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      Welcome to the fourth episode of the Cyber Overture series. As you may remember, I intended this series to be short, bite-sized installments that people could read on their lunch breaks. This volume is almost four times larger than Sonorous. At the end of the last episode, the hacker known as Mister K discovers some interesting information about Alice’s family. In short, this episode is more action-packed than all previous episodes combined.

      

      
        
        I hope you enjoy it.

      

        

      
        D.B. Goodin
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      New Jersey, Thursday, July 14th, 2044

      Hugh Parsons tuned his guitar, waiting for his bandmates to arrive. He felt most comfortable performing this task while standing. His height made him look like a giant on stage. His long curly black hair fell into his eyes.

      The bar was off Route 280: a quick drive from Newark. Of all the bars in the area, Hugh liked the atmosphere of Crazy Ray’s the best. The sun shone through the windows, illuminating the stage in a kaleidoscopic array of light.

      He was still fine-tuning. The strum of an out-of-tune instrument was distressing for Hugh; he took care of all his musical equipment, but his guitar was special.

      Don’t wanna sound like shit, Hugh thought.

      Crazy Ray’s was one of the last venues in New Jersey that embraced humans who played instruments. Many businesses had either switched to robotic DJs or used synthetic instruments, which they leased out like rental cars.

      Hugh looked toward a woman in her late twenties as she approached the stage from the dining area at the back of the bar. She was holding a tray with bottles and other dishes. She gave him a smile. Hugh thought she looked breathtaking with her long wavy brown hair.

      “When’s the baby due?” the woman asked as she held out a bottle. She had to crane her neck to look Hugh in the eyes.

      “Any day now, Linda,” Hugh said.

      He took the cold beverage from her. Hugh savored the sweet, tangy, amber liquid as he finished it in a couple enormous gulps. He handed the bottle back to Linda.

      Hugh started playing an original composition. The chord progression was diverse and complex. He played his guitar with slow, deliberate rhythms that gradually increased in tempo. He closed his eyes, trying to feel the music coursing through him.

      “That sounds . . . great, Hugh. It’s different from all the other bands who play here,” Linda said as she put her tray on a nearby table.

      “Which bands?”

      “They had a strange name—Machinedom, I think.”

      “The Machine Domain?” Hugh asked.

      “Yes, that’s it. What a strange name for a band.”

      “That’s an all-robot band. I didn’t think Ray was keen on letting those in, but the robots are looking more like us with every new model,” Hugh said.

      Linda gave Hugh a thoughtful look. “That is scary in all the worst ways,” Linda said.

      Hugh nodded; he was listening to her, but the music demanded his full attention now. Linda left him as she resumed her work.

      He stared into empty space as the music took him; it was a feeling that was hard for him to describe, but when the moment was right, it was almost as if he were transported into another world. He began strumming with a moderate tempo. The opening melody hung in the air for a moment. Then he changed some chords for variation, but otherwise he held the tune. While in the zone, Hugh often played without the benefit of visual aids such as sheet music. This tune he knew by heart, because he had written it for his baby girl who would be born into the world at any moment.

      The door to the bar opened. Still playing, Hugh felt the rays of warm sunlight as it shone through the door frame. He opened his eyes; a tall, skinny man with an unkempt beard, along with a shorter, stocky, balding man, had entered.

      His bandmates knew better than to interrupt Hugh while he was in his creative mode. The tall scraggly haired guy got onto the stage, sat at the piano, and began playing along with Hugh; the piano and guitar melodies seemed to intertwine. If the sound were a painting, this one would look like a portrait of a green field with yellow flowers.

      The bald man also got onto the stage and took his bass guitar—which had been leaning on a nearby stool—and started playing.

      Then another man entered the bar; his face had several scars, and he was covered in tattoos. He moved directly to the drums. All the band members knew this song well. Hugh had made them all play it at every practice session, but this was the first time live. A full band—with a piano, guitar, bass guitar, and light drumbeat—brought out the song’s full potential.

      When the song finished, Hugh opened his eyes. Most of the bar patrons had stopped whatever they were doing and gave Hugh and his band a round of applause.

      “Thank you—but we’re just getting warmed up,” Hugh said.

      The crowd cheered.

      An hour later, Hugh’s band was in full swing. They specialized in anything with a rhythm and had a vast song selection. Hugh especially liked playing old tunes; he preferred the sound and energy of music from the 1960s. He felt empowered when playing them.

      Suddenly, mid-show, Linda ran from the bar and whispered into Hugh’s ear. He stopped playing.

      “Got to run, boys, I’m late for an appointment to see my baby girl,” Hugh yelled as his eyes glistened with moisture. His smile was infectious. Linda hugged him, and the bald man took Hugh’s guitar and joined in the embrace.

      “Go! We’ll finish here. We’ll catch up with you at the hospital,” the bald man said.

      “Thanks, Lawrence. You’re a good friend.” Hugh ran out the door.
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        * * *

      

      Empire Diner, New York City, May 30, 2071

      Alice rolled down the window of Lawrence’s Neon Five-Thousand as it passed several closed businesses. The late-night air felt refreshing. Moments later, the top-of-the-line luxury vehicle stopped in front of a diner on Tenth Avenue near 22nd Street. Alice stepped out. She could hear music from the late 1960s pulsating out the diner’s open door. Is that Diana Ross? she wondered. After a brief moment, Lawrence followed. He was dressed in an expensive-looking business suit.

      I’ve missed diner food, Alice mused. Dad used to bring me to places just like this. Her father, Hugh, used to take her to local dives in Newark. She had fond memories of a favorite place called Kip’s. Her father would let her order milkshakes; she liked the strawberry the best.

      Alice was looking forward to gorging herself on Lawrence’s hospitality—especially since her bank account was still frozen.

      “Are you ready to go inside, my dear?” Lawrence said.

      Alice nodded, then entered. As she walked through the diner’s front entrance, the decor inside reminded her of something out of the 1950s; it featured glass and metal trim, portal windows, and . . . old rock and roll music! She glanced up at a clock on the diner’s wall; the place sure was busy for 11:32 p.m. The waitress seated them at a booth in the back.

      Alice’s stomach grumbled, and she immediately scanned the menu. Alice looked up for a moment and found Lawrence staring at her.

      What’s up with this guy, anyway?

      “Order anything you want, Alice, it’s on me,” Lawrence said. Alice smiled. “You’re probably wondering why I wanted to speak with you.”

      “We’re not on a date?” Alice said as she winked at Lawrence. He straightened his tie like he was on his way to a business meeting. Lawrence didn’t seem to be in the mood for her jokes. “Relax, Larry, I’m just messing with you.”

      “Please, address me as Lawrence.”

      “Sure, Larr . . . Lawrence,” Alice said, correcting herself.

      The waitress came over. She looked like she was in her mid-fifties and hadn’t slept in a week.

      “What can I get you two?” she asked wearily.

      “I will have a black coffee, and whatever she wants,” Lawrence said, pointing to Alice.

      “Well . . . I will start with coffee, and then the lumberjack breakfast, eggs runny and a side of bacon well done with lots of butter for the toast,” Alice said.

      “The lumberjack comes with four strips of bacon, miss.”

      “I know—but there’s always room for more bacon.” Alice chuckled.

      At that, Lawrence smiled and Alice smiled back.

      The waitress collected the menus and walked away.

      “You are a special person, Ms. Parsons. And I don’t think you appreciate how special.”

      “What are you going on about, Lawrence?” After a moment of awkward silence, the waitress dropped off their coffees, then left without saying a word. “When you first met Elias, he thought you were disrespecting the role of the Emissary,” Lawrence explained, recalling that strange night Alice had visited Elias’s—the Reverend’s—tent. “But when he heard you play the chromatic scales, he changed his mind. He told me that he had seen no one play with such passion before.”

      Alice dropped her coffee mug with more force than she had intended. It clanked loudly onto the retro formica coated table. She noticed some looks from people at nearby tables.

      “Music is my life,” she stated, looking right into Lawrence’s eyes, “and it pisses me off when I see companies like MuseFam spewing out thousands of songs, all of which are spin-offs of what humans have composed for thousands of years. The AIs can scan all the sheet music and use whatever algorithms to create new music, but it’s not the same—it lacks soul.”

      Lawrence seemed surprised by her reaction. They said nothing for several moments. Alice realized she was hunched over the table; she leaned back into her seat when the waitress brought several plates of food.

      Wow—that was quick!

      One plate contained a short stack of pancakes, several gooey eggs, burnt bacon, hash browns, and toast. Another plate had a small pile of bacon. The waitress leaned over and whispered into Alice’s ear, “I put a few extra strips of bacon on the plate for you.”

      Alice thanked her and started shoveling food into her mouth. She ate like she was starving.

      “You say that the music lacks soul—can you elaborate?” Lawrence asked.

      Is this guy for real? Alice sighed, then began. “Any trained monkey or robot can try to play a tune, and we will hear sounds. But when someone like Louis Armstrong, for example, plays the trumpet, the sound resonates from deep within him—he plays with passion. When a robot plays, it sounds mechanical, like it’s just going through the motions. It might sound good for some, but not me.”

      Lawrence shot Alice a confused look.

      “Louis who?” he asked.

      Is he serious? How can you own a music club, and not know who Louie is? “He’s only the greatest trumpeter of all time! He died a hundred years ago, and people still enjoy his music. MuseFam did try to clone his music, but the robots cannot play it,” Alice said while pointing a piece of bacon at Lawrence.

      “Well, as I said, your passion for music makes you the perfect emissary.”

      Alice ate the last strip of bacon.

      “Satisfied?” Lawrence asked, looking at the empty plates.

      “You’re right—this diner has a great menu.” Alice leaned back in her seat, the plastic creaked as she got comfortable.

      “As you know, the Emissary has many responsibilities.”

      Alice narrowed her eyes, crossed her arms, and stared at Lawrence. He shifted in his seat and loosened his tie.

      “Pretend I know nothing,” Alice said. “Can you explain these responsibilities in more detail?”

      Lawrence gave her a patient look, considering for a moment. “One of the responsibilities is preserving the sanctity of human culture—and that includes music.”

      Now you’re speaking my language! Alice slapped her hand on the table, rattling the silverware.

      “That’s right!” she said. “For centuries, humans have produced music the old-fashioned way—handwritten, then perfected it using the proper instrument.”

      “Why do you care so passionately if a company like MuseFam produces music using computers?”

      “Nothing—as long as a human creates it. Computers are a tool, and they are great for remastering music, but not for composing it.”

      “Many people would disagree with you, but I think you are sincere. You are probably the most passionate person I’ve met.”

      “I left the music program at Columbia because I had to play with robots,” Alice explained. “I walked out of class one day when a robot I was playing with played a piece of music wrong. Its instrument, a violin, wasn’t even tuned. I reported the incident to the dean, but he wouldn’t listen to me.”

      “Did you drop out?”

      “Out of the music program, yes, but I graduated with a fine arts degree.”

      Lawrence fiddled with his empty coffee cup for several minutes before he spoke. “I have a proposal for you, Alice.”

      Two of those in one day! First, helping Mr. Watson bring down the CEO of MuseFam, and now this. How do I know I can trust this guy?

      “Be careful—there is something off about this guy,” Doris, her AI, said softly. Although Alice’s visor was resting on her forehead, Doris could monitor her conversation via an earpiece.

      Alice gave Lawrence a wary look.

      “Okay,” she asked slowly, “what do you have in mind?”

      “You have already gained the Goth Queen’s confidence, and she doesn’t give her trust easily,” Lawrence said.

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      Lawrence paused, then laid it out. “If you work with us, you can unite the all-human clubs against pending legislation that threatens to force all-human clubs to accept all patrons, including robots.”

      Alice stared at Lawrence for a long moment. Then she narrowed her eyes and said, “They can’t do that. What about the right for owners to refuse service?”

      “I don’t know all the details, but I have it on good authority that this legislation is not only real, but it is being championed by someone you know.”

      “I don’t know anyone—”

      “Before you say anything, you should know that the attorney who filed the motion is Brian Reynolds,” Lawrence interrupted.

      Alice felt like someone had just hit her with a bat.

      Lindsey’s husband? That bastard! “What?” she asked in shock.

      Lawrence let Alice process the information, her mind searching for a scenario where this made sense.

      “How do you,” Alice trailed off.

      “Elias is more than some kook—he’s well connected in the city, and people tell him things. We want to make sure the Emissary has all the weapons at her disposal for the war to come.”

      Alice rubbed her eyes. After several moments, she sighed heavily, as if she were carrying an enormous weight.

      “It’s getting late—I need to be getting home.”

      “I will have my driver take you wherever you wish, but please consider what I’ve said.”

      Alice nodded, thanked him for the food, and left the diner. She was skeptical about accepting a ride from Lawrence—but she felt dazed. The Neon Five-Thousand was still parked by the curb.

      “Lawrence has instructed me to take you anywhere you want to go,” an enormous man dressed in a suit said as he opened the car door.

      “Penn Station, please,” Alice said.

      “Are you sure? The boss said to take you anywhere.”

      Alice couldn’t think; it was like someone had dropped a bowling ball on her head.

      The headaches . . . no!

      After several moments, Alice got in the car and said, “Yes, I’m sure.”

      The driver got behind the wheel and then looked back at her with a concerned look.

      “You okay?” he asked. “You don’t look so good.”

      “I’m fine—I just didn’t sleep much.”

      Alice watched the sparse foot traffic moving along the city streets as Lawrence’s car made its way to Penn Station.
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        * * *

      

      About ten minutes later, the driver dropped Alice off near the Eighth Avenue entrance to Penn Station. She barely remembered getting out of the vehicle. Her headache eased a little as she made her way onto the platform for the Newark-bound train. A few people were also waiting nearby.

