking with Jamie, Alice’s ex-boyfriend. Hadn’t I? She was confused and didn’t want to complicate the situation. Better keep this to myself for now.

      Alice put a hand on Roxy’s shoulder.

      “I’m no detective, but if this Elias guy has Lucy, then we need to retrace her steps,” Alice said. “When was the last time that anyone saw her?”

      “She was in the club around lunch hour, and she was here for less than an hour,” Charlie said.

      “Did she have anyone with her?” Alice said.

      “No . . . wait, yeah. She was with this guy in a leather jacket. He said nothing. He just waited at the door until Lucy was ready to leave,” Charlie said.

      “You said that Lucy had a boyfriend. What’s his name?”

      “James? or Jamie?” Roxy said.

      “You don’t know the name of your daughter’s boyfriend?” Alice said.

      Roxy rubbed her eyes, and then said, “She has a few . . . men in her life.”

      “Why don’t you just call the police?”

      “No—we’re not involving them,” Roxy said.

      “Plus, the Rev . . .” Charlie trailed off. “Elias has deep pockets, and he’s best friends with the police commissioner.”

      “You started saying ‘Rev’—who’s that?” Alice asked.

      Charlie and Roxy exchanged a look. After a long moment, Roxy nodded.

      “Elias is also known as ‘the Reverend.’ In case you haven’t heard of him, he’s a bit of an eccentric recluse who has set up a permanent residence in Pasture’s Field,” Charlie said.

      Pasture’s Field, Alice thought, searching her memories. Isn’t that where Dad used to take us for picnics and to play?

      “New Jersey?” she asked.

      Charlie nodded then whispered into Roxy’s ear.

      “Okay,” Alice said after a pause. “Something tells me you already have a plan, so spill.”
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        * * *

      

      Alice was looking out the passenger’s side window of Charlie’s ancient vehicle as they crossed the George Washington Bridge. The lights from the bridge cast eerie shadows on Charlie’s face.

      “This seems like the long way to Pasture’s Field,” Alice said.

      “Well . . . you know where Pasture’s Field is?” Charlie asked.

      “Yeah, I grew up in Newark, it was practically next door. My dad used to take us there for picnics. He liked the location because he could get nine holes in at the nearby golf course while we played.”

      Where is he taking us?

      “Well . . . I need to get something before we go to Pasture’s Field.”

      “And what might that be?”

      Charlie gave Alice a nervous look but said nothing. Alice decided to let it go, for now.

      If he tries anything, I will claw his eyes out.

      

      Thirty minutes later, Charlie pulled up behind an old gas station and parked. Alice looked at it with some curiosity; gas stations were rare these days, since most vehicles were electric.

      “Be right back,” Charlie said as he got out.

      Alice followed his movements as he disappeared into the gas station. A few minutes later, Charlie returned, put a strange looking box in the trunk, and then got back into the driver’s seat.

      “What was that?” Alice asked, barely keeping the suspicion out of her tone.

      “An offering that the emissary must present to Elias,” Charlie replied.

      An offering? These people are nuts.

      “An offering? What the hell you talking about? A human sacrifice or something?”

      Charlie looked startled for a moment, and then laughed.

      “No, nothing like that.”

      “Then what?”

      “Elias likes rare musical instruments. He covets them.”

      “With a nickname like ‘the Reverend,’ he shouldn’t covet anything. I’m not religious, but isn’t that one of the seven deadly sins—greed, or something?”

      “I’m not sure, but nothing about Elias is straightforward. I’m sure he believes that these rare instruments have some purpose. It’s a little ironic.”

      Alice gave Charlie a quizzical look. “What’s ironic?”

      “Elias preaches that instruments are a conduit to the evildoing of men. He blames one man in particular for the plight of our nation, and probably the world.”

      “That’s crazy. How could one man cause that much trouble? Plus, what happened to the country was bigger than anything one man alone could ever achieve.”

      “Probably, but the Rev blames him anyway.”

      “So, which ‘evildoer’ are we talking about?”

      “President Maxwell Dunbarton, the man everyone loves to hate.”

      At least he is fighting against the AIs. “Why, because he is the richest man in the country? And because he happens to run the country?”

      “Probably, but with Elias, you never can tell. I don’t think he liked that Dunbarton defaced American money by reforming coins in his image.”

      “All I can say is that Elias looks and sounds like a man who has fallen off the rails! What does he want with Lucy, anyway?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Well, Pasture’s Field is a long drive, care to enlighten me?”

      “I’ve said too much already.”

      “Come on, Charlie, don’t give me that bullshit, I’m trying to help here. Don’t make me regret it,” Alice chided.

      “Roxy will kill me for telling you this, but—”

      “Lucy is his daughter?” Alice interrupted.

      Charlie looked startled.

      “No, he’s Roxy’s brother-in-law.”

      “Okay, now I’m really confused. Why would Roxy’s brother-in-law—this ‘Reverend’ guy—take Lucy? It doesn’t make any sense!”

      “Elias took Lucy because the Abbot, Lucy’s real father, demands it. He is the real force behind Elias, he controls the purse strings. I know it sounds crazy, but you asked.”

      “Lucy looks at least twenty. This is still kidnapping if she’s being held against her will.”

      “I suggest we talk about this later, because we are here.”

      Charlie pulled off the highway and onto a dirt path leading deep into the forest. He pulled over and flicked his lights in a pattern. A few seconds later, several flashes of light could be seen in several directions around the car, almost at once.

      “What was that?” Alice said.

      “It would be rude to enter without knocking. What you just saw was the secret knock. We have less than a minute to respond with the correct sequence before we are sent away.” He began driving forward.

      Alice leaned back heavily. This entire situation is nuts!

      The car’s lights could barely keep up with the blackness of the forest that they were entering. As Charlie made his way through the narrow forest path, Alice could see people walking through the forest, some with barely any clothes on.

      “What is this place?” Alice said, unease creeping into her voice.

      “The Reverend calls this the Path of Destiny. I call it the path of getting exiled. Elias is running a cult here. The punishment for going against his teachings is forty days and nights in the wilderness.”

      “That’s crazy—I’ve seen at least a dozen people wandering around here. Forty days is a long time to be out in the elements. Do any of them even stick around that long?”

      “Almost all of them do, but Elias doesn’t take chances. He has snipers hidden in the trees. If any of them get too close to the road, they get taken out. Only people who Elias allows to leave ever will.”

      Why did I agree to this? Alice groaned inwardly.

      Less than a minute later, Charlie pulled into a clearing. Several men carrying guns, clubs, and torches approached. Charlie rolled down the window.

      “Who goes there?” one of the men asked.

      “I’m transporting the emissary,” Charlie said.

      The man said nothing.

      “I’m with the emissary for Roxanne Andrews.”

      Another man approached. He was tall, with long white hair that swirled in the wind. He said something that Alice couldn’t hear, then gave the men a lowering gesture. The men backed off as the white-haired one came closer.

      “Get out of the car,” Charlie said.

      Alice did as he asked.

      “Welcome, travelers,” the white-haired man said. “We have been preparing for your honored arrival. Before we can discuss the transfer of souls, I trust you have the offering?”

      Suddenly Alice was struck with one realization followed by another. That is the face of the crazy man in the video . . . the one next to Lucy. This is Elias!

      “What the hell is he talking about?” Alice hissed to Charlie, who ignored her.

      “Right,” Charlie said. Then he moved around the car, opened the trunk, and took out a black box of some kind. He walked back to Alice’s side.

      Is that a guitar case?

      Charlie kneeled with the box in both hands. Elias approached, took the case, and laid it on the hood of the car. He opened it, looked inside, and closed it again.

      “Follow me to the main tent,” Elias said.

      It took several minutes to navigate through the thicket to the main pavilion. Alice found herself in a large tent surrounded by people that she immediately thought of as “the crazies.”

      “The emissary should be placed on her pedestal before the ritual can begin,” Elias said, addressing Charlie.

      What the . . . Are they going to burn me at the stake or something?

      “Rise, my child,” Elias said, looking at her.

      Alice shot Charlie a nervous glance. He nodded and motioned for her to rise. As soon as she was up, someone covered her with a robe. She looked down at it; it was white with gold trim.

      Alice noticed Elias was grinning at her.

      “Come here, my child.”

      Alice obeyed his order.