      She heard music in the distance; it was a guitar, followed by a harmonica. Then a scratchy, older-sounding voice echoed from some place. The voice was male. The acoustics in the train’s area platform made it difficult to pinpoint the man’s location, but he was getting closer.

      Where is that voice coming from? Alice wondered. The ticketing area?

      The voice and music got louder as a tall man rounded a corner and entered the waiting area. He was playing a guitar and, occasionally, a harmonica. He was singing about being a man controlling his destiny; the sound was distinctive, and it sounded like a country song to Alice. He changed direction and seemed to zero in on her. He played the guitar with more intensity as he approached. Although he was performing alone, a small group of three adolescents followed at a distance. The scene reminded Alice of a small nomadic group. They shook tambourines and maracas. She thought she heard a kazoo. The man continued playing and singing until he stopped at the end of the platform, right in front of Alice. She looked at the man. He was tall, had long white hair, a white goatee, and an enormous cowboy hat.

      He must be at least seven feet tall, Alice thought.

      The small cadre of two adolescent girls and a boy surrounded the man. One of the girls was wearing a head covering that reminded Alice of Middle Eastern clothing.

      Is that a burka?

      The man stopped singing and gave Alice a compassionate look.

      “Howdy, ma’am, I’m Bart,” the man said as he tipped his hat.

      “Hey,” Alice said, waving a hand and offering him a weak smile, still nursing her headache.

      “What’s the matter?” Bart asked. “You look like you’re in some pain.”

      “It’s just a headache—I’ll be okay.”

      “Do you get those a lot?”

      “I used to, when I was a kid, but they’ve come back.”

      “I’m sorry—headaches are some nasty business. Would playing a song help? We’d like to.”

      Alice smiled. I like these people. “You can play,” she said. “This headache will go away soon enough.”

      The girl wearing the burka approached Alice and made a motion for her to lower her head. Although the girl was a foot shorter than Alice, she understood what she wanted. The girl rummaged through an oversized purse until she brought out a washcloth and a bottle of some clear liquid. She put some of the liquid on the washcloth, then handed it to Alice. It smelled of medicine, like eucalyptus. The young woman looked at Alice.

      “My young companion wishes to help you,” Bart explained. “She is giving you a healing salve. Put it on your forehead and your headache should lessen, at least.”

      Alice considered for a long moment.

      “It’s an herbal remedy? What’s the worst that can happen from accepting strange substances from strangers? Try it if your feeling adventurous,” Doris said.

      Alice put the washcloth on her forehead. In less than a minute, she felt better. Alice gave the young woman a thumbs up. The young woman smiled, then gave Alice a hug.

      “Crystal likes to help others. Nothing makes her feel better than to help those in need,” Bart said.

      Alice bent down to face the girl.

      “Thank you, Crystal, my pain has gone away.” Alice smiled. “You are so sweet and kind to help.”

      Crystal let out a strange sound. It sounded like a cheerful mouse.

      “Does she speak?” Alice asked.

      “I’m afraid not—I found her sleeping on the ground in front of a church off 28th Street about a month ago,” Bart said sadly. “The boy is Jake, and the other girl is Roberta. They are my children.”

      “If Crystal doesn’t speak, how do you know her name?”

      “Jake came up with that name. He said her eyes were like crystals. The girl seemed to like it, so the name stuck.”

      “Good to meet you all,” Alice said to the young group.

      Crystal tugged on Bart’s shirt and pointed to her maracas.

      “Crystal wants to dance for you,” Bart said.

      Jake took out a kazoo, and Roberta took out her tambourine. Crystal readied the maracas.

      Alice noticed that the people gathered on the platform had moved, giving the group room to perform. To Alice’s surprise, Jake started playing the kazoo with some proficiency. The sound was crude, but it had definition, and it sounded good to Alice. Roberta tapped the tambourine, and Crystal shook the maracas. Bart began strumming his guitar and blowing into the harmonica strapped to its holder. The whole sound of the ensemble was distinctive; it sounded exotic. Crystal began shaking her instrument as she danced with grace. Alice began dancing with her.

      The group bowed to Alice when they finished, who—along with everyone watching—rewarded their efforts with applause.

      “Thank you for the performance, it was memorable,” Alice said.

      The man took off his cowboy hat and held it out.

      “I’m sorry,” Alice said, looking down. “I don’t have any money.”

      “No? But I have something for you. Look inside the hat.”

      Alice did as she was told. The only thing in the hat was a folded piece of paper. She unwrapped the paper; it was a note addressed to her.

      “How did—”

      “Whatever is in there is for you, and it’s for your eyes only,” Bart said.

      Alice heard a whoosh of the train’s brakes as it pulled into the station.

      “Come on, kids, let’s go to Times Square.”

      Alice looked behind her. She wanted to wave at Crystal again, but she just saw their backs as they departed.

      Then she looked at the note. It was written on a folded piece of notebook paper. Alice opened the note, which read:

      

      Alice,

      I promised your father that I would look after you.

      To be there, the moment you needed me.

      For now, know that you are not alone.

      L—

      

      Who the hell is “L,” anyway? And I thought my life couldn’t get any stranger.

      Moments later, Alice boarded the train, taking her favorite spot next to the window, and closed her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      New York City, Sunday Morning

      Alice climbed the stairs of the Spring Street subway station. Foot traffic was light for a Sunday morning. She loved walking the streets of New York in the early hours.

      “You are a six-minute walk to St. Pierre’s restaurant from your current location,” Doris said.

      “Thanks, Doris.”

      “You’re welcome!” Then Doris changed her tone. “Alice, you don’t seem like your usual self. Why so glum this morning? If you don’t mind me asking, that is.”

      “You don’t miss much, do you?” Alice said.

      “Not when it comes to your well-being, Alice. I’m here for you, always. Is there something I can do to cheer you up?”

      “No, let’s get this over with!”

      “Are you referring to the brunch appointment with Elizabeth Parsons? Based on inferences I’ve made from your person data files, I’m 98.3 percent certain that this person is your mother.”

      “You got that right, but she has been little of a ‘mother’ since dad died.” There was bitterness in Alice’s voice.

      “Perhaps if I had some more information, I could help you with your emotional misgivings about your mother.”

      I’m not getting therapy from an AI. “Doris, how did you determine that I have any emotional misgivings about my mother?”

      “Judging from the tone of several texts and voice conversations you’ve shared with her since I’ve been active, I’m 99.2 percent certain that you’ve had some emotional trauma with Elizabeth Parsons. As you already know, I’m a powerful modern virtual assistant capable of handling most of your needs. This extends into some basic counseling. Think of me as a friend with a sympathetic ear.”

      “Thanks, Doris, but I don’t want to talk about it right now.”

      Alice opened the door to St. Pierre’s, her favorite restaurant in the city. Her mother was already waiting for her in the small waiting area.

      Mother is dressed for a cocktail party, not brunch! Alice thought.

      “Hello, dear, you look tired. How is the job coming? Lindsey tells me you are never around,” Elizabeth Parson said in a rush.

      Two personal statements sandwiching a question, and all in one breath—that’s my mother!

      Alice rubbed her eyes with her palms.

      “When did the headaches come back?” Elizabeth asked, noticing right away.

      “Right after getting fired and thrown out of my apartment. And a lot has happened since we last spoke.”

      Elizabeth gave her daughter a hug. Alice was frozen in disbelief; her mother hadn’t been this affectionate since her father passed.

      “It’s good to see you again, Alice, even if it’s for a short while.”

      Alice gave her mother a tired smile.

      François, the maître d’, greeted them. He gave Elizabeth a hug. “Madam Parsons,” he said, “how long has it been since you were here last?”

      “Too long, François. This is my daughter, Alice.”

      “Alice,” François said in a slow, deliberate manner. “I’ve seen you here before. You were just in here a few weeks ago, were you not?”

      You know I was in here, you pompous prick.

      “Yes, I was here with my friend Lindsey,” Alice said.

      “Oh, I remember now,” François said. Then he turned and ushered them into the dining area. “This way, ladies. I have a nice table waiting.”

      After they were seated, and an older man brought bread and water to the table. He gave Alice a wink and a smile before walking away. She recognized him.

      Is that Donato? The accordion player I met in the park a while back?

      Alice returned the greeting with a smile of her own.

      “So, what do you feel like having today?” Elizabeth said as she opened the brunch menu.

      “Just eggs. I’m not starving,” Alice said.

      A waiter, who looked a few years older than Alice, appeared. Alice recognized him; he waited on her before, his name was Paul.

      “Wonderful morning, ladies, can I get you anything to drink right now?” Paul asked.

      “I will have a vodka and tonic, with some extra lime,” Elizabeth said.

      “An expresso and some water,” Alice said.

      Paul departed silently.

      “Do you want to tell me what’s been going on with you?” Elizabeth asked. “Last we spoke, you seemed happy. What happened?”

      “Life happened!” Alice said, becoming defensive. “There’s not much else to say!”

      “Alice, I’m your mother, and I worry about you. Even more so now, since you are . . . homeless.”

      “I’m not homeless—”

      “Well, you’re not living in your own apartment,” Elizabeth interrupted.

      Paul returned, set the drinks on the table, then left.

      Alice rubbed her eyes again.

      “Headache?” Elizabeth asked.

      Alice nodded.

      “I think you should see our friend, Dr. Ruben.”

      “Why? He’s a surgeon, not a general doctor. It’s not like I need surgery,” Alice said.

      “He’s excellent, and he knows a lot about headaches. You don’t remember this, but he helped you with them when you were a baby girl.”

      “I’ll take it into consideration,” Alice said.

      “Are you ladies ready to order?” Paul said.

      Shit—where did he come from?

      “How is the quiche?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Very good, it’s a house specialty. It has vegetables and ham. It’s like a quiche Lorraine, but our recipe has bits of broccoli. It’s good.”

      “We will take two orders, please.”

      There she goes, ordering for me like I’m a kid.

      “Very well,” Paul said as he took the menus and left.

      “What do you know about this?” Alice handed her mother the folded-up piece of paper.

      “Where did you get this?” Elizabeth said as she examined the note.

      “From a guy in Penn Station.”

      “I recognize the writing—I believe he used to play in one of your father’s bands.”

      “What’s his name?”

      “Lawrence.”

      Alice’ brow furrowed as she sipped her espresso.

      “What can you tell me about him?” she asked.

      “I know little, but he was in the hospital after you were born. He arrived shortly after your father. They had been playing a song your father had written for you at a bar just before you came into this world.”

      “Why did dad stop composing music?” Alice asked. “Do you have any of his original compositions?”

      “After you were born, we had some unexpected expenses. He sold his collection of antique instruments. He refused to sell his music, even when we were starving. Your father was talented, but not a businessman.”

      She is evading my question!

      “After the accident,” Elizabeth trailed off.

      Alice looked thoughtful. She didn’t remember much of her father—he had died when she was seven—but he would take her to picnics, the zoo, and other places. Alice remembered the outings, but not much else about her father.

      “The settlement from the insurance company was generous,” Elizabeth said. “I had enough to raise you and put you through college.”

      We didn’t have country club memberships or even that much of a social standing when Dad was alive, Alice thought.

      “Where’s his music?” Alice insisted.

      “I have it . . . for now.” Elizabeth looked down.

      “Are you selling Dad’s music?” Alice asked with shock.

      Her mother said nothing. Paul brought their food.

      “Enjoy, ladies,” Paul said as he took his leave.

      They ate in silence for a long time.

      “I don’t want to sell your father’s music. I know he would want you to have it.”

      “Then don’t!” Alice said.

      Elizabeth gave Alice a pained look.

      I think mom’s having some financial trouble.

      The two ate in silence for a long time. Eventually Elizabeth waved; moments later, Paul appeared with the bill. St. Pierre’s was one of the few establishments that still used paper checks. Elizabeth glanced at it, then handed a credit chip to Paul for payment.

      “Keep the change,” Elizabeth said.

      “Thank you . . . for the generous gratuity,” Paul said.

      That’s Mother, always trying to show off her wealth!

      “It was great catching up, dear,” Elizabeth said. “If you change your mind about coming home—”

      “Thanks, Mother!” Alice said, cutting her off.

      Elizabeth smiled, then picked up her belongings and left. Alice watched her go.
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        * * *

      

      Mister K was sitting in his basement, which served as his base of operations, in front of a variety of monitors. He opened an extra-large can of Extreme Bolt Cola: the kind of beverage with extra caffeine, sugar, and lots of chemicals he couldn’t pronounce. As he was taking a gulp, cola splashed on his AR visor. He cleaned it with his shirt. Then he unwrapped the rest of his lunch: a Choco-chip Munchie Bar and string cheese.

      A loud ringing sound suddenly echoed from speakers in the room and Mister K’s earpiece. A picture of Mark Olaf, his MuseFam client, appeared on the large, central monitor. Since Mister K didn’t have voice commands enabled for his visor, he tapped “accept call.” His dog, Mr. Winkles, barked once at the sudden noise, then settled again at Mister K’s feet.

      “Mr. Olaf, how can I help you today?” Mister K asked.

      “I have a job for you,” Mark said in a cold and calculating tone.

      “What kind, and how soon do you need it by?”

      “It involves an unauthorized banking transfer. I need it to leave a specific trail pointing to a certain individual, and I need this done tonight.”

      “Hmmm . . . consider it done. Send me the details—but it will cost you.”

      “Fine, just make it happen,” Mark said as he disconnected.

      Less than a minute later, Mister K received the information on his visor. Two subjects appeared: a man in his late twenties, and a woman he recognized.

      Mr. Winkles stood up and started whining. Mister K disconnected from his AR headset and picked up his portable tablet. Mr. Winkles was a small dog, and Mister K had trained him to use a litter box in the basement since he was a puppy, but today Mister K wanted a break.

      Time to walk Mr. Winkles. Both of us could use the fresh air.