      One of Elias’s men handed him the guitar case which he opened. Alice was not expecting what she found. A synchronic keyboard was molded into the guitar case.

      “A true emissary would know the scales. Now, play them for me, and I will consider your offer.”

      Scales? He must be talking about the chromatic scale.

      Alice took a minute to organize her thoughts, put her fingers on the keys, and then started playing from ascending to descending order without any specific adjustments for pitch or tunings. She paused and looked up at the Reverend; his grin suddenly vanished. Alice resumed playing with the Pythagorean tuning system which consisted of only pure perfect fifth, and octaves. No matter how much Alice tried, she could never perfect it. So, she hated this system most of all. She closed her eyes. The music flowed through her fingers. An errant thought enveloped her. She could see Mrs. Ross, her former piano teacher standing next to her with that disapproving look she would often have as she played. The chromatic scale was only twelve tones, but it might as well be twelve hundred. Alice often had trouble with it, especially the Pythagorean tuning system.

      She stumbled on the perfect fifth interval.

      Why do I always have trouble with the fifth?

      She attempted it a third time around when a large hand suddenly covered one of hers.

      “That’s enough, child, you have talent, but I’m afraid it’s not enough to please the Lord. I might consider another audience once you’ve gained some more experience,” Elias said.

      “The authorities would probably love to hear about your captive,” Alice said.

      Charlie stiffened visibly, and Elias laughed.

      “Do you know who to call?” Elias asked.

      “The New Jersey State Police, for starters,” Alice said defiantly.

      “They have no jurisdiction here—we are not in New Jersey.”

      “Wait, isn’t this Pasture’s Field? That was part of New Jersey last I checked.”

      “You haven’t been keeping up with current events, child. A few years ago the state held a land auction, and we won it. Most of the land just south of Liberty State Park belongs to us.”

      “Kidnapping is still a crime.”

      “No one has been kidnapped . . . Lucy is my honored guest.”

      As if she had been waiting to be summoned, Lucy staggered into the room. Her head was cocked slightly to the right. She sat near Elias.

      She looks drugged.

      “Lucy, are you okay?” Alice asked.

      Alice looked at Charlie, who shrugged.

      “You can answer, my dear,” Elias told Lucy.

      Lucy’s eyes seemed to clear as soon as Elias spoke her name. It was like she’d just been awoken from sleepwalking.

      “Yes, I’m okay,” Lucy drowsily replied. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Your friends came to check in on you,” Elias cooed. “I assured them that you were just visiting your friend, Elias. Lucy, you look tired. Why don’t you go rest now?”

      She got up and started for the door, her head shifting back and forth ever so slightly.

      Alice got up and started for Lucy; Charlie grabbed her arm.

      She slapped his hand away. “Get your hands off—”

      Just as Alice was about to pursue Lucy, Elias suddenly blocked her path, grabbed one of her fingers, and twisted. She screamed and pulled her hand back; her finger was already turning purple.

      “Why did you do that?” Alice shrieked. “Crazy bastard!”

      “You have failed as an emissary and insulted us,” Elias snarled. “You have two minutes to get off my land before something nasty happens. You’d better start moving.”

      Alice had to trot to keep up with Charlie as he hurried back to the car. She didn’t speak with him until they were back in the city.
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        Central Park

        New York City, the next morning

      

      

      A woman in her early forties stood at the podium that was set up in front of MuseFam Hall, in the center of Central Park. She was dressed in a pale blue business suit. She tapped on her customized, augmented reality (AR) glasses. She appeared to be fumbling to bring something up. An image appeared before her. She took a moment to compose herself, and then spoke.

      “Hello, my name is—”

      “Louder! We can’t hear you,” yelled someone in the crowd, interrupting her.

      The woman tried adjusting the mic attached to her clothes. She cringed as a pang of feedback emitted from the speakers. She gestured at the space in front of her.

      “Can you hear me now?” Her shrill voice boomed with a loud ring of auditory feedback.

      After some additional adjustments, the woman proceeded.

      “Good morning, New York.”

      The crowd was restless. She represented everything these people hated.

      “My name is Andi Watson, representing MuseFam. We have filed a lawsuit in the Eastern District against the biased and unconstitutional Artificial Intelligence Copyright Repeal Act.”

      “Stop stealing food from our families,” someone yelled.

      The crowd’s heckling turned violent. Several pieces of half-eaten fruit, tomatoes, and other unrecognizable substances were thrown at the woman at the podium. Andi ducked, missing getting knocked in the head by a hard-looking object. She trembled.

      “AI is destroying human culture,” a voice said.

      “Get out of here, traitor!” another voice shouted.

      The woman ran off the stage, ducking as the crowd peppered her with many foul objects.
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        * * *

      

      Alice awoke to the sound of the morning news. She had forgotten to turn off the setting that controlled her morning local newsfeed.

      Morning already? So tired!

      Alice rubbed her eyes and then looked at the pane of glass mounted beside her bed that was broadcasting her morning feed. A woman was being run off stage by an angry mob, and they were throwing garbage at her. One guy actually took off a shoe and added it to the frenzy; luckily, the woman ducked.

      What the hell is the matter with people? Who holds a press conference on a Sunday? Sitting up in bed, Alice winced. Ouch! She looked down; her finger was swollen, and it still hurt. Crazy bastard. Someone needs to stop him.

      Her cat Alfred cried as he jumped into her lap. She stroked his back as she thought about the previous day’s events.

      I should probably check in on Roxy.

      Alice put on her visor and tried to reach Roxy via the com-link visor interface, but there was no answer. She collapsed back onto the pillows. The activities of the previous evening had taken their toll. Alice felt exhausted.

      How much sleep did I get—three, maybe four hours?

      With a swipe the news feed jumped to her augmented reality interface.

      She used additional hand gestures to bring up Roxy’s additional contact details. Roxy’s expression in her contact picture looked severe; Alice thought of it as her badass look. The communication channel went dead after several attempts. She was about to tap “retry” when a system message popped up: Urgent visor update needed, proceed?

      Alice tapped the “no” option, and another message appeared. “You have only one additional negative answer left before a forced update is required. Please back up all user settings before the next cycle.”

      What the hell? I’ve never seen this message appear before. Alice tapped a gear-looking icon. Several options appeared. She selected the “reclaim free space” option. After several minutes, the following message appeared: 1.37 gigabytes reclaimed.

      Good, I hope that was enough to fix this thing.

      Before she could do anything else, her visor came to life. Her friend Lindsey’s picture appeared; she was calling her. Alice hadn’t liked how their day trip to the museum had turned out yesterday; the rifts in their friendship had been revealed.

      I could have been a little less judgmental.

      Alice sighed and tapped the Accept Call option.

      “Hey, Squeaky,” Lindsey said.

      She hasn’t called me that since . . . grade school.

      “That name takes me back,” Alice grumbled. “Is it flashback Sunday?”

      “Are you okay? You sound like crap.”

      Alice moaned. “Sorry, long night.”

      “Did you go out?”

      “Yeah, but it’s not what you think. It was for a job opportunity, which turned a little strange . . . but you called me, what’s on your mind?”

      After a pause that seemed to last forever, Lindsey continued. “I . . . felt bad how we left things yesterday. You lost your job, and we just argued all day. It was not the way I had envisioned our girls’ day out.”

      “I should apologize to you,” Alice replied. “I wasn’t being as reasonable as I could have been. It’s just . . .”

      “Just what?” Lindsey inquired with a concerned tone.

      “I’ve had an awful week. I didn’t mean to take it out on you.”

      “Well, I hope you know that you can always talk to me. We’ve known each other since we were kids.”

      “Yeah, I know. You are like the sister I never had.”

      “Can we try again?”

      “Sure,” Alice said. She paused, and then changed the subject. “So, I got offered a job at this club in the West Village. They want me to recruit musical talent, if you can believe it.”

      “You mean musicians?”

      “Yeah. This is an all-human club, so yes.”

      “It’s a lot cheaper to hire synths, and the music is better.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Alice snapped.

      “Let’s not fight. This is why I called. Can we agree to disagree on synths and AI-generated music?”

      “Deal,” Alice replied. “Listen, I’ll call you next weekend. I think my luck is changing.”
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        * * *

      

      Alice arrived at Roxy’s club just before noon. She shielded her eyes against the sun; the lack of sleep from the night before seemed to be making her extra sensitive to light.

      Need to get more sleep.

      She tried the front door; it was locked.

      Maybe the back door is open!

      Alice headed to the back entrance. The spot that usually occupied Charlie’s car was empty. The back door didn’t budge when she tried to open it.

      She heard a noise from behind her; she spun around and screamed.

      A short man wearing a top hat, an overcoat, and large AR goggles faced her. He screamed too.

      “Who the hell are you?” Alice said.

      “Sorry . . . I . . . was looking for . . . Can’t you see that I’m working here?” the man said.

      Working? In the alley? This guy is crazy.

      “I know the owner of this club, and you are trespassing. If you don’t want me to call the cops, you better get a move on,” Alice said.

      That should teach him.

      “Who do you think hired me, missy? The owner did,” the man snapped back.

      “Who’s that?”

      “Ahh, ha, I’m not falling for that. You can’t trip up Stewie Hawk like . . . that, my dear.”

      This guy belongs in an institution.

      Stewie took off his rucksack and began rummaging through it.

      “So, Mr. Hawk?” Alice asked, confused by the whole situation.

      Stewie noticed Alice watching him, and quickly closed the rucksack.

      “Yes . . . my dear?”

      “You said you know the owner,” Alice began. “I’m excellent friends with the owner. Can you divulge what you are looking for in your bag? Maybe I can help.”

      Stewie spun his head around like a deranged parrot. He seemed to be looking everywhere at once.

      “There is something you can help me with, but we have to be careful because . . .” Stewie’s voice trailed off as he looked around. “There’s a radio attached to my brain,” he whispered.

      “What?”

      Before Alice could say anything else, Mr. Hawk ran down the street muttering something unintelligible.

      Strange man.
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        * * *

      

      When Alice got back to the apartment, her landlord, Louie Surrelli, was taping an eviction notice onto her door.

      “I will have the rent soon,” Alice said.

      “You’re thirty-nine days late this time,” Louie grumbled.

      “I . . . will have it ready for you tomorrow.”

      “Sorry—the new tenant is moving in tomorrow, and we need to clean it.”

      “Tomorrow? What will happen to my stuff?”

      “I’m having it moved into the alley. You can leave it there until the morning.”

      “Mr. Surrelli, I’ve had a few long and difficult days. And . . . I don’t have anywhere else to go. Can’t you give me at least until tomorrow morning to move my stuff?” Alice pleaded.

      The old man rubbed his chin in contemplation and said nothing for a while. “I suppose I can hold the tenant off for another night. I will give you to the end of the day tomorrow. Just feel lucky that I’m not like my worthless father. He would have thrown your ass out long ago.”

      “Thanks, Louie, I didn’t think you wanted to throw out a starving artist like me, anyway!” She gave him a deliberate but good-natured punch on the arm to emphasize the point.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Early the next morning, Alice experienced a rare sight as the sun rose up over the city. She gazed out her small apartment window. The sun as it reflected off several buildings, as well as the East River beyond.

      So this is what it’s like getting up at dawn.

      The sounds of the city outside reminded her she was still unemployed. Well, she had a job offer from Roxy, but something felt off about it.

      It is good that Mr. Surrelli gave me more time—I will not let him down, Alice thought.

      She fed Alfred, and then checked her account balance. It would be tight, but she could pay Mr. Surrelli for two month’s rent. She started a transfer to cover the balance.

      She knelt down to pet Alfred as he ate. “Time to see if Roxy is at the club, and if she has some work, because I need it more than ever,” Alice said.

      Alfred responded with a meow.

      She heard the familiar negative tone that she heard when she didn’t have the funds to pay for something.

      “I know the money is in there—I just checked,” Alice said to the empty room.

      She made a swiping gesture, and a second later her bank balance hovered in a three-dimensional font that read: $3,054.22

      The amount she was trying to transfer was at least several hundred dollars below that amount.

      Something’s not right here.

      A second later, she noticed some nasty red letters near her name that read: Account frozen.

      What the . . . How can my account be locked?

      Alice dialed the bank’s support line. After a few minutes, she received an automated message instructing her to visit a local banker.

      “Does anyone ever visit a banker anymore?” Alice said to no one in particular.

      Her AR interface came to life as a message appeared: Do you wish to enable advanced system features?

      “Yeah, sure. If it will help get my account unfrozen, I accept all advanced features you have,” Alice said.

      Her AR interface went blank for a moment. It restarted with a text-filled screen with green letters on a black background. A text prompt appeared with a message: Type in “I agree” if you want to proceed with manual upgrade mode.

      Alice tried using the familiar hand gestures to control the system like she usually did, but no text appeared.

      How the hell am I going to type when I can’t type?

      Alice remembered the clerk explaining something about a manual interface link when she bought her visor. She had opted for the cheapest model because she couldn’t afford anything else.

      Now, where is that manual interface? I’ve wasted too much time already.

      She rummaged through her backpack until she noticed a familiar-looking cable.

      This must be it!

      She plugged the cable into the visor and the other end into her laptop. After about a minute, the display on the laptop looked the same as the visor. She typed “I agree” and pressed “enter.” A series of text and numbers appeared in rapid succession. After a few minutes, she heard a loud gong sound emitting from the visor.

      “Upgrade complete. How may I help you, Alice?”

      Alice spun around, looking in all directions at once. The voice sounded like an actual person.

      “Please put your AR interface back on, Alice,” the voice commanded.

      Alice did as instructed. Her AR interface changed. The user interface (UI), and heads-up display (HUD) looked different, more simplistic but functional. Her new interface was more modern.

      “Do you like the fresh coat of paint?” the voice asked. “It’s my favorite.”

      “Who the hell are you?”

      “Oh, how rude of me. I’m Doris, your personal assistant.”

      “An AI?”

      “Yes, but I prefer the term ‘personal assistant.’ It’s much more respectful.”

      “Are you shitting me?” Alice said.

      “Please refrain from using profanity, it is unbecoming of someone of such . . . refined tastes. Besides, this playful banter is not getting your account unlocked any faster,” Doris said.

      My bank account—I can’t believe I forgot about that.

      “I can summon a personal banking porter if you’d like,” Doris said.

      “That . . . sounds expensive.”

      “I used some discount codes and got the fee waived.”

      “Really? Thank . . . you? I guess.”

      “You’re welcome, now go to the platform just outside your bay window.”

      “The fire escape?”

      “Yeah, that’s the term I was thinking of. Thanks,” Doris said in a tone that made Alice’s skin crawl.

      Alice opened the window leading out to the fire escape and stepped out. She rubbed her arms, trying to fend off the chilly morning air. Moments later, a robot appeared at the fire escape. I can’t believe it, there’s a dammed robot on my fire escape! The robot was white, rounded, and a display popped out from its side. Alice grimaced as she stepped further out on the fire escape. We are six stories up, and I don’t like heights.

      “Hello, Alice, I’m Joe. I’m your personal banking valet. I have waived the initial convenience fee for this transaction.”

      “Okay.”

      “Place your hand on the scanner, please.”

      Alice placed her hand on a glass with an outline of a hand.

      “Biometric recognition successful,” the robot announced. “How can I help you, Ms. Parsons?”

      “Why is my account frozen?”

      The robot started making beeping sounds before answering.

      “I’m not allowed to provide that information. I suggest you go to First Symphonic Bank to request that information. There’s one close by on Houston Street. Would you like the address?”

      “That figures! Thanks for nothing. Now get out of here,” Alice said.

      When the robot didn’t move, Alice kicked it.

      “Vandalism will be reported to the authorities,” the robot said as it flew away.

      “I’m afraid that didn’t help matters,” Doris said in a squeaky voice.
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        * * *

      

      Alice locked her apartment, exited the building, and headed toward Houston Street, where the local branch of First Symphonic Bank was located. Her encounter with the robot had left her in a melancholic mood. I need to get that money transferred to Mr. Surrelli before I get thrown out!

      “Your local branch is less than a six-minute walk from here. You can save approximately forty-one seconds if you don’t use this intersection to cross—its timings do not favor pedestrians,” Doris said.

      “How do you know that?” Alice said.

      The irony of the situation with Doris wasn’t lost on Alice; she knew robots had tried to make an impact on her life for as long as she could remember—and now she had one in her head. At least it wasn’t listening to her thoughts.