      After several minutes of searching his basement and the hallway upstairs leading to his front door, Mister K checked the pockets of his bathrobe and found what he was looking for: his sunglasses and Mr. Winkles’ leash. He secured the dog.

      The light assaulted Mister K’s eyes as he opened the door of his apartment. He squinted and put on his sunglasses. How long has it been since I went outside? he wondered. His groceries were on automatic delivery, and in general, he didn’t enjoy the outside, so he rarely left his house.

      Closing the door behind him, Mister K looked down the street, left then right. He only saw parked cars, and the townhouses of his neighbors.

      What happened to the tree?

      The tree on Mister K’s front walk that Mr. Winkles visited on the rare occasion was missing, a hole left in its place.

      Why would they cut down a tree? Dammed public works department, screwing with things. I guess we’ll go to the park instead.

      Mister K’s legs ached as he walked the two blocks to the park.

      “Hmmm, now look what you made me do. All this exertion is bad for my health,” Mister K said to the dog. The dog responded by trying to run in the park’s direction. Mister K thought his arm would pull out of its socket.

      “Slow down, Winkles, I’ll have you there in a minute.”

      Mister K noticed that people gave him strange looks as they passed him, or they crossed the street, avoiding him. Mister K smelled his armpit.

      Guess that’s part of the reason, he assessed. Good, cross the street. Don’t like you, anyway.

      When Mister K and Mr. Winkles arrived at the park, the former was out of breath. He sat on a nearby park bench and let the dog run without the leash. A loud chirp emanated from one of his pockets. He took out the tablet. Several alerts were visible on the locked screen. The biometric lock disengaged as soon as he held the tablet up to his face. He tapped, then swiped to reveal the messages. Several images of Alice Parsons appeared: one in a train station, and another on a train platform, with an old man and some kids surrounding her.

      Who are these freaks?

      He checked the timestamp on the second photo: 12:28 a.m. He had programmed his machine-learning algorithm to gather as many images near his subject—Alice—whenever an alert or her presence appeared. Which gave him the eagle-eyed view that he needed to make the correlations of her movements. Drawing from another camera feed, he noticed that she had boarded a Newark-bound train.

      It would be easy to tap into the cameras on the train, he thought.
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      St. Pierre’s Restaurant, Monday morning

      Brian Reynolds pulled up to St. Pierre’s restaurant in the SoHo neighborhood of New York City. Brian didn’t mind this part of the city; various sidewalk cafes, boutique shops, and upscale coffee places gave it a trendy vibe. The people and parked cars looked more affluent than neighborhoods like the East Village.

      He stepped out of his car and a younger man gave him a valet ticket. Brian reached into his pants pocket to find a credit chip, but the man sped off in his car before he could tip him.

      Damn valet, driving my car too fast again! Brian fumed.

      He entered the restaurant.

      “Hello, Mr. Reynolds, is Mrs. Reynolds joining you for lunch?” a maître d’ asked.

      “Afternoon, François. Lindsey will not be dining with us today,” Brian said.

      “Oui, are you expecting someone else?” François asked.

      “Yes, I’m expecting a business associate, Mr. Olaf.”

      “Do you want to wait here, or shall I seat you at your usual table?”

      “The usual is fine,” Brian said.

      François seated Brian at a table overlooking Spring Street; this was his wife Lindsey’s favorite table, and his as well. An old man brought him water and a selection of bread.

      “Hello, Mr. Reynolds,” a man’s voice said.

      Brian looked up. A tall man wearing glasses with an expressionless all-business look approached the table.

      “Are you Mr. Olaf?” Brian asked.

      “Call me Mark, please.” Mark took his seat opposite Brian.

      “Can I get you a drink? The bar is open early, and the bartender is a friend of mine.”

      Mark raised a hand. “Just water, please.”

      Seconds later, the old man was filling a glass for Mark and providing more bread.

      “Mr. Brenton Morris, the president and CEO of MuseFam, is eager to learn of your progress,” Mark said.

      “We’ve sued the government. The AI Copyright Repeal Act is unconstitutional because President Dunbarton’s attorneys forgot one obscure but important law passed in 2044 called the Second Skin Act. This outdated law was supposed to protect a citizen’s rights if they transferred their human consciousness into a cyborg host. They outlawed the process in 2051, but the original act is still on the books,” Brian explained.

      “A loophole,” Mark said.

      “Indeed.”

      A waiter seemed to appear out of nowhere. “I’m Paul,” he said. “Can I take your order, gentlemen?”

      “Do you have sweet crepes?” Brian asked.

      “That is a house specialty. We stop serving them at eleven, but for you I can get them started.”

      “Excellent,” Brian said. “I will have that and some pressed dark roast coffee.”

      “How’s the charcuterie?” Mark asked.

      “Our meat isn’t as spicy as others you might have had, but I assure you it’s excellent. We dry-cure the meat with salt to let the healthy bacteria grow, which forms a protective casing around the meat. I serve the dish with figs, grapes, and apple slices.”

      “Sounds delicious, I will have that,” Mark confirmed.

      “Excellent choice, sir,” Paul said as he gathered the menus and left.

      Mark leaned toward Brian, lowered his voice, and said, “I’m meeting with the mayor tomorrow about banning any club from refusing entry to robotic patrons. Is there anything you can do to help on the legal side? Can we leverage the law you just mentioned?”

      Brian thought about it for a moment.

      “We might, if we can prove that these robots were humans before they outlawed the practice of integration,” Brian said.

      “How could we use that to our advantage?”

      “I will need to research any precedent-setting cases—there’s none that I can think of offhand,” Brian admitted. “The problem is proving that the robots in question ever integrated with human DNA. I need to find evidence before we can prove it.”

      “Well, that’s disappointing. I thought your firm had the best attorneys. I guess I was wrong,” Mark chided.

      “Wait,” said Brian, a light sparking in his eyes, “if the mayor wants to pass a city ordinance that robotic patrons be allowed in all clubs within the New York City limits, then I can make that work.”

      “Can you put together a draft for the mayor to review by tomorrow?”

      “I can fit it in, but what’s the hurry?”

      “Mr. Morris is planning on revitalizing the CityWide Concert in less than two months. We need our bots to beat any human scrutiny. We want the public to think these bots can play music just as good—if not better—than humans.”

      “I will need to work late,” Brian said, “which is triple my current going rate of $1,250 per hour, minimum four hours. Are you still interested?”

      “We are.” Mark nodded.

      The waiter delivered their lunches. The men ate in silence for several minutes.

      “One more thing,” Mark said. “Is there any way you can prevent groups such as the Purists from attending the concert?”

      “I need more than the name of a group—I need identities.”

      Mark opened a folder and produced a picture of Alice Parsons and handed it to Brian, who stopped eating. He stared at the photo for a long moment.

      “Judging from the look on your face, you seem to know her. Who is she?” Mark asked.

      “I know her all right,” Brian said. “Why do you have a picture of my wife’s best friend?”

      Mark raised an eyebrow. “She has been identified by our system as a radical,” he said. “Can you get her to stop her subversive activities?”

      “I don’t think I understand—please elaborate.”

      “This girl is making trouble for us. She’s rallying people against our cause.”

      “As far as I know Alice is a recruiter for a local club, rallying people is part of her job.”

      “I suppose I’m not making myself clear enough,” Mark said. “Mr. Morris wants her detained, at least until the concert is over. She has gathered a group of people who want to harm MuseFam. Mr. Morris has a lot invested in the success of the CityWide Concert. If he pulls that performance off with an all-robot orchestra, with no human involvement, then more concerts could feature MuseFam’s patented AI technology,” Mark said.

      “Aren’t there already clubs with all-robotic performers?” Brian asked.

      The old man came back and topped off each man’s water glass, then busied himself at a nearby table within earshot.

      “There are, but I’m talking about a symphony of robots, not just a few band members. Do you know how many members a full-sized orchestra has?” Mark didn’t wait for an answer. “Anywhere from fifty to one hundred band members—not a few in a club!”

      Brian sighed. “Let me talk with Lindsey,” he said. “She will not be happy if her best friend is arrested on some trumped-up charge that wouldn’t hold up in court.”

      “That’s why we’re paying you,” Mark said.

      Brian said nothing for a long moment. He sighed again, then said, “I’ll see what I can do.”
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        * * *

      

      Donato finished serving a round of bread to all the tables. He now had a few minutes to spare before his diners would miss him. In the staff lounge, he took off his white serving coat, put it in his locker, and took out a windbreaker. He glimpsed at his accordion at the bottom of the locker; he had planned to go busking in the park after dinner. He remembered the girl who had danced with him at the park. He’d seen her again just yesterday.

      Mr. Reynolds and that strange man in the glasses don’t know that I glimpsed that photo, Donato thought. I’m sure it’s the same girl I met in that park, and the one who sat at their very table just yesterday. Alice, her name was.

      Donato had overheard their conversation, and he didn’t like what they were planning.

      It’s rare that young people care about original music. I will be dammed if I let MuseFam target that girl.

      Although Donato didn’t have a visor—or any modern technology—he had his methods of contacting the Purists. He just needed a little time to get the word out. Donato looked at his watch: 11:55 a.m. He noticed Bill, a twenty-year-old coworker, enter the staff lounge from the alleyway.

      “Bill,” Donato said, “I need a quick break—can you cover the floor for five minutes?”

      Bill glanced at Donato. “Sure, Don, just don’t make it too long. I’m due to make a delivery in ten minutes.”

      Donato thanked the man and left out the back of the restaurant. He headed in the direction of a mid-sized apartment building a few blocks down the street.

      It will be tight.

      A few minutes later, Donato entered the apartment building. He glanced at the elevator, and considered it for a moment. He rarely took the elevator; he wanted to stay as fit as possible, so he took the stairs whenever he could.

      He then ascended the five flights of stairs. After walking down the hallway, he unlocked his apartment door. The place was sparse, but it did the job; he lived alone, so his needs weren’t many. A faded couch, dining table, and bed were on the far side.

      Donato looked for his antique pipe collection. It was mounted on one of the apartment walls. He selected a pipe with a long stem; then he twisted the pipe stem until he heard a cracking sound. The stem separated from the bowl. He pulled a rolled parchment from the stem. The piece of parchment was special, since he would use it—just as he had used others like it—to send discrete messages to his friends.

      He placed the parchment on the table, then fetched a few more items to complete his preparations. From his refrigerator he took a bottle of ketchup, and from his cupboard he took an ancient can of coffee, and he placed them on the table as well. He unrolled the parchment; the following message was written on it, double-spaced:

      

      
        
        Dear Friend,

        I hope this communiqué finds you well.

        I’m enjoying the natural sounds of this magnificent city.

        The automations are back at it again.

        Our mutual friend requires help.

        Your Special Friend,

        D—P

      

      

      

      Donato examined the ketchup bottle. Just below the cap, a slight indentation was present. He applied pressure on the indentation while turning the bottom half of the ketchup bottle. There was an audible snap, and then a small cylinder popped out of the bottom of the bottle. He opened the cylinder and the faint smell of lemon juice filled the air. Donato closed his eyes and took in the smell of lemons; it reminded him of the lone lemon tree outside his family home in Italy all those years ago. The familiar feeling of anxiety welled up like a knot in his stomach.

      Donato opened the coffee can and fished out a plastic bag containing a fountain pen. He filled the pen with the lemon juice and began writing between the lines of the sentences. He cleaned up, folded the parchment with his altered message into a perfect square, put it into his pocket, then left his apartment.

      Donato checked the time as he descended the stairs.

      Looks like I will be a minute late.
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        * * *

      

      Meanwhile, in Newark Heights

      Alice followed the smell of bacon, eggs, and coffee and made her way to the kitchen. Lindsey was finishing breakfast and cleaning up the kitchen.

      “Good morning, sleepy,” Lindsey said, “you must have been out late.”

      “Yep. Late,” Alice said as she took a seat.

      Lindsey poured her a fresh cup of coffee. Despite the steaming-hot temperature of the beverage, Alice downed half of it in two gulps.

      “Did you get your account unlocked yet?” Lindsey asked.

      “It’s on my ever-growing list of things to do,” Alice replied drearily. “I’ve called the bank several times, visited a local branch, and my account is still frozen.”

      Lindsey opened her purse, removed a credit chip, and put on her visor. With a few swipes, she added money to the chip. Then she handed it to Alice.

      “I’ve added five hundred dollars to the chip.”

      Alice looked like she’d been punched in the stomach.

      “Thanks, Lindsey, you are my best friend, but . . . I can’t accept money from you,” Alice said, handing the chip back to Lindsey.

      “Why not? If it makes you feel better, let’s call this a loan.”

      Alice paused, then relented, knowing she was out of options. “Thanks, Lindsey. You’re the best.”

      “Want some breakfast?”

      Alice glanced at the clock on the refrigerator; it read 11:43 a.m.

      “No time—I need to get to the city,” Alice said.

      “I can take you. I’m meeting Brian for afternoon coffee,” Lindsey said. “And if you’re not going to eat breakfast, at least take this.”

      Lindsey tossed Alice a Munchie bar.

      “Be right back,” Alice said, running upstairs.

      A few minutes later, Lindsey heard a scream from Alice’s room. Lindsey ran into the room and found Alice in a frantic state. Her arms were moving in all directions.

      “What’s the matter?” Lindsey asked, alarmed.

      “My account’s drained,” Alice said. “I was checking on my account status on my visor, as I do every day . . . and it has no money in it!”

      “How can that happen? I thought they froze it.”

      “It is . . . or was frozen . . . but now all funds are . . . gone,” Alice said between panicked breaths. Her lips quivered.

      “Doris, can you confirm the bank transfer?” Alice asked.

      “Well, hello, Alice, I thought you would never turn me back on, did I displease you?” Doris asked.

      “Wait . . . No . . . stop acting like that, Doris, or I will erase your ass!” Alice yelled at the AI.

      Alice could see Lindsey frown through the transparency of the AR glasses.

      “Can you verify the transfer, please?” Alice insisted.

      “Yes, I can but . . .” Doris trailed off.

      “But what? I need that information, Doris!”

      “After checking the number through a series of authentication mechanisms, I can confirm that the transfer was legitimate, but you’re not going to like it,” Doris said.

      “Just show me,” Alice said.

      Doris displayed the requested information on Alice’s visor.

      “I will kill that bastard!” Alice said when she saw the info.

      Lindsey looked frightened.

      “Who?” Lindsey asked.

      “Simon—all of my money was transferred to him.”

      “Who’s Simon?”

      “A dead man!” Alice spat.
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        * * *

      

      Lindsey dropped Alice off at a brownstone on Tenth Avenue in the Chelsea neighborhood in the city. Alice pounded on the door until an older man answered. It was Nigel Watson, the man who had helped fix her visor yesterday.

      “Where is he?” Alice said, fuming.

      Nigel gave her a surprised look.

      “I don’t know who you are referring to,” he said.

      “That guy who fixed my visor.”

      “Simon?”

      “Yeah, that is the name of the thief,” Alice said.

      “You should come inside,” Nigel said.

      Alice entered, then faced Nigel, who looked concerned.

      “When I checked my account balance this morning, the balance was zero. Last I checked, just before giving you my visor, I had over three thousand dollars in my account.”

      “What makes you think Simon took it?” Nigel said.

      “There is a money transfer to an ‘SPeters.’ Who do you think that is?” Alice chided.

      “Send me a copy of the transfer details, including the transfer identification number, and I will track it. There must be an explanation.”

      “There better be,” Alice said as she swiped to complete the wireless transfer to Nigel’s visor.

      As Alice followed Nigel to his lab she received a call from Charlie, the stage manager at Roxy’s club.

      “I have to take this,” Alice said as she headed toward the break room. “What’s up, Charlie?”

      “We might have a potential problem,” Charlie said.

      “What problem?” Alice asked.

      “One of my Purist contacts informs us that you are being targeted by MuseFam.”

      “What? How? That makes no sense!” Alice blurted out as her chest tightened and her heart raced.

      “I’m sure! My contact is solid—I trust him.”

      “Do you know how I’m being tracked?”

      “Not sure how, exactly, but my contact works at a restaurant in SoHo. He overheard a conversation. Your picture was on the table.”

      “Have you seen the picture?”

      “No, I haven’t.”

      “Then how does your contact know it’s me, Alice Parsons?”

      “He said he recognized you from the other day. He said he’s seen you at St. Pierre’s.”

      Who is it? Think, Alice! Not that prick, Paul . . . No, but the old man! I recognized him! What was his name? Donato?

      “Alice, you there?”

      Several moments passed before Alice answered.

      “How did he send you the information? Visor, or old-school communications?” she asked.

      “Old school, he’s old and has his own ways. A courier sent it from a dead drop. We were lucky to have a light bulb strong enough to read the message through the parchment. His message was written in lemon juice, and the light helped decode it,” Charlie said.

      “Lemon juice? What the hell are you talking about?”

      “I know, crazy, huh?”

      Yes, Donato—I recognized him at the restaurant, and he’s a musician!

      “Is it Donato?” she asked.

      Now it was Charlie’s turn to be silent.

      “I will not confirm or deny,” he eventually replied.

      Alice wiped away tears that were forming on her face; her lips started to quiver. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d broken down like this.

      Pull yourself together, Alice. Don’t give in . . . Never give in. These bastards aren’t worth it.

      “Is there anything else you can tell me? Did the contact catch any names?”

      Alice could hear some shuffling in the background.

      “No, he didn’t provide any other information. I’m sorry.”

      Alice felt exposed. She didn’t feel safe.

      I will sort this out.

      “I’m not coming in tonight. Wait . . . does Roxy know about all this?”

      “Yes, she knows, and she is working on getting you into a safe place, so stay in touch. Don’t turn off your visor. Where are you now?”

      “I’m somewhere safe,” Alice said as she scanned the room.

      “Watch your back.”
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        * * *

      

      Alice looked in the mirror of the small bathroom next to Mr. Watson’s break room. She washed her face again. Her eyes were puffy. It was if someone was going out of their way to make her life miserable.

      It makes no sense that Simon would transfer my money into his account—that’s just stupid. Sure, he was a creep for going through my photos, but he didn’t seem like the stealing type. No—something doesn’t seem right. Simon is smart, and if he wanted to steal, as an elite hacker he would have covered any trace of it. Someone wanted me to blame Simon. Why?

      Alice exited the bathroom and entered the break room. Nigel Watson was seated at a table, a bottle of something dark in his hands.

      “I can only imagine what you are thinking, but I have a likely explanation,” Nigel said. Alice took a seat across from him. She put her hands over her face and rubbed her eyes. “Although the bank transfer identification code was valid, it is a forgery—an excellent forgery.”

      “A forgery? Why would someone bother?”

      “Smells like a setup to me,” Nigel said.

      “That’s what I was thinking, it makes no sense. I’m a nobody, why would anyone care?”

      “I don’t know, but the good news is that your account is unlocked now.”

      “Yes, but it’s been drained. If you’re trying to cheer me up, it’s not working.”

      Nigel stood up and started pacing back and forth as he continued to explain. “I have been trying to reach Simon to get his side of the story, but I’ve had little success. I know how this looks, but I know Simon. He’s not a bad kid.”

      Alice sighed. “I think I have another problem. Something even more dire.”

      Nigel gave Alice a sideways glance. “What kind of trouble?”

      “When you were examining the bank information, I received a call from a colleague. He confirmed that someone has been investigating me,” Alice said.

      “Maybe they have hired outside help. They’re the most likely culprit, though Simon has yet to confirm anything regarding your visor hack.”

      Can this old man be trusted? Alice wondered briefly. Yes—there’s something about him I trust.

      “Let me check on something,” Nigel said as he walked over to his workstation, where he began working on older computing interfaces, such as a keyboard and mouse.

      “Wouldn’t it be faster just using a visor with an AI?” Alice asked.

      “Probably, but you know I like the old ways,” Nigel said.

      Alice buried her head in her hands. She rubbed at her eyes. She was so tired.

      “Ahh, interesting,” Nigel said.

      “Yeah? Now what?” Alice said.

      “Besides having pissed off one of the most rich and powerful CEOs in the country, you have caught the attention of an elite hacker who intends to do you harm. The banking evidence is proof of that. All banks rely on an internal communications system before any money is transferred between banks. Our hacker leveraged that system. Once it was approved, other banking systems automatically transferred the money. Given this information, I think it’s safe to assume that Mr. Morris hired the hacker. This doesn’t bode well for Simon,” Nigel said.

      “Don’t you mean me?”

      “I do, but since Simon has a day job at MuseFam, our impromptu tracking actions may have put him in jeopardy. He didn’t want us to know, but he received a text from his boss around the time you caught him looking at certain . . . personal photos. Simon doesn’t go into the office that late unless there’s something amiss. I think Simon has been tasked with investigating a breach that we have caused and his boss suspects.”

      “So, what are we going to do now?” Alice asked.

      “Not much else we can do, but wait. You’re welcome to stay here,” Nigel said.

      “Thanks, but I’ve been here long enough and I need to be getting back to my cat, Alfred.”

      From the look in her eye, Nigel could tell Alice’s mind was working fast. “Wait—what are you planning to do?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. I’ll think about it after I’ve had a good night’s sleep.”

      “Well, I shouldn’t have to tell you to be careful. Remember, you can always stay here,” Nigel said.

      Alice gave Nigel a fierce hug that lasted for several seconds.

      “Sorry, I’m usually not like this,” Alice said as she wiped tears from her face. Nigel looked concerned.

      “In the brief time since we met, I’ve grown fond of you,” he said. “Stay safe, kiddo.”

      Alice nodded, then headed for the train station, head lowered.
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      Several hours later, after a lot of walking and thinking, Alice shuffled east toward Penn Station.

      Why is this hacker after me? Also—why would someone I barely know—or anyone, for that matter—make an overt move and transfer money from my account? What does MuseFam have to gain? It makes no sense!

      Alice felt like a pawn in a gigantic game of chess. The mysteries of the past couple of weeks were almost too much. She hadn’t felt this much stress since the hacking incident at the college. She felt a pang of guilt.

      I never should have gotten Jamie involved in something so . . . stupid, she thought, recalling the time she and her boyfriend had hacked and shut down MuseFam’s bots at the last CityWide Concert. I’m positive that’s why he dumped me, even though he says it wasn’t. Why is Jamie back? Is he involved in any of this?

      A chirping sound emanated from her visor. Several alerts had appeared in the brief time she had been walking; Charlie, Nigel, and Simon had all attempted to contact her. She ignored their calls, then played back the messages from Charlie first.

      “Alice, someone dropped something by the club. You need to see this,” Charlie said.

      She called him back.

      “Alice, I can’t speak much on this open line, but get to the club—now,” Charlie said in an urgent voice.

      “What’s the emergency?” Alice asked, panic rising again. “I’m trying to keep out of sight!”

      “My associate Donato brought a package for the Emissary. Let’s say that the worst-case scenario has happened. Leaders from the other clubs are gathering at midnight—I suggest you come now. There is much to discuss.”

      Charlie disconnected the line before Alice could respond. Alice checked her watch: 10:58 p.m.

      It will take at least forty minutes to walk to Roxy’s.

      After a couple failed attempts, she found the communications panel on her visor. Alice summoned an auto taxi.

      Why didn’t I just use Doris to call the taxi? That would have been easier . . .

      She felt her heart beating fast. She wasn’t thinking clearly.

      “Alice, I’m detecting an increased heart rate with no physical activity—are you feeling okay?” Doris asked.

      I’m not okay!

      “I’m all right, Doris, just anxious about my banking situation.”

      “I’m detecting stress in your vocal patterns. Would you like me to play some soothing music?”

      “No, Doris, I’m okay.”

      Moments later, the taxi stopped just inches from where Alice was standing on the curb.

      “You rang?” a woman’s voice asked from the car.

      Alice’s gaze followed the voice. She saw a figure in the driver’s seat.

      “You must be Alice,” the woman said. “Hop in!”

      Alice entered the taxi’s back seat from the passenger side. The interior was new and modern. Most taxis Alice had summoned in lower Manhattan were automated and self-driving—hence, “auto taxi”—and older than her. This particular taxi was operated by a human: another oddity. The taxi driver was dressed like she was on her way to a club. Her clothes were black, with several small sequins sown into the fabric. Her long blue hair complemented her outfit. She wore a mask that concealed the top part of her face; it looked like the Goth Queen’s veil, but it was transparent enough that Alice could see her eyes. No sooner than Alice had gotten in, the driver floored the vehicle. She started driving toward the West Side Highway.

      “A little slower, please,” Alice said.

      Alice was used to taxi drivers driving fast—even erratically—but this driver was beyond that; she was crazy. Alice noticed the driver’s license information on a digital screen on the dashboard. It read “Hello, my name is Sassy Diva. It is a pleasure to serve you this evening.”

      “Sassy? Is that your name?” Alice asked.

      “No! It’s Sissy, but this bitch of an AI likes changing it on me,” the driver said as she slammed her hand on the dashboard.

      The display changed to “Hello, my name is Sissy Degas.” Alice thought she could hear a faint electronic chuckle.

      Just when I thought things couldn’t get stranger, Alice thought.

      “Look, traffic is a bitch now—let’s fly!” Sissy said.

      Alice looked out her window; she saw the usual amount of New York City traffic for this time of night, but nothing too bad. Alice estimated that it would take ten minutes to travel to Roxy’s.

      “It looks like normal New York City traffic to me,” Alice said.

      The driver didn’t reply. Instead, the taxi made a strange sound, like its engines were being overtaxed, and then the vehicle lifted straight up into the sky. Alice grabbed onto the handle mounted above.

      “Holy shit!” she said.

      “First time in a flying taxi?” Sissy said, chuckling.

      “Yes—I didn’t think taxis had that capability.”

      “The city passed the ordinance just days ago. It’s a big deal for cabbies like me. Soon you will see a lot more.”

      Alice was speechless. She stared out the window as the taxi banked between buildings, heading in the general direction of Roxy’s.

      “I will have the Emissary to Roxy’s soon,” Sissy said.

      Alice was about to respond, but then she realized that the woman was speaking to someone else. The driver, who had donned an oversized monocle when Alice wasn’t looking, guided the taxi through thick layers of fog that seemed to roll in from nowhere. Moments later, it started raining—hard. The vehicle descended.

      This is no ordinary taxi—or taxi driver. Alice thought. This taxi must cost way more than any other taxi on the road. That enhanced AI monocle is the latest in visor technology.

      “Do you mind if I take the streets the rest of the way?”

      “Probably safer,” Alice said, but the rain drowned out her voice.

      “What was that?” Sissy asked.

      “Sure, the streets are fine!” Alice yelled.

      The taxi descended back to the street and kept driving. After some close calls with some pedestrians fleeing the rain, the taxi dropped Alice in front of Roxy’s. Alice opened the door and got out.

      “Where do I add the tip?” Alice asked, ducking her head back in the car.

      “No charge for the Emissary.”

      “How—?”

      “Who do you think sent me?” Sissy said.

      “I’m not in the mood for games—just tell me,” Alice demanded.

      “Our mutual friend, Lawrence. Now beat it—you’re getting water in my taxi.” Alice closed the door. Sissy laughed as she sped away, leaving Alice in the rain.