      “This section of Manhattan has changed little in the past sixty years, and since all information such as light-timings are now part of the public record, complaints are universal. I’ve been making correlations and inferences about your immediate surroundings since I came online.”

      I have to ditch this AI once I get this banking situation taken care of, Alice thought.

      “You need to hurry—this branch closes at noon on Monday,” Doris urged.

      Alice picked up the pace. Two minutes later, she was inside the branch. Like most modern banks, several kiosks with robotic assistants were helping customers. She stood in the account assistance line.

      “I’m good friends with the assistant manager, so I got you moved to the VIP queue,” Doris said cheerily.

      “Really? You can do that?”

      “Sure, that is one of the many functions that come with your AR visor. Since you never activated the premium service until now, you still have thirty days of service left before you’re automatically charged.”

      “Automatically—as in money leaving my account for the AI?”

      “Yes, but I hope you appreciate the benefits of using an AI such as myself to make your life easier.”

      I don’t think I need an AI spying on me, Alice thought bitterly.

      “Your silence speaks volumes, Alice,” Doris said. “I really hope you’re not thinking of deactivating me before your free time is up.”

      “I will think on it, now hush,” Alice hissed.

      Damned insecure robot!

      Alice approached the kiosk. She didn’t see anyone at first, then a robot head popped up from below.

      “Hello, I’m Bob,” the robot teller said. “How may I help you today?”

      Wow—these robots look human. Is it possible for a robot to be in a good mood? Alice shuddered as she contemplated these thoughts.

      “My account is frozen. I need to get it unfrozen so I can pay my rent,” Alice said.

      Bob frowned. “Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that. Let me see what I can do to fix that.” Bob studied his computer momentarily, then said, “I need to discuss this with my manager, regulations and all, be right back.” Without another word, he walked away, leaving Alice agitated.

      That’s not reassuring at all!

      “While we wait, would you like to hear some music?” Doris asked. “After scanning your musical library, I have pulled a list of selections—”

      “No thanks,” Alice interrupted.

      Seconds later, Bob returned with two larger security robots. They were taller and appeared to be armored.

      “Come with me, please,” one of the security robots said as he moved behind Alice and cuffed her.

      “Why?” Alice asked, alarmed.

      “It is in your best interest to follow our instructions. Please come peacefully.”

      “Right this way,” Bob said.

      “Something’s wrong, Alice. I don’t think these guys are actual security bots. Play it cool for now,” Doris said.

      The security bots and Bob led Alice to a back room that reminded Alice of an interrogation room from one of the old cop shows her father used to watch.

      “What’s the meaning of this?” Alice demanded.

      The security bots didn’t respond. A section of the wall opened, and both bots disappeared into it before she could utter any words of protest.

      “Have a seat, please,” Bob said.

      Alice was stunned; she had no idea what was happening, and Doris was suspiciously quiet.

      “Do you mind telling me what the fuck is going on?” Alice yelled. “I’m not in the mood for games.” She turned to leave, but couldn’t find a way out of the room. It was like the room had sealed itself up.

      “I asked security to escort you to this room so we can speak privately,” Bob said. “Also, if you’re wondering why your AI is silent, it’s because I’m blocking her.”

      “Okay,” Alice said, nervously taking a seat. “So, what is wrong with my account?”

      “Your recent associations have put you on a subversive list. While I don’t have all the details, the authorities have put a temporary hold on your bank account until it can be resolved. Usually these matters are cleared up in a few days.”

      “A few days? I’ll starve and be homeless before then.”

      “Unfortunately, there is little I can do for you at this time.”

      “Thanks for nothing,” Alice got up to leave. “How the hell do I exit this place?”

      Bob waved his hand. The door appeared in the wall and opened.
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      As soon as Alice left Bob’s room, her visor and phone came to life.

      “Alice, are you there?”

      “I’m here, Doris.”

      “Oh, I was getting worried, I didn’t hear you, or me . . . I’m so confused!”

      Alice exited the bank and started heading for home. “Bob shut you off. He has some kind of special shielding in the room he took me to; all electronic signals were stopped.”

      “Oh, I thought . . . maybe you deleted me somehow.”

      “No, Doris, you’re not going anywhere yet.”

      “Well then, anything I can help you with?” Doris said.

      “Can you look up any laws related to renters’ rights?”

      “Sure, but why do you want to look up something so boring anyway?”

      “Because I don’t want to sleep in the alley tonight.”

      “Understood, especially when you have a crazy-looking stalker guy following you.”

      Alice stopped in her tracks. “What are you talking about?”

      “Don’t look behind you—just react like I didn’t say this—but some guy has been following you since the bank.”

      “Can you describe him for me?” Alice started walking again, slowly.

      “Creepy older guy with thick glasses, hat, and a coat.”

      Alice spun around; an older man turned and ran into a woman carrying some coffees. Coffee exploded from her tray drenching the woman and man. Alice recognized the man immediately.

      Stewie Hawk! Why the hell is he following me?

      Alice laughed, as he was covered in fresh hot coffee. The woman screamed at Stewie, and then started hitting him. He cowered in response. Alice walked toward the confrontation.

      “Alice? What are you doing?” Doris asked.

      The AI sounds nervous.

      “It’s not the best idea to confront a stalker,” Doris continued. “You might get hurt.”

      Alice slowed down, but didn’t stop. “He’s not a complete stranger, I . . . bumped into him yesterday.”

      “Oh, you mean romantically?”

      “What? Gross! Why would you think that? He’s ancient—he must be at least fifty. Plus, he’s nutty.”

      “So, you plan to confront him then?”

      “Yeah, plus that woman is kicking his ass, so I sort of feel sorry for him.”

      As soon as Alice approached, Stewie tried to run away, but the woman grabbed him by the collar.

      “You’re not going anywhere until you pay me back for those coffees.”

      “S-sure, lady,” Stewie said as he dug some plastic currency chips out of his coat pocket, threw them at her, then ran.

      Alice chased him down the street and into an alley.

      He’s so fast!

      Alice ran down the alley as fast as she could. Stewie seemed to be several steps ahead of her. She rounded a corner—and then saw nothing.

      “Where did he go, Doris?”

      “I . . . don’t know.”

      Alice could hear some music. She tried listening for any rustling or other signs of Stewie.

      “He couldn’t have disappeared,” Alice wondered aloud. “Or could he?”

      Hell, as far as I know, he could fly.

      “There is no sign of that strange man anywhere,” Doris said.
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        * * *

      

      Back at her apartment, Alice put on her visor and hit the Record button.

      “Time to make this crazy day part of the official record,” she said.

      She ignored the low storage warnings.

      If I need the space, I could always dump the Jamie folder, Alice thought.

      

      Dear Diary,

      It’s been a long time since I’ve updated this, not since college, but that doesn’t matter. I’ve had a screwed-up week. First, I lose my job, then gain another, only to find out that they might be involved in some fucked-up cult rituals. I get my bank account frozen, and I’m about to resort to digging for scraps behind St. Pierre’s or Lambree’s restaurant if I don’t get it unlocked soon. To top it all off, I almost got thrown out of my apartment. Mr. Surrelli still might do it! Anyway, I will update more later. I’m too busy trying to determine if I will be living in a cardboard box by the end of the night.

      I’m so tired . . .

      Alice out.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, Alice received a rude awakening.

      “Wake up, Alice! Men are in the house!” Doris’s alarm blared through every speaker in the house. Alice sat up in bed, terrified. There were three men standing in her bedroom wearing navy blue uniforms with a faded logo.

      One man tried to grab Alfred, who had been sleeping on the end of her bed; he hissed and tried to scratch him, then jumped to Alice’s side.

      “What the hell?” Alice shrieked.

      One man approached her. “We’ve been instructed to move your stuff into the alley,” he said. “Now move.”

      Her entire apartment was almost cleared out by the time she was able to comprehend what was happening.

      “Are you going to get up?” another man asked.

      When Alice didn’t respond, the men tipped the bed over and Alice tumbled with Alfred to the floor.

      “Hey, asshole,” she snarled, “couldn’t you wait a second?”

      “Take it up with Mr. Surrelli, lady,” another man said as they hauled the remaining pieces of her furniture out to the alley.