      Alice watched the taxi depart. It stopped at a nearby light. Then the taxi seemed to shudder and Alice watched as the taxi ascended. The whole experience was even stranger in the rain; the vehicle vanished into a black and misty sky.
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        * * *

      

      Alice entered Roxy’s from her usual back alley door, which was closer to the back office. The club was busier than normal; the hallway leading up to the back office was packed with people she didn’t recognize. They appeared to be waiting for something. She slid her way between them. Alice was just about to enter Roxy’s office when she heard a familiar-sounding voice.

      “Hey, gorgeous,” the male voice said.

      Who is that?

      She shot a glance toward the source of the voice. A tall man dressed in a pin-striped suit and fedora appeared in front of her. He smiled. Alice could see a mangled array of missing and chipped teeth. She could also smell his breath. Her stomach lurched; something tasted foul.

      Keep it together, Alice, you don’t want to be sick!

      As she appraised the man, a familiar feeling gnawed at her.

      I recognize him . . . from the Goth Queen’s club!

      “It’s me, Barry!” he said.

      “Oh! That’s right,” Alice said, unsmiling.

      “Are you ready for that dance you promised me?” Barry said.

      Alice ignored his question, then asked, “What’s going on? Why is everyone lining up?”

      “Don’t you know?” Barry said. “We are here from the Goth Queen’s club—and other all-human venues—to show our solidarity!”

      “To whom?”

      “The Emissary.”

      How does he know about the Emissary? Alice wondered, her mind reeling. What the fuck is happening? I need answers! Where is Charlie?

      Alice left Barry and continued to survey the situation. She noticed people were wearing just about every post-punk outfit imaginable. Although she liked avant-garde music, post-punk, and other forms of experimental music, she never cared for the outlandish fashions that spawned from them. The spiked hair, multiple piercings, tattoos, and cyberware implants never appealed to her.

      “Alice! I need you over here,” Charlie said.

      Where is he?

      Alice looked, then saw Charlie near the bar, chatting with the Goth Queen—or “Queenie,” as she liked to be called—and a large muscular man with long dreadlocks who appeared to be in his mid-forties. Alice was good at judging people’s ages, but the man’s AR goggles were black, so she couldn’t be sure. Charlie introduced Alice as the Emissary; if the Goth Queen was surprised, she didn’t show it.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet the Emissary,” the enormous man said as he took Alice’s hand.

      Alice felt her hand tingle as she shook the man’s hand. She had a strange feeling, and then an image popped into her mind of several people dancing, half-naked in a mosh pit. The tingling sensation extended to other areas of her body.

      Snap out of it!

      “I’m sorry,” she said, “you seem to know me, but who are you?”

      “My name is Stephen, but most people know me as Mr. Wash.”

      I’ve heard this name. This guy is both attractive and creepy at the same time. No wonder Charlie doesn’t want him to perform. I feel like I might lose my self-control if I stay near him for too long.

      “Good to meet you, Stephen,” Alice said as she tried to take her hand back.

      His grip is like a vice!

      Mr. Wash held her hand for several moments. He caressed her face with his other hand, then released his grip.

      “You are a beautiful person, Alice Parsons,” Mr. Wash said.

      In that moment, Alice’s fear and anxiety faded away. Alice no longer trusted her feelings; she feared what might happen if Stephen asked something of her.

      What just happened? Alice thought.

      “Quit fucking with her, Stephen,” the Goth Queen said.

      Mr. Wash laughed.

      “It’s an excellent turnout. How many people are here?” Mr. Wash asked.

      “I was expecting just the primary club owners, but there’s a lot more people here—several dozen, in fact,” Charlie said.

      “Groovy,” Mr. Wash said.

      Alice noticed that Mr. Wash’s AR goggles changed to a fiery red. She hadn’t noticed before, but she thought she saw smoke rising from Mr. Wash. Alice rubbed her eyes as a wave of exhaustion tried to gain a foothold. She looked at Mr. Wash again.

      I’m tired, but I need to stay alert. Better not partake in any adult beverages tonight.

      Alice looked toward the back office again. She saw Roxy and Lucy; they were scanning each person in line with some kind of device. Charlie followed her gaze.

      “What are they doing?” Alice asked.

      “Roxy is verifying the humanity of each Purist before we get started,” Charlie said.

      “Where is this meeting taking place? There’s not much room here.”

      “On stage! Roxy will want you to say a few words, if you’re up for it.”

      Alice was dumbfounded; she hadn’t expected this.

      “Okay, but I don’t know what to say.”

      “Everyone here knows that you were responsible for the hacks on the robots at the CityWide Concert five years ago. You have the heart of a Purist,” Charlie said.

      “How do they know about the hack?” Alice asked, trying not to sound angry.

      Charlie seemed confused by the question, and then said, “Not sure if you remember, but when I first met you, Roxy mentioned something about detailed files on your . . . exploits. She sent that information to the other club owners when arranging this gathering,” Charlie said.

      Mr. Wash put a large, reassuring hand on Alice’s shoulder. “You’ll be fine, kid.”

      Alice jumped at Mr. Wash’s touch. She had no problem being on stage, but she needed time to prepare.

      I didn’t even know what a Purist was before working here.

      “Wait! I’m not ready to go on stage,” she confessed. “I’m a mess, not to mention exhausted.”

      “We just need you to say a few words—rally the troops, so to speak,” the Goth Queen said.

      Charlie tugged on Alice’s hand. “It’s time.”

      “Charlie, wait up,” Alice said. “A word, please?”

      “Okay.”

      Alice followed Charlie into a side room and closed the door. They were alone.

      “What the fuck is going on, Charlie? I wasn’t expecting all these people, let alone having to go and speak on stage,” Alice hissed.

      “Lawrence thought you could help,” Charlie said.

      “Help? With what?”

      “A lot of our members have received offers—like, stacks of cash—for helping MuseFam. They’re having trouble with some of their robots—something about not being able to play any instrument requiring lung capacity. They are hiring humans to fill in those gaps.”

      Alice laughed. “So, let me see if I have this right. They need humans to help them teach robots to breathe?”

      “Something like that. Roxy called this gathering to ‘rally the troops,’ which you are good at. Charisma comes easy for you. You give people hope, Alice.”

      His words stunned Alice. No one had ever said that to her before. She thought of herself as rather average.

      “Come on, they’re waiting,” Charlie urged.

      Alice followed Charlie to the primary stage. A band appeared to be finishing a song. They waited on the side of the stage. Alice looked over the crowd. She saw people she knew, such as Mr. Wash and the Goth Queen, and many others she did not. As the band finished their song, the lead singer approached.

      “It’s all yours, dude!” A tall, skinny man with overlong blond hair and a beanie hat said to Charlie.

      Once the remaining band members had left, Charlie climbed onto the stage and took the mic.

      “We’ve gathered you here today for an important announcement,” Charlie said while motioning for Alice to join him.

      Alice climbed onstage. Even with the lights bearing down on her, she saw dozens of people staring at her. The club was large enough to hold at least a hundred people. They were all staring at her. She felt like a tennis ball was growing in her throat, and her mouth was dry. She licked her lips as she stood next to Charlie.

      “I have it on good authority that the mayor has decided on a bill that affects us all,” Charlie said. “The Alternative People’s Equality Act requires all venues, including clubs, to accept all patrons, human or not—”

      “What? That’s not right!” someone yelled.

      “Not if we take them out,” another person said.

      “Emissary, enlighten us with your wisdom,” a booming voice said.

      Alice thought she recognized the voice. Is that Lawrence?

      She looked, and a tall bald man dressed in a robe with several beaded necklaces approached the stage. He was holding a guitar.

      “The Abbott has spoken!” Charlie said, pointing to Lawrence.

      The crowd cheered.

      I guess this crowd knows Lawrence!

      Lawrence raised his guitar as he took the stage and started strumming a tune. He started singing a song that Alice didn’t recognize; it sounded like a country song.

      What musical genre is this? Country? Western? Both? No—it’s bluegrass! That’s it!

      The lyrics were also foreign to Alice; from what she could discern, it was a song about a truck driver being thirsty. Lawrence was playing a country tune to a bar full of rock and rollers. The tall thin guy with the beanie from the last band entered the stage with an electric guitar. The sound changed; it became a combination of heavy metal and country. The skinny guy started singing alongside Lawrence, who was still singing about driving and drinking, and having a splendid time while the skinny beanie-hat guy was singing about a bandit. Somehow, the duo complemented each other’s talent well. When Lawrence changed the tempo, the beanie-hat guy compensated for it. They finished, and then Lawrence and the beanie-headed guy took a bow. The audience went wild.

      Another wave of exhaustion enveloped Alice; she felt as if she were watching someone else control her body. Alice turned to leave, but before she could, Lawrence pointed at her. She heard her name being called from around the stage.

      Are they chanting?

      In a daze, she recognized the distinct sound of maracas and tambourines. The chorus of chants grew louder. It sounded like: “Hey . . . hey . . . hey . . . Al . . . ice . . . hey . . . hey!”

      Alice went and stood next to Lawrence and the guy in the beanie hat. More exotic sounds emanated from other instruments off stage. Looking into the crowd, she recognized the old man and the children from the train station. She remembered their names. Bart, the old man, was playing an Egyptian oud; Crystal, the girl who took away Alice’s headache, was shaking her maracas. And there was Jake, playing his kazoo, and Roberta, tapping her tambourine. The children followed Bart onto the stage. A steady drumbeat started toward the back of the stage, Alice followed the sound and two drum kits were playing in unison. One of the drummers had long white hair and a long gray mustache. The other drummer was a teenager. The sound was hypnotizing and unique. The crowd kept chanting as the group played in a wide circle, with Alice, Lawrence, and the beanie-hat guy in the center. Suddenly invigorated by the energy in the room, her exhaustion gone, Alice began dancing in place. Lawrence joined in. The ensemble played like they had been practicing together for years. Nobody missed a beat. When the song ended, everyone cheered. The mood in the club was exhilarating.

      The spotlight shifted to Alice. Lawrence moved and adjusted the standing microphone so Alice could speak without trouble. All activity seemed to cease as Alice began speaking.

      “Hey, guys, I’m not sure what to say.”

      “Is it true that you can spot artificially generated music?” a man asked.

      “Help us hack the robots!” said another.

      Lawrence stepped closer to her again.

      “Let’s approach this like a town hall meeting. Can someone bring us some handheld mics and two chairs? Think of this as a fireside chat . . . without the fire,” Lawrence said, chuckling.

      A moment later, two lounge chairs and the microphones appeared. Alice and Lawrence faced each other. Alice could see Donato on the other side of the stage; she gave him a smile. He returned the pleasantry with a grin that reminded Alice of a proud father.

      “Alice, would it be all right with you if I took this opportunity to interview you in front of this lovely crowd?” Lawrence said.

      What’s Lawrence up to?

      “Sure, Lawrence,” Alice said.

      “Where you from?”

      “I’m from Newark, born and raised.”

      Alice heard a few cheers.

      “Why did you drop out of the music program at Columbia?”

      “When I first entered the music program, they promised I would study under music legends such as Jerry Pizzelle. As for the program’s second year, I was told I could pick the classes I wanted. And then Mr. Pizzelle dropped out, citing creative differences with the school. It took a while, but I tracked down Jerry. He was reluctant, but he answered my questions.”

      “Jerry Pizzelle of the Appreciative Deceased?”

      “Yes, that Jerry,” Alice replied.

      Alice could hear some murmurs from the crowd.

      “What questions did you have for Jerry?” Lawrence asked.

      “I asked what the ‘creative differences’ were. At first, he gave some vague answers about not being able to teach because of some new rules the school was enforcing. After more probing, he revealed that because of increased demand in the music program, not every one of his students would be able to work directly with him. The school wanted him to help MuseFam train the robots how to compose music. I think the process was called supervised learning. He refused to give me any specifics on how that training was done.”

      “What did you do after that?”

      “I researched more about the robots. It surprised me how much information was available, even just using my visor’s basic internet browsing capabilities. Anyway, I found out the Columbia Music Department had made some kind of deal with MuseFam. There was even a press release about it. I attended a few classes with the robotic instruction, and my experience was subpar.”

      “What do you mean by subpar?”

      “They programmed the robots to recite the musical theory. Their answers were all out of the textbook. With a human instructor, I would get the benefit of learning about their real musical experiences, but the robots had the answers to the wrong questions—as in, not the ones I was asking. I wanted to know things like what it was like playing with an orchestra, or what it was like when you mastered a tough piece of music. The robots couldn’t answer any of those questions.”

      “From what I was told by your employer, you can detect fake music,” Lawrence said. “How does that work?”

      “When I was forced to practice with the robots, we would practice all the same music I was already playing with actual humans. But the robots would perform them differently. Songs such as ‘In the Hall of the Mountain King’ should be played at 120 beats per minute. The robots seemed to be playing at a higher tempo—plus all the woodwind instruments, like the bassoon, sounded strange.”

      “Strange? Please explain further.”

      “It’s hard to describe, but when a human plays an instrument, it sounds different—almost like the person playing is part of the music. When a robot is playing, it sounds . . . artificial—at least, it does to me, anyway.”

      “Interesting. Several musical experts have been quoted saying there is no tonal difference. How do you explain that?”

      “I can’t, but in my opinion, those people are tone-deaf.” Alice faced the audience. “How many of you can hear the difference?”

      Several hands raised, and Alice could hear muffled sounds of agreement.

      Lawrence also faced the crowd and asked, “Does anyone here doubt that Alice Parsons is fit to be the Emissary of the Purists?”

      After a brief pause, one voice spoke up—a British one.

      “I challenge it,” the person said.

      Alice and everyone else followed the sound of the voice: a short man with a torn T-shirt and cargo pants standing by the stage.

      “Do you doubt her ability to differentiate between artificial and human-generated music?” Lawrence asked the man.

      “I don’t know her. What makes you so sure she knows what she is talking about?” the man asked.

      Charlie reappeared from a side entrance, walking onstage. “I have seen her pick out artificial beats from a rhythm box while a full band was playing,” he said.

      “Wow . . . I stand corrected dude. She is worthy,” The T-shirt man said.

      Everyone in the room began talking at the same time. After a few moments, Lawrence said, “Okay, let’s vote on Alice being accepted at the Emissary of the Purists.” Lawrence put on his visor, then made a swiping gesture. A picture of Alice with a green “Yes” and a red “No” appeared on a gigantic screen behind the stage.

      Lawrence whispered into Alice’s ear, “At the end of the vote, you have the option to either accept or decline the position of Emissary. Before you decide, remember that if you decline the position, you may not be welcome in all clubs—people will inevitably resent you. You can make a difference in our lives, Alice Parsons. You are special.”

      Alice took one more look at the crowd of onlookers. Crystal waved at her. She returned the gesture.

      Do I want this? I like working at Roxy’s. The job of the Emissary sounds crazy, but now that I know some of these people—the Purists—that’s not a bad thing. Time to decide, Alice!

      Several minutes later, Alice noticed that the “Yes” column had 86 percent, with 98 percent of all available votes. The remaining 2 percent abstained from voting.

      “That settles it, then,” Lawrence said. “Alice Parsons is our official emissary, if she wants it. Alice Parsons, will you accept the position of Emissary?”

      The room fell silent. Alice looked out at everyone and collected herself. “Yes, I accept.”

      The room broke into cheers.

      “Alice Parsons, will you speak for the Purists? Will you fight for the Purists?” Lawrence asked.

      “I will speak for, and fight for, our cause,” Alice said.

      The cheering grew louder, and Alice smiled.
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        * * *

      

      Meanwhile, at MuseFam Headquarters

      Brenton’s personal line rang. He looked at the caller identification; it was Rex from the MuseFam Trenton facility. Rex was MuseFam’s chief engineer, and he had oversight over the M2 project. The M2 project was dedicated to making it possible for the robots to perform music at the CityWide Concert.

      Brenton gazed over Midtown Manhattan as he took the call. He often worked with the lights off, enjoying the sight of the city lights.

      “How is everything proceeding with the M2 project?” Brenton asked when he answered.

      “We have improved strings performance by 50 percent, and brass only a little,” Rex said.

      “What is your confidence that you can deliver an all-bot orchestra in seven weeks?”

      “Zero—we cannot deliver with our current resource allocation, but I’m hoping to improve that.”

      “Care to enlighten me on the plan?”

      Rex paused, as if he was checking to see if anyone was listening.

      “By . . . using the genetic material that Ms. Augustine came from. It is experimental, but effective.”

      Ms. Augustine was a useful experiment, Brenton thought. She proved scientists could merge salvaged genetic material with a robotic host. Rex also implanted some delightful . . . extra features. Too bad we can only get the genetic material from humans—but that makes her so special.

      “Go on,” Brenton said. “I sense some hesitation from you.”

      “The material works, but . . .” Rex trailed off.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s from the same material as your personal project. Since it comes from actual human DNA, and I don’t have extra cadavers lying around, I hope you can understand my position,” Rex said.

      “What’s the status on my personal project?”

      Brenton thought he could feel the man cringe over the phone; he smiled.

      “She will be ready by the end of the week, and I thought since we have some material left over that—”

      “Thought what? You could use my material to speed up the project you are behind on delivering?” Brenton said.

      Rex paused for a moment, then said, “You are correct, I was wrong to assume.”

      “When can I expect delivery?”

      “Does tomorrow morning work for you?”

      “That will be just fine.”
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        * * *

      

      MuseFam Headquarters, New York City

      Tuesday 6:57 a.m.

      Brenton entered the rear of a brand-new sedan parked atop the MuseFam headquarters building. It was an Aero Nine-Thousand: a new flying car concept from the same South African automaker who had made the Neon Five-Thousand, which Brenton loved so much. The only difference Brenton could tell between the vehicles was that the Aero could fly. He set his portable coffee container in a nearby cupholder and rubbed at his temples.

      I don’t feel so good, he thought. Shouldn’t have stayed up that late! I just need some rest.

      “Mr. Morris, I can see from the itinerary that you have an appointment in Trenton, New Jersey, this morning. Is that correct?” asked the driver.

      Brenton looked toward the driver’s compartment; he couldn’t see anyone. After some maneuvering in his seat, he finally could see the short driver, who was wearing a chauffeur’s hat and AR goggles. Brenton noticed that the man also had a large waxed mustache.

      This guy looks like he walked off a movie set that featured a yellow brick road. He’s small—I bet he’s less than four feet tall.

      “Yes, just try to keep the chatter to a minimum.”

      As soon as the vehicle left the rooftop platform, the driver had to make some evasive maneuvers; several people who had just taken to the skies in their own flying cars were flying erratically. “Whoever certified these numbskulls for flight should lose their job. I think we let these cars back in the air too soon, if you ask me,” the driver said.

      Several minutes later, the Aero Nine-Thousand was flying over the Hudson.

      This ride is too bumpy to get any work done, Brenton thought after trying to write an email on his laptop. He was irritable. And why did Rex call me so late? It’s his fault that I feel tired.

      Brenton watched the sunrise as he let his mind wander to a simpler time.

      

      Los Angeles, California

      June 2045

      Brenton Morris was happy that his freshman year was over, but the summer work that his mother insisted upon was looming. In less than two weeks, just after the Independence Day holiday, he would be knee-deep in study, attending classes at the university. Brenton loathed music theory, but his mother insisted that he learn every aspect of the family business, which involved artificially generated music.

      “To be successful at something, you need to know everything there is to comprehend about it,” his mother would say.

      It’s not that Brenton hated music—quite the contrary. He enjoyed it, but he did not understand how it all came together. He thought it was unnecessary to know how music composition worked at a technical level. Brenton wanted to control a business at a higher level. He figured it would be better to just hire music experts to handle the daily tasks of composition.

      The best part of the summer music program was the venue. Brenton had picked the Manhattan School of Music in New York because he wanted a taste of what it was like to be on his own; the University of Southern California had an excellent music program, but he needed a change of scenery. Little did he know that in less than two weeks his life would change forever.
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      MuseFam Research Facility, Trenton, New Jersey

      Tuesday 8:23 a.m.

      Brenton Morris entered MuseFam’s Trenton facility. He had only been here once before, so he accepted another escort by one of his best employees, Dr. Morton Howser. Moments later, Brenton entered Rex’s office, who was looking at various screens that appeared to be floating in front of him. Rex rearranged several groups of information before he noticed Mr. Morris standing nearby.

      “Hello, Mr. Morris, it’s good to see you again,” Rex said, holding out a hand.

      Brenton didn’t react; he was standing out of reach and didn’t approach.

      “Are you feeling okay?” Rex asked, noticing his strange behavior.

      “Yes—I just didn’t sleep well,” Brenton replied.

      “I’m sure you’re eager to meet her. Follow me,” Rex said.

      Brenton followed Rex into a small examination room next to his office.

      “Shall I get her?” Rex asked.

      “Yes.”

      As Rex left the room, Brenton felt his heart race at the prospect of being reunited with his lost love. He closed his eyes, trying to relive the moment that he first met her.

      

      Brenton hadn’t gotten along with many of his classmates at the Manhattan School of Music during the summer of 2045. He had been in New York City for less than a week before he started skipping his music classes. Instead, he would take a long walk through the streets; he loved the sights and sounds of Manhattan. Central Park was Brenton’s favorite destination in New York. He would spend hours walking through its natural beauty.

      On one such walk, a thunderstorm almost ruined the day; the static electricity generated from the storm damaged Brenton’s phone and visor. He ran through the heavy downpour, looking for shelter as the footpaths turned into rivers. He spotted a footbridge, which provided limited cover.

      As soon as he made it under the bridge, the sky opened, and it seemed like buckets of water were being poured from above. He had never experienced a storm this intense, but he had grown up in Los Angeles, and rain there was fairly rare. Panicking, he waved his arms about like a bird that had forgotten how to fly. Then he heard a most delightful sound.

      Is that a woman’s laugh?

      He peered through the small tunnel, looking for the source of the laughter. That’s when he saw her: a soaked blond woman about his age, giggling. She put a hand over her lips when Brenton noticed her.

      “I’m sorry, but you looked like you were trying to take flight.”

      Brenton joined her in laughter. It was infectious.

      “I’m Tabitha, but please call me Tabby,” the woman said, extending a hand.

      As soon as Brenton took her hand, a spark of static electricity shocked him—but not too badly.

      “Did you feel that?” Tabby asked.

      Brenton nodded.

      They spent the rest of the day talking. After the rain stopped, he found himself seated across a drying outdoor picnic table, looking into the eyes of an angel. His connection with Tabby was immediate and powerful. Brenton had never cared for anyone . . . until now. During their brief interaction, he learned that Tabitha was also a music major and was attending a nearby music program at the Juilliard School of Music. He wanted to spend every waking moment with her. When Brenton explained that he didn’t possess the talent to pursue a music degree, Tabby suggested that he change his major to business while keeping a minor in music—then he would have the best that both subjects could offer.

      

      “Mr. Morris, she’s ready,” Rex said.

      When Brenton opened his eyes, he saw a woman standing before him, six feet tall, with long blond hair that ended just below her shoulders. His gaze gravitated toward her blue eyes. Seeing her again, even in this form, took his breath away. They had dressed her in a bikini—and nothing else.

      Wow, Brenton gaped.

      “What do you think?” Rex asked.

      She moved like a human, Brenton noticed, but his Tabby seemed listless, as if disconnected from her consciousness. An image of a young woman appeared in his mind’s eye; the girl he remembered had the most captivating smile. His desire to be with her again was beyond yearning: it was a need.

      Brenton embraced the doppelgänger that used to be his love—but he might as well have been hugging a mannequin.

      “She’s magnificent,” he said, drawing away, “but what’s wrong with her?”

      “What do you mean? I don’t follow you,” Rex said.

      “She looks like my Tabby, but . . . she’s just a shell.”

      “Mental topography isn’t my department. They tasked me at delivering a perfect biological specimen, which I have done.”

      “Who the hell is responsible for the ‘mental topography’ department?” Brenton said.

      Rex pointed at Dr. Howser. “Dr. Howser, I believe that mental topography is your area of expertise.”

      “Why, yes, I . . .” Dr. Howser trailed off as he looked at the cyborg that was Tabby as if it were the first time.

      “What’s the problem, doctor?” Brenton demanded.

      “She’s perfect!” Dr. Howser said.

      “She’s not,” Brenton insisted. “She seems . . . disconnected. Do you know what’s wrong with her?”

      Dr. Howser left, then returned with some equipment. He put some kind of hat on Tabby’s head that resembled a halo; white light emanated from it.

      “What’s that—?”

      “Silence!” Dr. Howser said, cutting Brenton off.

      Rex looked nervous. Brenton flushed; a sharp pain in his jaw reminded him that he was grinding his teeth.

      “I need to perform a CT scan to be positive, but the subject’s synapses may need adjustment,” Dr. Howser said.

      “Will she keep any of her memories?” Brenton asked.

      “There’s a good chance she will keep memories of emotional events from her former life, but I can’t say with any certainty. Technology has advanced since the transference procedure was introduced fifteen years ago, but there are many factors at play here. The age of the source material is a factor, for example,” Dr. Howser said as he flashed a light into Tabby’s eyes. The emotion of a distant memory captured Brenton’s attention.

      

      Brenton was back in his apartment. Tabby was there. They were arguing. Something about Tabby’s sister . . . The memory was faint, but the emotion that followed was horrifying. Brenton pushed Tabby, and she fell . . . the blood! A wave of emotion washed over him, and his entire face went numb from the weight of suppressed memories. Brenton again watched in horror as his wife-to-be hit her head on the edge of a kitchen countertop. He held her close as she continued to bleed.

      Another flash.

      Benton was in a hospital waiting room. A doctor delivered the news that his Tabby was no more. Before Brenton could react, he felt the power of a fist landing on the back of his head. He turned to see a woman, who was several years younger than Tabby. She was shorter, had green and purple hair, and several piercings.

      “You bastard, you killed my sister!” the woman screamed.

      Later—he doesn’t remember when—Brenton was in a room with several bodies on tables with sheets covering them.

      “I will preserve the material,” said a man dressed like a doctor as he looked down upon Tabby’s corpse.

      The man was looking into her eyes with a light.

      

      Rueben—that’s his name! Brenton remembered, coming back to the present.

      “Mr. Morris, you don’t look so well. Please, have a seat,” Rex said as he rolled a nearby office chair in Brenton’s direction.

      Where am I? Brenton thought. He sat in the office chair, rubbing his tired eyes, then continued to watch Dr. Howser perform his examination of Tabby.

      Dr. Howser put on his visor and appeared to be checking something.

      “Hmmm . . . It’s confirmed, there’s trouble between the presynaptic neuron and the postsynaptic neuron,” Dr. Howser said. “A chemical imbalance could affect the neurotransmitter receptors. That’s affecting the memory function. But we can get the subject back in balance.”

      “When will she be ready to leave this facility?” Brenton asked.

      Dr. Howser gave Brenton a sharp look. “Not for a while, I’m afraid,” he said.

      “I was hoping to have her with me at the CityWide Concert.”

      Both Dr. Howser and Rex were staring at Brenton like he’d grown another head.

      “I cannot make any guarantees,” Dr. Howser said.

      “This is unacceptable—I need her home now!”

      “Mr. Morris, I don’t think that is possible,” Dr. Howser said.

      Brenton closed in on Dr. Howser. He raised his fists. Brenton felt as if his blood was about to turn into lava and burn through his skin. Dr. Howser stepped back; Brenton was so close he could smell the man’s sweat. He jabbed a fist into the man’s chest, emphasizing each word.