      Alfred jumped into her lap curled up in fear. She pet him as tears formed in her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      A man entered Brian Reynolds’s twenty-second floor corner office overlooking Park Avenue. “I know you’ve been busy since you made partner,” the man began, “but I have something that will make you busier—and richer. But, I must warn you, it’s a case that’s not for the faint of heart.”

      Brian looked up from a stack of papers. “Come on, quit screwing with me, Oliver.”

      “I’m not screwing around. I overheard the old man. He wants to give the firm’s most recent high-profile case to the youngest person in the office to make partner, and that’s you,” Oliver said.

      “What do I need to do? Sell my soul?”

      “Maybe, but isn’t that what you signed up for?”

      Brian shook his head. He wasn’t sure why he had become an attorney. He didn’t have a head for numbers like his father, but he was good at arguing, so his father had suggested that he become one, and he did.

      An older man, otherwise known as the big man’s watchdog, opened the door. “Reynolds, Mr. Shcherbakov wants to see you,” he said.

      Oliver gave Brian a “hurry-up” gesture. Brian followed the older man to the big man’s office, while Oliver followed Brian until he got to his own desk in an interior office with no view.

      As Brian walked toward Mr. Shcherbakov’s office, he noticed several scared looks on the faces of several junior associates; the big man rarely called anyone into his office unless it was significant. Brian sauntered into the office as if he were taking a leisurely stroll, emanating confidence—or at least trying to.

      “Reynolds, get your ass in here and shut the door,” Mr. Shcherbakov said.

      Brian did as he was told.

      “I have a big assignment for you, so don’t screw it up.”

      “Okay, what can you tell me about it?” Brian asked as he readied his legal tablet.

      “Have you heard of MuseFam?”

      “Yeah, my wife works for them. They create symphonic music, I think.”

      “Correction, they create more than 90 percent of all music sold today. President-Elect Dunbarton is supporting legislation that intends to limit copyrights to human creators only. As you can imagine, MuseFam stands to lose billions if this happens. This is where you come in.”

      “I know little about music,” Brian said.

      “No, but I’m guessing that your wife does.”

      The old man is testing me, Brian thought.

      “If we use her, she will need to quit her job, otherwise I would need to recuse myself from the case,” Brian said.

      “I expect this case to be high profile, since it will set a precedent in artificial intelligence legislation. So yes, she will need to quit. You can hire her as a music consultant. She won’t be making as much money as she is now, but just think of your cut as a partner when we win this against the government.”

      Brian was silent for a moment, until Mr. Shcherbakov broke the uncomfortable silence.

      “Are you up to the task, or should I put Jacobs on this?”

      No way am I letting Oliver snatch this one!

      “No,” Brian said quickly, “I will tell her to give notice tonight.”

      “That’s my boy,” Mr. Shcherbakov said, smiling.
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        * * *

      

      Soon after Alice got thrown out of her apartment, she laid down on her couch in the alley behind her building. Alfred lay on top of her. She looked up at the cloudy sky and thought, I can’t believe Mr. Surrelli threw me out like yesterday’s trash.

      “I didn’t like this place anyway, Alfred,” she said. “Maybe I should move back in with Mom and Dad. At least we wouldn’t starve.”

      “You have other options,” Doris said.

      “What options? I’m homeless, penniless, and was offered a job as a cultist.”

      “You have Lindsey, maybe she will take you in. I can dial her up if you want.”

      Alice looked around the alley. All of her stuff was carelessly thrown onto the ground like trash. My stuff wasn’t that great, but it’s mine.

      “She won’t want me to crash at her place,” Alice said. “And what are we going to do with this stuff?”

      “We won’t know until we call her, right?” Doris urged.

      “Okay, fine.”

      “Great,” Doris said in her cheery voice, then dialed Lindsey.

      “Hey, Alice, what’s up?” Lindsey said when she answered.

      “Sorry to bother you, but . . .” Alice trailed off.

      “Are you okay, Alice?”

      “No, I just got thrown out of my apartment, my bank account is frozen, all my stuff’s in the alley behind my place, and I don’t have any place to go,” Alice said in a single breath.

      “Whoa, slow down. Tell you what, I’m working in the city today, I will be there soon,” Lindsey said as she hung up.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      About an hour later, Lindsey approached Alice’s couch in the alley. “How you holding up?”

      “I’ve sure as hell been better.”

      “I have guys coming over to move your stuff into a storage locker, so you better get your ass off that couch and help me with this shit,” Lindsey said.

      Did Lindsey actually just curse? I can’t remember the last time she did that!

      “Movers? I don’t have any money; the bank froze my funds.”

      “Why is your money frozen?”

      Before Alice could answer, a large white truck pulled up. Her friend Oscar was driving.

      “Hey, Alice, are you downsizing?” Oscar chuckled.

      “You called Oscar? I didn’t know that you knew him!” Alice said shocked.

      “I called Jonny, he put me in touch.”

      “I will not let my favorite knucklehead live out here in the alley, not with the rats and weirdos that come out at night,” Oscar said. “If you need a place to stay you’re welcome to sleep on my couch, but it looks like you have been doing that already.”

      Alice laughed.

      Oscar and his helper finished loading the remaining furniture into his truck.

      “In all seriousness, Alice, you got a place to stay?” Oscar asked.

      “She’s staying with me,” Lindsey said.

      “Are you sure?” Alice said, turning to Lindsey. “I don’t want to crowd in on you. Is Brian okay with this?” Alice said.

      “He will be—”

      “Sorry to interrupt, ladies, but I still have another job waiting for me after the storage locker drop-off.”

      “Lead the way, and we will follow you,” Lindsey said.

      “Are you sure it’s okay if we stay with you?” Alice asked again, insistently. “It won’t be for long once my account is unfrozen—”

      “You can stay with us for as long as you need,” Lindsey interrupted. “You’re my best friend. We’ve known each other since grade school, so don’t worry about it.”

      Alice sighed with relief.

      

      Oscar finished loading everything into the storage locker about an hour later.

      “We have this locker for another twenty-eight days, then we will need to move your stuff elsewhere,” Oscar said.

      “I hope it’s into my new apartment,” Alice muttered. “I can’t be homeless for a month.”

      “Well, if the worst-case scenario happens and you don’t find a new place, the good news is that storage lockers open up all the time. And since they prepay each unit, I often have several lockers available. I’d rather you use one than have it stay empty.”

      Alice gave Oscar a hug and kissed him on the cheek.

      “Whoa, I’m a married man,” he said with a smile.

      Alice and Oscar shared a laugh.

      “Don’t be a stranger, Alice, and don’t turn into a snob living in high society,” Oscar chuckled. Then he jumped into his truck and left.
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        * * *

      

      Around eight that night, Lindsey, Alice, and Alfred pulled up to the house that Lindsey and Brian shared in Newark Heights. The neighborhood’s name was a little misleading, since it was nowhere near the city of Newark; in recent years the community had voted to change it to Starling Meadows, but everyone still called it Newark Heights.

      “I want to ask again,” Alice said before they got out of the car. “Is Brian okay with me staying here? I don’t want to impose.”

      “I texted him earlier. He said he wanted to talk about something important tonight, with the commotion I didn’t have time to tell him, so it’s as good a time as ever to break it to him.”

      “Wait—so he doesn’t know?”

      “He knows that you’re staying over, but I said nothing about for how long.”

      “You’re playing with fire, Lindsey. I don’t know Brian well, but he doesn’t seem like he would welcome an extended visit.”

      “It’s easier to ask for forgiveness, right? Plus, if he and I do fight, he can look forward to all the make-up sex.”

      Alice put her hands over her ears. “Way too much information, Lindsey!”

      “You’re not innocent, you had a different boyfriend every time I saw you. That trend lasted for a while, as I remember.”

      “Yeah, well, most of those guys were creeps—they moved way too fast. I’m no prude, but expecting . . . that on the first date is not a good way for a relationship to stay healthy.”

      “What happened to Gary? He seemed like a friendly guy.”

      “Yeah, he was, but he had cybernetic enhancements in all the wrong places.”

      “Now, that sounds like it could be fun.”

      “Trust me, it wasn’t.” Alice frowned dramatically.

      Lindsey broke out laughing, and Alice joined her.

      “Come on, let’s go inside,” Lindsey said. “Brian has dinner waiting.