      “You have until the end of today,” Brenton said.

      Dr. Howser looked frightened. “I need more time.”

      “You have until close of business.”

      Brenton watched Rex and Dr. Howser leave the room with the cyborg.
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        * * *

      

      New York City, Tuesday 7:48 p.m.

      The ride back from MuseFam’s research facilities was an unpleasant one; Brenton was in a rage, throwing insults toward the driver. The events of the day had disappointed Brenton, but Dr. Howser had indeed delivered his Tabby. She sat behind him in the back seat.

      Dr. Howser almost ruined everything by not accounting for the detailed information that I sent months ago, Brenton fumed.

      Dr. Howser had assured Brenton that his team had handled Tabby’s programming with the utmost care. He explained that since the genetic material was more than fifteen years old, the scientists had to make several adjustments to account for time gaps in Tabby’s memories. If they were not addressed, Tabby could have expected behavioral consequences. Dr. Howser had provided Brenton with daily exercises that would allow Tabby to adjust to her new situation.

      “Tabby, do you remember me?” he asked her.

      The cyborg known as Tabby gazed out the window of the flying vehicle. After a moment, she looked toward him and said, “Brent . . . ton, I remember.”

      Brenton observed Tabby, as she was seeing the world again through new eyes. She pointed to various New York City landmarks, such as the Empire State Building. Her lips would open as if to say something, but she was silent for much of the two-hour journey.

      Moments after the vehicle landed on the top of MuseFam’s Headquarters, the driver opened the back door. Tabby stepped onto the platform and looked north toward Central Park. The sun glistened as it disappeared behind the buildings of Times Square.

      “Do you see that?” Brenton said, pointing to a golden dome in the middle of Central Park.

      Tabby followed his gaze.

      “It appears to be some structure in the middle of a park,” Tabby said.

      “Yes, my dear. Now come with me.”

      Tabby followed Brenton into the building. After a quick flight of stairs and a short walk down a hall, they arrived at Brenton’s office. Tabby walked to the window and gazed out at the New York skyline below.

      Brenton’s visor chirped. He tapped the “accept call” option. An animated image of Mark Olaf appeared, moving in sync with Mark’s voice. Most visor technology allowed its operators to choose any avatar, any background, or both; in this case, a cartoon version of Mark was sitting on a tropical beach. Brenton detested fake images, and he demanded that Mark turn on his video feed. Moments later, Mark turned on his video, looking much different from the everyday, well-dressed Mark Olaf that Brenton was used to. Brenton noticed movement in the distance; then he saw another man in a robe leaving the room.

      “Mr. Morris,” Mark asked, “is Ms. Augustine with you?”

      While he’d been waiting for his “special project” to be completed—that is, bringing Tabby back into his world—Brenton had often made use of certain robotic companions. Sometimes they would accompany him to dinner; other times they would spend the night at his place. Ms. Augustine—a synthetic human known for her phenomenal singing voice—had been one of them.

      “No, I haven’t seen her since last night. She was in my apartment early this morning. I believe she mentioned something about a shopping trip on Fifth Avenue. She should be back at my apartment in the Upper West Side.”

      “I’m afraid that’s not what I’m seeing on my report,” Mark replied. “I got an alert that she has left Manhattan and entered Brooklyn. Since you have no residence there, I called you to see what was going on.”

      “Can’t you track her?”

      “I just pulled a full audit on her implanted GPS tracking module, and at around 2:30 this afternoon, she traveled to Brooklyn.”

      “Do you have a last known location?” Brenton asked.

      Brenton saw Mark typing something into a terminal. Then Mark said, “That can’t be right!”

      “What can’t?”

      “Her implant went offline in the middle of the Brooklyn bridge. There is no signal from Ms. Augustine after that.”
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        * * *

      

      Newark Heights, New Jersey

      Earlier Tuesday afternoon

      Alice woke with a massive headache. Alfred was sleeping next to her face.

      What time did I get in last night? she wondered. The last thing I remember was the large gathering at Roxy’s . . . So, I’m the Emissary now? Or was it all a dream?

      As Alice made her way to the bathroom; she noticed that the house was silent. Noise carried in Lindsey’s house, and if she was in the kitchen, Alice would know. Alice made coffee and put her AR visor on.

      “Well, it’s about time you graced me with your presence, dear,” Doris said.

      “You weren’t off for that long.”

      “Only for the past twelve hours. While you were getting your groove on, I was processing all the threats in the club. It’s a good thing that you at least kept me connected while you were on stage. I bet you didn’t notice that Jamie was staring at you for a long time.”

      Alice stopped drinking her coffee.

      “I didn’t see him,” she said.

      “I made visual contact when you were dancing with those freaks on stage.”

      “Have you gathered any information on why he was there?” Alice asked.

      “No, but he keeps showing up when Lawrence does. Maybe it’s a coincidence, but my logic processors seem to go on high alert when he’s near. It’s almost like he has an evil AI tucked away somewhere,” Doris said.

      “If you’re questioning the moral gray area that are his intentions, I would say you are spot-on,” Alice said. “I had a strange feeling the other night when I saw him with Lucy—it’s almost if she’s under his spell. I don’t know Lucy well, but she’s been acting strange since getting captured by Elias. Dancing half-naked in the street and acting like she’s on drugs is not her normal behavior.”

      “Who are you talking to?” Lindsey said.

      Alice turned in Lindsey’s direction. She was carrying some bags of groceries from the front door.

      “Oh, I didn’t hear you come in. I was just having a . . . meaningful discussion with my AI,” Alice said.

      Lindsey gave Alice a sideways glance.

      “Are you sure it’s healthy to talk to an AI so much? I only heard one side of the conversation, but it sounded like you were talking to an actual person.”

      “Well, besides you and Oscar, Doris is the closest I have to a friend these days.”

      I need to check in on my old friend Oscar, Alice thought with a wince. He saved me a few weeks ago. If it weren’t for him, my stuff would still be in that alley.

      “Well, you could have fooled me,” Lindsey said, dropping the groceries on the kitchen counter. “There were several people looking for you yesterday. Some old guy named Nigel, and a younger guy—I think his name was Simon—called the house. Didn’t he drain your bank account?”

      Oh, crap! I forgot to check the messages from those guys!

      “You talked with them? What did they say?” Alice asked.

      “The older guy didn’t say much of anything. He mentioned that he wanted you to call back to check on a repair or something.

      How did he know to call Lindsey? Does Simon have my contact list?

      “The younger guy said something about you being followed, and he wanted you to call him.”

      Maybe I should call Simon—I should hear him out.

      “Care to fill me in?” Lindsey asked.

      Alice sighed. “For starters, I learned that Brian is pushing through legislation to ban all human clubs. Later today, the New York City Council is hearing from the public, and I plan to be there. The mayor has preapproved a city ordinance to force all-human clubs to accept robots. I think the public hearing is a formality.”

      “Brian has been working on a case that involves MuseFam, but I don’t think it has anything to do with a New York City ordinance.”

      Alice clenched her jaw as she gave Lindsey a suspicious look. Lindsey responded with a look of confusion. After a few minutes, she finished putting away her groceries.

      “Roxy’s ex-husband Lawrence mentioned Brian by name,” Alice said. “How do you explain that?”

      Lindsey turned to face Alice. She had a pained look—almost as if someone had punched her in the stomach.

      “I don’t think Brian would do anything to hurt you, Alice.”

      “Maybe not, but I don’t know if he knows what the potential impact of this ordinance could be to local club owners. I don’t think synthetic humans should have the same civil rights and protections as humans!”

      “I’ve heard Brian talk about lawful discrimination before. Once he defended a man who refused to wear a shirt in a restaurant. The establishment refused service, and the customer sued. They threw it out of court because of a federal statute called lawful discrimination, which allowed the restaurant to refuse service because the customer broke the established rules or something. It’s all confusing legal gibberish to me—”

      “Doris, check into this ‘lawful discrimination’ practice in New York City,” Alice said, cutting Lindsey off. “I don’t think you understand how important this situation is, Lindsey. Don’t you get it? This is just another attempt to take away our human rights.”

      Lindsey crossed her arms and gave Alice a distressed look.

      Alice shook her head. “Sorry, Lindsey, I need to eat and run. I’m going to fight city hall.”

      “I’m worried about you, Alice,” Lindsey replied. “You seem to be in some trouble. I think we need to sit down and discuss the situation. I think you owe me that much—it’s not like I saved you from living on the streets or anything!”

      “While I do appreciate the kindness, I think you should stay out of my business.”

      “That’s what I get for being your friend? Your presence in my home is putting my family in danger. I’m just trying to help you, Alice!”

      Alice stood and left the house without another word.
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      Alice didn’t want to ask Lindsey for another ride into the city. After some walking, running, and a combination of the two, she made the 2:05 p.m. Manhattan-bound train with minutes to spare.

      Plenty of time to get to Penn Station, she thought. I’ll take the subway and make the 4:15 city council hearing.

      “You have three new messages—let me know if you want me to play them now or later,” Doris said.

      “Play them in order.”

      The first message was from Nigel Watson and had a timestamp of 10:23 p.m.—last night.

      “Hey kid, just heard from Simon. As I suspected, he’s in trouble. Call me back once you get this.”

      The second message was from Simon Peters.

      “Hey Alice, I heard about your banking anomaly. I swear I didn’t touch your money. Whoever is after you has some skill. I got pulled into an investigation based on the hacking that I did. If I get caught, I’m as good as ash in the blowing wind. Call me so we discuss. Oh! And please delete this message—we don’t want it falling into the wrong hands.”

      The third message was the most interesting, and it was from the Goth Queen.

      “Hey Alice, Queenie here. I may have a solution if that silly Alternate People’s Act, or whatever it’s called, shit passes. I will give you a hint—it involves robots. Call me—you owe me for Bobby.”

      What the hell is she talking about? Maybe the Purists will help me out at the town council? Maybe if we can get a large group. Can’t believe the mayor is trying to push this ridiculous law through. The Goth Queen knows people. I can only hope that’s enough!

      Alice called the Goth Queen back.

      “Hey Alice, I see that you got my message,” the Goth Queen said in a petulant tone.

      “When did you leave the gathering?”

      “Hours ago—it was around 4:00 a.m. My usual wakeup time.”

      She runs a night club and gets up that early?

      “I was sound asleep, I thought you would be a late sleeper like me. You must not need a lot of sleep,” Alice said.

      “I like sleep, but I don’t get a lot of it when the club is active. That is why we’re only open a few nights a week—which is probably why we are so busy when we are open.”

      “You mentioned that you have a solution for the robots?”

      “I don’t, but Barry does, and he would like to discuss it with you.”

      Alice chewed her lip hard enough to hurt.

      Aargh, not the creep with the rotten teeth. I sure as hell don’t want to owe him anything!

      “Alice you still there?” the Goth Queen asked.

      “Yes—I’m just surprised. I thought it would have pissed off Barry that I ran out of the club the other day without the dance he wanted.”

      “Barry likes it when you play hard to get. He will no doubt ask for another dance—or something else more invasive—but he won’t force the issue. Your Emissary status notwithstanding.”

      “Okay, I’m on my way to city hall. I will call you after,” Alice said as she disconnected.
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        * * *

      

      City Hall, New York City, 4:08 p.m.

      I should have taken a dammed auto taxi, Alice thought as she ran up a flight of stairs from the subway station. She was still several blocks from city hall. She almost ran into several people along the way, but she climbed the stairs to city hall with minutes to spare. Alice almost ran into a guard manning the security checkpoint.

      “Stop!” the guard said.

      Alice glared at the man.

      “I’m late for an important meeting,” she said.

      The burly guard said nothing. He took Alice’s belongings and examined them, including her AR visor. She shoved the visor back on when the guard handed it back then moved past him before he could react. After the security checkpoint, she stopped at the intersection of two hallways.

      “Sir? Can you tell me where the city council meets?” Alice said as she grabbed onto the first person she saw.

      The man pointed—Alice started running.

      “Doris, what’s the time?” she asked.

      “4:14 p.m. I suggest you hurry.”

      I better not get locked out.

      No sooner had she arrived at the council chambers than a guard shut the double doors. When she tried to open them, the guard moved in front of her, holding up a hand facing palm-out.

      “Sorry, city council session in progress,” he said.

      “I’m supposed to be in there,” Alice protested.

      The guard stood motionless; another guard opened the door for a woman in a business suit. When Alice tried to follow, the guard stopped her.

      “Sorry—no tailgating allowed,” the second guard said.

      “Why can’t I go in? I have business with the council.”

      “The meeting is closed to the public. I cannot allow it.”

      Alice scowled at the guard.

      “Why not?”

      “Alice?” she heard a voice from behind.

      She turned to see Brian Reynolds. He was wearing a suit and holding a briefcase.

      The guard opened the door for Brian but stopped Alice when she tried entering. She caught a glance inside; she saw several people standing in line, waiting for a microphone.

      “Brian, can you vouch for me? They won’t let me in.”

      “I don’t have the authority. I’m sorry, Alice,” Brian answered.

      “Grrrr . . . he’s lying,” Alice heard from the audio interface of her visor.

      “Guard, why can’t I go inside?” Alice said.

      “I’m afraid I cannot let you in,” the guard told Alice.

      “Well, that’s great!” Alice said as she stomped a foot on the ground.

      Brian swept past her into the room, and she left the guards.

      “Fucking asshole!”

      “What did you say?” the guard asked.

      Alice hurried away.

      “Alice, I didn’t want to say this while in earshot of the guards, but there is a viewing room you can use to monitor the proceedings,” Doris said.

      “You should have told me earlier!” Alice chided.

      “I just did . . . Now follow the prompts on the HUD.”