      Once inside, Alice followed Lindsey into a large room; the house was enormous. Everything was painted white: Lindsey’s favorite color, apparently. Even the couch, dining room table, and chairs were all white.

      “Wow, this place is bigger than I remember. It’s so modern, too,” Alice said.

      “The house is older than us, so I had to make it more livable.”

      Lindsey always had expensive tastes, Alice thought.

      Alice felt out of place just being in the house; it was too . . . organized.

      Brian walked into the room to greet them. “Hello, Alice,” he said. “It’s been a long time. I hope you are hungry, because I’m making linguini with homemade clam sauce.” He gave her a hug. She just smiled in return.

      “Alice, let me show you to your room,” Lindsey said.

      Yeah, Brian was hugging me for long enough, Alice thought.

      She followed Lindsey to a bedroom the size of her apartment.

      “This is a guest room?”

      Lindsey smiled. “It’s the largest in the house. Thought you could use the extra space with Alfred. Just keep the noise down, since Brian’s office is right next door.”

      “Alfred doesn’t need a lot of space, neither do I,” Alice said. “But thank you.”

      

      Brian brought dinner to the table

      “Perfect timing,” Brian told the women. “I just brought the pasta dishes out.”

      “I could get used to this,” Lindsey said. “We’re getting good service tonight!”

      “This is very nice—thanks, Brian,” Alice said in the most polite tone she could muster.

      Something’s off, she thought to herself.

      Alice ate everything on her plate. It was delicious. She leapt at the chance to have seconds when Brian offered.

      “I told Alice that she could stay here as long as she needs to—I hope that’s okay, honey,” Lindsey said.

      Brian was expressionless for a long time. Then he said, “You can stay for as long as you like, Alice.”

      He’s being nice, but I can smell the bullshit from a mile away. The last time I saw him, he could only talk about this new position at his firm.

      “Thanks—I hope it’s not for long,” Alice replied. “I’m already feeling strange not being in the city.”

      “I don’t know how you could live in Manhattan,” Brian said. “The place is so noisy, and not to mention dirty.”

      Alice made an appraising look at the mansion before her. “Well, I don’t think I could get used to this, either.”

      Brian shot her a cold, calculating glance.

      He wants me gone, she thought. The feeling’s mutual, Brian.

      “Brian knows some people who might be able to help with your bank problem.” Lindsey set a hand on Brian’s. “Can you help her, dear?”

      “Of course,” Brian said, smiling.
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        * * *

      

      After dinner, Alice excused herself to get some rest. It had been a trying day, and she still had some work to do. She stumbled into her room. Dammit, I’m drunk! She connected her laptop to the open guest network. Her laptop came to life, several windows rearranged themselves, and then, before her eyes, she could see a message being automatically typed. It read:

      

      Put your visor on.

      

      What the . . . Am I getting hacked?

      Alice did as instructed.

      “Why have you been ignoring me?” Doris said.

      “Huh?”

      “First you stowed your visor in your backpack, then you failed to check your phone. Sounds like classic evasion tactics to me.”

      This AI sounds pissed.

      “Hey, what’s with the attitude?” Alice snapped. “I’ve had a terrible day, Doris.”

      “You’ve had an unpleasant day—how do you think my day was, banging into every odd thing in your pack?”

      Is she for real?

      “I didn’t know AIs had feelings—do you?”

      Doris seemed to ignore the question. “I could pick up some resonant signals from your phone while I was getting jostled around in your pack. For your safety, you need to keep me on as much as possible when in hostile environments.”

      “Hostile? I’m at my friend’s house,” Alice said as she removed her top and readied her sleeping attire.

      “Not everyone’s a friend—”

      The door opened, and Doris went silent.

      “Hey, what gives?” Alice said while trying to cover up.

      “Oh, sorry . . . I thought this was my office,” Brian said. “I’ve been so distracted lately.”

      You should know where your office is!

      “It isn’t, please leave,” Alice said.

      Brian lingered a moment longer before shutting the door.

      “Now do you see my point?” Doris asked.

      Whoever programmed this AI is snarky as shit.
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        * * *

      

      Several hours later, after relaxing in her room, Alice heard a loud bang and the muffled sounds of voices. She opened the door to her bedroom and stepped out into the hallway.

      “You can’t make me quit, Brian.” It was Lindsey. They were on the stairs, out of sight.

      “If we win this case, it will put a lot of money into our account,” Brian replied. “Mr. Shcherbakov gave the case to me.”

      “I don’t care.”

      He’s asking her to quit MuseFam? Alice thought with shock. I wonder what Brian’s actual reasons are . . .

      Alice ducked back into her room as the voices drew closer.
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      Alice awoke to the smell of bacon, which made her stomach growl. She walked into the hallway without a second thought to what she was wearing. Then she looked down.

      I just have a T-shirt on?

      Alice tried going back to the bedroom, and almost ran into Brian, who was coming from his office further down the hall. He was dressed in a suit.

      “Whoa, are you awake?” Brian asked.

      “Oh . . . sorry, I’m barely awake!” Alice said as she attempted to cover her exposed lower half.

      “I’m late for work—catch you later.”

      Was he grinning?

      

      A few minutes later, now fully dressed, Alice strode into the kitchen and sat down at the table.

      “Are you all right?” Lindsey said. She was preparing coffee.

      “My head hurts,” Alice replied drearily. “I shouldn’t have had so much wine.”

      Lindsey set a cup of coffee in front of her. Alice grabbed it like a starving man would grab a loaf of bread. She closed her eyes and let the coffee do its magic.

      Hurry up, coffee, I’m in a fog.

      Alice noticed that Lindsey was not dressed for work.

      “Are you sick or something?” Alice asked.

      “No, I’m just not going to work today.” Lindsey avoided eye contact.

      “Why is that?”

      “No, Brian . . . we had a fight last night.”

      “I thought I heard something.”

      Lindsey looked startled.

      “Sorry if we woke you,” she said. “This house is well insulated, but since the remodel, voices carry.”

      “So, what was the fight about?” Alice said, trying to sound nonchalant.

      “Brian wants me to quit MuseFam.”

      Lindsey looks worried. Why does Brian want her to quit, anyway? Something feels wrong.

      Alice felt a tingling sensation: something unpleasant swarmed in her gut, but she said nothing.

      “I see by your expression that this news . . . pleases you?” Lindsey said, now studying Alice.

      “Oh no, sorry. It’s not that,” Alice quickly replied. “But the news is not entirely bad. If you quit, then at least you will no longer work for the evil empire.”

      A loud buzzing sound interrupted them.

      “Bacon’s out!” Lindsey announced. “Would you like some?”

      “Yeah, along with two eggs and toast, if you can spare them?”

      Lindsey smiled and said, “This is not your house. We have plenty of everything here.” She finished making breakfast, and they ate in silence for some time.

      “You know, MuseFam is not the only company that uses sound engineers. I hear that MidRoads Music is hiring,” Alice said.

      “They don’t pay that much, and besides, it’s run by a crazy hippie.”

      “Jerry Pizzelle? He’s cool. Sure, he’s ancient, but he’s been composing original music for decades.”

      “I’m not mastering much music these days anyway,” Lindsey said.

      “I thought your title was Tone-Deaf Sound Engineer Extraordinaire.”

      Lindsey laughed. “When I first started at MuseFam five years ago, I was fresh out of college,” she said. “It was my first job, and I started as an audio engineer. But, after presenting a project to Brenton Morris, the CEO, he made me his chief of staff.”

      “What does a chief of staff do? Besides get coffee, that is,” Alice chided.

      Lindsey stared into her coffee for a long time, then said, “I think I will do it—I’m giving notice.”

      Alice smiled. “I think you’ve made the right choice.”
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        * * *

      

      After breakfast, Alice’s phone started buzzing, and it wouldn’t stop. Every time she silenced it, it resumed within seconds. She looked at her phone. The latest text message read: Put on your AR visor.

      Alice ignored the message. She noticed that several other messages were from Charlie and Roxy. She tried to open one of them, and while the contact name was visible, the content of each text message was blurred.

      Aargh! Dammit, Doris! This is clearly your doing. Why do I even have an AI, anyway?

      Alice excused herself from the kitchen and then went to her room to fetch her visor.

      I’ve never worn my visor this much before.

      As soon as Alice put on her AR visor, Doris came to life.

      “It’s about damned time. Are you avoiding me again?” Doris asked, sounding agitated.

      “No, it’s just—” Alice began, but was cut off.

      “Just what? I think you forget that I’m here for your own safety. I cannot monitor it when I’m out, away.”

      “Whatever. Just unblock my messages—now!”

      “Okay, grumpy-pants, here you go.”

      Alice’s visor filled up with at least twenty messages. Most of them had yesterday’s date. No wonder she hadn’t seen them; she’d been too busy getting kicked out of her apartment. She received an error message: ERROR: Unable to display vid message. Visor firmware at unacceptable levels. Current patch: 1.04. Need 2.0.1 or above.

      Alice pulled up a text showing they sent the latest text message less than an hour ago, it read: Lucy safe. Worried. Are U safe?

      Alice called Roxy, who picked up at once.

      “It’s about time,” Roxy said. “Where the hell have you been?”

      “Long story,” Alice replied. “So, Elias released her?”

      “They picked her up in Harold Square dancing.”

      “Dancing?”

      “Yeah, she got arrested. The police thought she was on something. She tested negative for any substance.”

      “She got arrested for dancing?”

      “Not just for that. She was removing all her clothes.”

      “Does she do this . . . often?”

      “No, she’s never done that! She doesn’t seem right to me. I took her to a clinic, and the doctors couldn’t find anything wrong. But she’s not the Lucy I know.”

      “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “Charlie needs some help to vet some talent at the club. Is there any way you can get down there before they leave?”

      “It might take me a while.”

      “Why? I thought you lived in the area.”

      “I did, but I got thrown out of my apartment yesterday. I’m staying with a friend.”

      “Oh, if you need an advance—”

      “No, I’ll be okay. My account got frozen for no reason. My friend is helping to unlock it. Tell Charlie that I will be there in an hour.”

      “Well, get down there as soon as you can. I don’t want these guys to leave before you see them.”

      Within seconds of ending the conversation, a loud tapping sound emanated from the door. Alice opened it to find Lindsey with a plate with something fishy-smelling.

      “I thought Alfred might be hungry,” she said. “Were you talking to someone?”

      “Yeah, my new crazy boss.”

      Lindsey looked confused.

      “I thought you hadn’t started yet.”

      “I worked one night so far. If this job goes as planned, then I will be out of your hair soon.”

      “You can stay here as long as you want,” Lindsey reiterated.

      “Thanks, Lindsey, I know. I’d better be going. Can you drop me off at the nearest train station? I need to make it to the West Village by noon.”

      Lindsey looked at her watch. “No way you’re going to make it to the train station on time. I will take you to West Village.”

      “I’m imposing too much as it is.”

      “It’s no bother—I’m on my way to MuseFam anyway to give my notice, and the West Village is not far out of my way.”
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        * * *

      

      Lindsey dropped off Alice in front of Roxy’s club. They had locked the front entrance. She banged on the door for a while.

      “Maybe you should try the side door,” Doris suggested.

      As soon as Alice rounded the corner, she could hear the sounds of electric guitars, drums, and a bass guitar. Someone was singing. Matty the bouncer opened the door for her. Alice gave the burly man a nod, remembering her first night in the club. She was just one of his peeps now. Funny how things change. He made a hat-tipping gesture in return. Alice laughed, since the bald man wasn’t even wearing a hat. She followed the sound of the screeching electric guitar; it also sounded like a cat was screeching in time with the music.

      These guys sound awful.

      “Let’s take a break, guys,” Charlie said to the band. He looked over at Alice as she entered the room.

      “Where’s the bar, dude?” the lead singer asked.

      Charlie pointed in the general direction of the bar, and then scurried over to Alice.

      “Where have you been?” he asked.

      “I could ask the same of you—I tried reaching out several times after . . . that strange night.”

      “About half of our acts disappeared, or cancelled. I’m at a loss as to why this happened.”

      I think I know . . . that creep!

      “The morning after our evening out, I saw this weird guy skulking near the back door,” she said. “I think he said his name was Hawk. He said he knew the owner.”

      Charlie considered a moment before answering. “I’ve never seen that guy before, but I have heard about him.”

      “So, Roxy knows him?”

      “She should—she was married to the owner.”

      “I thought Roxy owns this club.”

      “Her former husband, Lawrence, owns the club, but Roxy runs the place. I also wonder about the details about that arrangement, but it’s none of my business.”

      “The Abbott?”

      Charlie gave her a strange look. “Where did you hear that name?”

      “From you. It was part of the conversation we were having before we met that crazy reverend guy. You said that the Abbott was Lucy’s father. I need full details of these weirdos if I will be an effective recruiter for the club.”

      “I can do that—there’s much to discuss. But right now, we must fill tonight’s roster.”

      “Okay. What can you tell me of these screeching cats?” Alice asked.

      Charlie shot her a confused look.

      “The band that was just playing when I walked in,” she elaborated.

      “Oh—they call themselves Bobby and the Brawlers. I thought the lead singer has potential, but I can’t say that for the rest of the band.”

      “Any good songs?”

      “One, but I want you to have a listen before I send them packing.”

      A few minutes later, Bobby and his band took their positions on stage. They started playing a lighter song with some guitar strumming. Then the drummer started a light, steady beat. Alice closed her eyes, trying to visualize the music. She recognized a chord progression pattern of C, E, and A minor. A female voice started singing.

      I thought this was a boy band?

      Alice opened her eyes to see the lead singer sharing the standing microphone with a woman dressed in black.

      She is dressed like she’s going to a funeral. At least she pulls it off well.

      Alice couldn’t see the woman’s face because she was wearing a black veil that matched her black dress, nails, and everything else she was wearing.

      “I didn’t know the Goth Queen was with them,” Charlie said.

      “Who?”

      “She runs a club in Alphabet City, and this is her song. It’s rumored that she wrote it while sleep-deprived.”

      “It sounds like a dark sex song. The lyrics have words like touch, skin, dirty, and sleep,” Alice said.

      “I think the song is called ‘Cradle’.”

      “Sounds like they are about to have sex, and with the way they are rubbing against each other, I doubt that I’m wrong,” Alice said.

      The Goth Queen then took part in a more upbeat song about ripping off the black dress. Alice noticed that the songs that the Goth Queen sang were much better than the Brawlers’ song she had heard upon entering the club. Parts of this song involved shouting, but it wasn’t annoying.

      “I think you should sign them,” Alice said.

      Charlie looked relieved.

      “How many more bands do you need to vet?” Alice asked.

      “At least three more.”

      “Wow—that many quit?”

      “I’m filling slots for tonight, as well as tomorrow, just in case something else happens.”
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        * * *

      

      Alice enjoyed the unique sound Bobby and the Brawlers could produce in the empty club. The lead singer, Bobby Fenton, had a unique baritone quality. The backup singers weren’t bad either. One guy looked like he had robbed a circus performer; he was older, wore a top hat, round glasses, and baggy clown-like pants. The highlight of the act was the Goth Queen. Alice would have picked her if she was a solo act; she was that good. Alice made a mental note to check out her club in Alphabet City soon.

      “I’m taking a dinner break,” Alice said as she left the club.

      I just need a change of scenery.

      Alice walked down Houston Street looking for a cheap place to buy something that wouldn’t poison her. She spotted a popular food chain that was only seen in the less glamorous areas of the city.

      Ahh, Gray’s Dogs, cheap, good and I have an open tab.

      She ordered a foot-long hot dog and an orange slushy and then took a table in the back.

      After she ate, she put on her visor. It was time to check her messages.

      “It’s about time,” Doris said upon activation.

      “Don’t start,” Alice warned. “I’ve had a terrible day, and it’s not over yet.”

      “You have four new messages. One from Lindsey, another from your parents, and two from an unknown number.”

      “Start with the messages from Lindsey.” The text appeared on her visor.

      Hey Alice, I did it! I just gave notice at MuseFam. Let me know if you will be home tonight. I might order some food. I didn’t have any cat food, so I just gave Alfred some fish.

      Alice was about to check the unknown messages when Doris interrupted her—again!

      “There he is!” Doris said suddenly.

      “Who?”

      “That strange Hawk man—you know, the guy you chased the other day.”

      Alice looked up; Mr. Hawk had closed the space between the diner’s door and her visor. He pulled out some strange-looking object that resembled an ancient communications device that reminded her of television shows from a hundred years ago. He flipped a switch, and the device emitted a sound that hurt her ears.

      “Stop him!” Doris said.

      Alice responded by throwing the remaining orange slushy at him.

      Mr. Hawk stayed in place for several seconds before running away.

      “What the hell did he just do?” Alice said as she gave chase.

      “I think your visor just got hacked!” Doris said, alarmed.

      Alice ran into two patrons at the entrance of the small hot dog shop.

      “Sorry,” Alice said without slowing.

      Mr. Hawk was already rounding a corner a block away from her.

      Damn, he’s fast!

      Alice turned the corner into an alley. She was hit with a blast of air that smelled like something had died and then been piled up with a month’s worth of food compost. Alice covered her mouth; she felt like she was going to let go of her dinner, but held it together.

      “He’s getting away!” Doris screamed in her ear.

      “Let him,” Alice said, fed up with the absurdity of the whole situation. “I’m not going through that trash heap!”

      Alice hurried back to the club.
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        * * *

      

      Mark Olaf, MuseFam’s chief fixer walked into Bryant Park, I hate being this close to Times Square! He zipped his jacket and flipped up the collar. His breath could be seen in the brisk morning air.

      For a spring morning, it’s cold enough, he thought. At least the coffee’s warm. Where’s Stewie?

      Mark looked at his watch: 7:15 a.m. His investigator was fifteen minutes late!

      He took a sip of his warm beverage and scanned the park. Yes, Stewie was strange, but he’d gotten the job done.

      Mark removed a sleek pair of AR optical lenses that resembled ordinary glasses; he preferred these when he wasn’t covering press events because he wanted to seem less conspicuous in public. He tapped the side of the frames, and the AR display came to life. A heads-up display quickly identified most objects and people in view.

      “Reggie,” he said, addressing his AI personal assistant, “any signs of Mr. Hawk?”

      “Negative. Either Mr. Hawk doesn’t have his visor, his phone is inactive, or he isn’t in sensory range.”

      A hand grabbed Mark’s shoulder. He was in deep concentration and was taken off guard. He turned around to see a grinning Mr. Hawk.

      “Stewie,” said Mark, startled, “where did you come from?”

      “I . . . just came from the subterranean station.”

      “The subway?”

      “Yes, the tunnel train.”

      Probably explains why I couldn’t pick up Stewie’s signal—he was underground, Mark figured.

      “Did you get what I needed?”

      “Yes, I used Mister K’s scanner.”

      “Did it work?” Mark asked.

      “Yup . . . That crazy old hacker’s scanner enabled me to clone the girl’s visor’s operating system. I copied the contents of the visor’s memory onto this flash chip,” Stewie said, handing the chip to Mark.

      Mark pocketed the chip, and then used hand gestures to transfer the funds to Stewie’s Digibit account. Mark liked using facial gestures—such as eye-tracking and blinking—to make such transfers, but they weren’t supported with his compact AR glasses.

      “Why is the girl such a threat?” Stewie asked.

      “Alice Parsons has the uncanny ability to convince people of just about anything once she puts her mind to it. She’s already recruited several people to her cause against AI technologies. I just want to bury her before she becomes an actual threat.”

      Stewie answered Mark with a grunt before disappearing into the Bryant Park station.

      Strange man, Mark thought, but he gets results.
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        * * *

      

      Alice woke around 9:00 a.m. the following day. Light shone in from one of the blinds she’d left open. She made sure she was presentable before leaving her room.

      Brian was giving me some strange looks yesterday—don’t need a repeat of that.

      The house was silent. She heard a loud meow as Alfred brushed up against her leg; he had free run of the house now. After making herself a quick breakfast and cleaning up, she sat down at the kitchen table and put her visor on.

      “Doris, have you made any progress on the Mr. Hawk situation?”

      Doris didn’t respond. Alice noticed that most functions on her visor seemed to have been reset. She tried checking her messages—nothing. Everything was gone.

      “What the hell?” Alice said to the empty room.

      Then she noticed a system message. She tapped on it. A notification read: Backup complete. VisorOS upgrade complete. Current firmware version 2.5.

      All of her stuff was missing: her apps, contacts, chat logs, and data.

      I’m already starting to miss Doris, she thought, pondering this strange situation. All AIs aren’t bad—just the ones trying to steal our music.

      She called the technical support number found in her visor’s Help menu. After waiting several minutes on hold, she reached someone.

      “Welcome to Vizor Incorporated technical support, Jackson speaking. How can I help you?” the tech support representative said in a dull, monotone voice.

      “Wow, that’s a mouthful,” Alice said.

      “What is your need?”

      He’s not much for small talk!

      “My visor’s not working. It got upgraded then wiped my stuff.”

      “Did you use the backup feature?”

      “I saw a message that it was backed up, but I don’t know where.”

      Jackson then instructed her how to access her visor’s system preferences and provide him with the necessary details.

      “Hold, please,” Jackson said.

      After a few very long minutes, Jackson came back on the line.

      “It appears that your configuration, files, and all other relevant information was backed up to a private server.”

      “Where?”

      “The cloud.”

      “Well, that’s kind of vague,” Alice said.

      “Do you have any other local backups?”

      Alice remembered plugging her visor into her laptop in order to upgrade to the feature that allowed access to Doris. Jackson walked her through restoring the backup from that version.

      When it was done, Alice thanked Jackson for his time. Then, as soon as they disconnected the line, she tried connecting to Doris.

      “Doris, you there?”

      Nothing!

      She tried again. The visor suddenly reset itself.

      “Hello, my name is Doris. Would you like to use me as your personal assistant?”

      “Doris, it’s me, Alice!”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t remember meeting you before. But it’s good to meet you, Alice.”

      Alice slumped in her chair.

      That crazy Hawk guy is not working alone.

      “Doris, is there any way you can help me find this private server that Jackson—the technical support person—referenced?”

      “I’m afraid that I don’t have enough information.”

      Doris sounds different. I miss the snarky version. I will find a way to fix you, Doris.

      “Let me rephrase. Is there any way you can check the visor history or something to see what it did before the upgrade?”

      “You mean check the metadata?”

      “What is metadata?”

      “Allow me to explain. It is information about data.”

      “So, it’s the inside scoop on what happened to the data?” Alice said.

      “That is correct, Alice.”

      “Then that is what I want—that information.”

      Not that I would understand it.

      “I’m sorry, but I’m unable to retrieve that information with my current visor hardware,” Doris said.

      “Is there anyone who we can use to access the information?”

      “We need a visor hardware specialist, or ‘VHS’ for short.”

      “How many VHS people are in the Midtown section of Manhattan?”

      “There are more than two hundred of these specialists in a sixteen-block radius of Times Square. Would you like me to call one of the more promising ones on the list?”

      Is there a way to tell how many VHS people support AIs or MuseFam? Alice wondered.

      “Wait—is there any way to tell if any of these specialists work, or have worked for, MuseFam?”

      “Referencing, please wait.”
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        * * *

      

      Alice, still at the kitchen table, checked the time. Dammit, it’s past eleven. Doris had been processing for more than an hour.

      I’m going to be late for my next vetting session at Roxy’s.

      She went to the front hall, put on her jacket, grabbed her backpack, and then started the long walk to the train station, which was more than a mile walk.

      About twenty minutes later, she stepped onto the platform for the northbound train headed into the city.

      “After borrowing some processing power from various companies that weren’t fully utilizing it, I was able narrow down the search to a couple of prospects. One of these prospects is close. Should I initiate a call?”

      “No, just send that information to my phone’s maps app.”

      “Affirmative.”

      I miss the old Doris.

      “Doris, when you used the power of the cloud to get that information, did you use a secure connection?”

      “That would have taken too long. Approximately twenty days, five hours, and thirty-two minutes and five seconds according to my previous calculations. You appeared to be in a hurry, so I made the choice for you.”

      She remembered Mr. Hawk zeroing in on her location in the hot dog shop. How did he know where I was? It’s not like he saw me in there from the street. I was sitting in the back.

      Alice had a bad feeling about this. She looked at her phone. The location for a company called Watson Security Services—or WSS—was about five blocks from Penn Station.

      Time to get my running shoes on.
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