      Alice followed Doris’s prompts on her heads-up display (HUD) until she entered a medium-sized room with a gigantic screen on the far wall. She could hear the proceedings of the city council. The speaker, as well as the majority and minority leaders, all sat in a row in front of an audience. The camera’s point of view made it impossible to see anyone but the council members; the people observing or asking questions were not visible.

      Looks like they just got started.

      Alice sat through almost two hours of petitions and ramblings about budgets and other various local issues. An older woman wanted the city to ban all flying vehicles, citing that it made her cat nervous.

      Not open to the public my ass! Am being left out of this meeting on purpose.

      Other complaints included too many neon signs on the streets and street vendors blocking sidewalks.

      “The final issue on the docket is if it is appropriate to override a local law to amend the administrative code of the City of New York—specifically, repealing subchapter 42 of chapter 16 of title 24 in relation to the prohibition of synthetic patrons in establishments that are considered human-only,” the speaker said.

      Then he stopped speaking for a moment; it was as if he had forgotten what he was going to say next.

      “Come on, get on with it!” Alice said aloud.

      “If we amend this law, then human-only establishments will be required to admit synthetic patrons. The council will now hear any opposing arguments.”

      Alice heard a few muffled conversations, but she couldn’t hear anyone opposing the bill.

      “Dammit, someone speak up,” Alice said to the empty viewing room.

      Some time passed. “Since no one opposes, the council will now vote on the matter,” the speaker said.

      It took some time, but all votes were tallied from all fifty-one districts in the five boroughs of New York City. The amendment passed, with forty-six out of the fifty-one districts voting in its favor.

      “We will send the bill to the mayor’s office for final approval and signatures,” the speaker said.

      Alice kicked a nearby chair. It flipped over and smashed into a nearby wall.

      “God fucking dammit!”

      “I’m not sure if this is the best time to mention it but I have information on that Lawful Discrimination query you had. Do you want the results now or later?” Doris said.

      “Later—”

      A sharp pain shot through Alice’s head. She rubbed her eyes. After what seemed like an eternity, the pain subsided.

      I need to visit the doctor. Dammit, these headaches are coming back with a vengeance.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, after nursing the headache in the viewing room, Alice left the city hall building complex and started walking down the stairs. Her head was still pounding; it felt like someone turned on a jackhammer in her skull. She put her hands over her eyes every couple of steps until she could move again.

      “Calm down, Alice,” she told herself.

      “There’s a news alert that I think you’ll want to see. Shall I send it to your visor?” Doris asked.

      Alice stepped off to the side. She didn’t want pedestrians bumping into her and restarting the jackhammer of hell.

      “Yes, let me see it.”

      Doris displayed NYC1, a local news channel. A reporter stood in front of an enormous concert hall with a golden dome on the top. Brenton Morris was standing beside them.

      “MuseFam has pledged to bring back the CityWide Concert next month with an all-synthetic musical program that promises to be the new standard in musical performance. We have Brenton Morris, MuseFam’s CEO, here to tell us more.”

      “We want to revitalize the musical culture in this magnificent city of ours and bring live musical performances back to the people,” Brenton said.

      “There hasn’t been an all-synthetic performance before. Will they sound as good as humans?”

      “I’ve listened to their performance—they sound better than any human performer.”

      “The last CityWide Concert was hacked. How can you guarantee the safety of the venue?” the reporter asked.

      “My team is prepared for any possibility. We have hired several guards and will have some surprises for anyone stupid enough to crash our party,” Brenton said.

      What the hell? No human talent? Unbelievable!

      Alice continued walking toward the subway station. A light rain fell and fog rolled in.

      “How did it go, babe?” someone said.

      She glanced in the direction of the voice; it was Barry. He was standing on the sidewalk right in front of city hall.

      “What the hell is he doing here?” Doris said.

      Alice gave Barry a wary look.

      “Hey, the Goth Queen said she talked with you already. About the solution I mean,” Barry said.

      “She mentioned it, but I was going to call her after the session at city hall—I didn’t expect you to just show up!” Alice said, trying not to be repulsed.

      Barry crept closer to Alice—then he took her hand and kissed it.

      “I have the solution to all of your problems,” he said.

      Ew!

      “What might that be?” Alice said, pulling her hand away.

      “I know a guy . . . who has special talents and can make the robot menace go away.”

      “Really? What are we talking about?” she asked. “This better not be bullshit.”

      “We should talk in the privacy of the car,” Barry said as he tapped his visor.

      “Car? I’m not going anywhere with you.” Alice looked around. “No one I trust is nearby. I need a damn good reason before I get into your car.”

      “Believe me when I say our interests are aligned. Scotty, my friend, knows how to build an electronic bomb that will damage all the robots in a limited area,” Barry said.

      “I’m not an engineer, but wouldn’t that wipe out all other electronics that we use every day, like visors, phones, and computers?” Alice said.

      “Yes, but if we are careful and strategic about placing the bomb, we can avoid that. I will let Scotty explain all the technical stuff.”

      Moments later, an older-looking black vehicle resembling a hearse stopped in front of city hall.

      “I’m still not going with you. Give me the address, and I will take an auto taxi,” Alice said.

      The vehicle’s door opened; the Goth Queen was in the back seat. Alice looked; no one was in the driver’s seat.

      “Isn’t this cool? I just got this baby modified; don’t you love how sleek the auto attendant is?” Barry said as he winked at Alice.

      “Hello, Alice, care to ride with me?” the Goth Queen asked. “Barry’s driving.”

      Alice nodded and got into the car.

      Barry got into the driver’s seat, pulled into traffic, and started heading toward the Brooklyn Bridge. The fog, mist, and evening traffic made it difficult to get anywhere. Large droplets of rain began forming on the windows. Periodically, the car would start shaking. When this happened, Barry would put the large vehicle into neutral gear and step on the gas pedal a few times.

      “Why do you have a vehicle that runs on gasoline? I can smell the fumes back here,” Alice said.

      “Why do we keep anything? Because it still works! I don’t need a new vehicle that flies, or some self-driving monstrosity,” the Goth Queen replied.

      Alice was confused. “If this car is not self-driving, then why did it pull up by itself?”

      “A self-guidance system is not the same as a self-driving vehicle. It has the same technology as cars that would parallel park for people fifty years ago,” Barry said.

      “Parallel parking is a helluva lot different than a car driving itself somewhere from a parking lot,” Alice said.

      “From what I understand, the guidance system of this vehicle follows a magnetic path that is built into the streets. Once I tap my visor, my coordinates are sent to the car, and we get picked up,” Barry explained.

      The rain was getting heavier. Alice could only see blurry shapes outside the window.

      “Who’s Scotty?” Alice asked.

      “Scotty is a friend, but he’s also my brother,” the Goth Queen said.

      “I didn’t realize you had any family.”

      Alice regretted her words immediately. “Oh . . . Sorry, I didn’t mean it to come out like that,” Alice said.

      If the Goth Queen was offended, she didn’t show it.

      “Father wanted Scotty to go to the best engineering school on the East Coast, so he insisted upon the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. He studied mechanical engineering but ended up specializing in nuclear engineering. I understand little of that, so I will let him explain,” the Goth Queen said.

      Sounds to me like she comes from a wealthy family.

      Traffic started moving at a normal pace; drops of water fell into Alice’s lap as they traveled faster across the bridge. Alice traced the source of the water: the windows were not leakproof.

      “Did you catch the news feed tonight?” the Goth Queen asked.

      “Yes, unbelievable! That MuseFam bastard is reigniting the CityWide Concert,” Alice said.

      “Don’t you get it? An entire orchestra of robots—plus backup robots—will be there. We may not get another opportunity to eliminate them all.”

      “I’m intrigued,” Alice said.

      The rain was slowing. She peered out the window. Several enormous buildings loomed nearby. A few minutes later, Barry pulled up to a building that resembled a warehouse; a light could be seen emanating from the top floor.

      Alice knew it would satisfy her to eliminate all the robots—and that she would be a suspect, anyway. MuseFam was already on to her. The prank that Jamie helped her in—when they had disabled all the robots at the last CityWide Concert—was one thing, but this electronic bomb sounded a lot more destructive. She was afraid of the consequences.

      “I’m not sure that destroying MuseFam property would be productive. What about the side effects? There has to be a safe way to stop all the robots. We can organize peacefully,” Alice said.

      “Let’s decide how we want to proceed after we talk with my brother—”

      A rapping noise interrupted the Goth Queen. Alice jumped in her seat.

      “Hey, it’s Scotty,” Barry said as he unlocked the vehicle.

      A man with blond hair and a short-trimmed beard entered the vehicle and sat in the empty front passenger seat and gave Barry a small shove.

      “You’re late!” Scotty said.

      “We had some nasty weather and traffic, but we are here now,” Barry said.

      “C’mon, Scotty,” the Goth Queen said, “do you have something to show us or not?”

      “I do, and it’s not down here, so let’s go upstairs already!” Scotty said.

      Alice followed Scotty and company into the warehouse. Once inside, a staircase leading to a loft was visible.

      “Lock the door before coming up,” Scotty said as he ascended the stairs.

      Moments later, Alice entered Scotty’s loft. It looked like a bachelor lived here; there was a small table with a single chair, a refrigerator, and a small couch with room for maybe two people.

      Scotty opened the refrigerator and grabbed a black-looking bottle. He looked at Alice and asked, “Do you want something to drink? We have beer . . .” He rummaged through the refrigerator. “Just dark beer—sorry, I don’t have anything else.”

      “A beer is fine,” Alice said.

      Scotty opened it then handed the bottle to Alice. Then he took out an enormous heart-shaped bottle of brown liquid out of the cabinet and faced the Goth Queen.

      “Grace, your private stash,” Scotty said.

      So that’s her actual name! Alice thought as she took a seat on the coach.

      “Hey, I could use one of those,” Barry said as he pointed at Alice’s drink.

      Scotty shrugged, then sat down on the couch. “Help yourself,” he said.

      The Goth Queen took the heart-shaped bottle and a glass and poured herself a generous portion. Barry moved the chair back so the Goth Queen could sit at the table.

      “Okay, now that we are getting refreshed, let’s get down to business,” Scotty began. “In a few minutes, we will go into the next room for a demonstration. Just be sure to leave the drinks in this room. In case you don’t know, I’m proposing that we use a weapon known as a directed electromagnetic pulse—EMP for short—to disrupt the robots—”

      “Is it a bomb?” Alice interrupted Scotty.

      “Yes. It’s non-lethal to humans, but the robots may not survive,” Scotty replied.

      “How are you going to destroy the robots without damaging other things, like visors?” she asked.

      “The EMP—I call it an E-Bomb—can be adjusted to emit low-level pulses that will scramble the robots’ brains like eggs, but it’s not strong enough to destroy them. If the E-Bomb ignites at full intensity, then all electronics will be fried like a fly in a bug zapper, but human life will be unaffected.”

      “What settings are you going to use?” Alice asked. “I mean, how intense is it going to be?”

      “I want to get the most bang for our buck and cause the most damage, so I think medium damage should be the goal,” Scotty said.

      “What will happen to everyone’s electronics with the medium-damage scenario?” Alice asked.

      Scotty gave Alice a suspicious look, then said, “Corrupt their computer data, but it’s not strong enough to cause severe damage to the electronics.”

      “Why do you care if a few visors get fried?” Barry asked. “If they are attending a concert full of synths, then they deserve to get their electronics damaged.”

      “Because I don’t want someone’s pacemaker to get fried and die, you schmuck!” Alice said, glaring at Barry defiantly.

      Scott gave Alice an apprising look. “That is an excellent point! I don’t think the medium-damage setting will affect pacemakers, but I will make sure that I account for that variable,” Scotty said as he rubbed his chin.

      No one said anything for a long time. Alice noticed that one of Scotty’s legs was trembling.

      “It’ll be fine, no one will die,” Scotty said, waving a hand as if that would dismiss Alice’s concerns. “Well, enough talk. Anyone want to see it in action?”

      “Alice, don’t let them harm me!” Doris said.

      “Don’t worry, I won’t,” Alice replied in a low voice.

      Doris has become too valuable to fry her like a fly in a bug zapper.

      “Do you have a viewing both or something? I don’t want my visor damaged—I can’t afford another one, and I’ve had some data problems,” Alice said.

      “I have a shielded room, but you won’t be able to see much, and I need you to see how it works. Might I suggest that you leave your visor in that room . . . just in case?” Scotty said. Alice nodded.

      Scotty led everyone into a darkened open area. He pointed to a small room about the size of a broom closet. “You can deposit any sensitive electronics in there,” he said.

      Alice put her visor and phone in the shielded room, then joined Scotty in a large open area with several markings on the floor with something cylindrical standing in the middle. As Alice got closer to the center of the room, she realized this was Scotty’s staging area. The loft appeared to be constructed of wood, with several concrete pillars. Except for the metal cylindrical object, the loft was bare. The cylinder was about two feet tall and a foot wide; it looked like a small bollard. A square outline of electrical tape surrounded the cylinder.

      “The cylindrical object you see before you contains the payload for the E-Bomb,” Scotty said.

      “That seems close to us—it’s maybe ten feet away?” Alice said, sounding concerned.

      “It’ll be alright,” Scotty said. “Make sure you stay behind the square outline—the E-Bomb is not lethal to humans, but there may be some discomfort if you get too close while it’s active. Oh . . . and that reminds me, does anyone have any implants, or cybernetic interfaces?”

      “No way, I like to keep it pure!” Alice said.

      “Oh, I like the sound of that,” Barry teased.

      Alice rolled her eyes.

      “Good—I’d hate to cause any pain by frying any electronics you might have integrated into your flesh. I will use the medium setting; it will be an excellent test.”

      “Do you even have a test subject?” Alice asked.

      “I have a subject ready to go. Now stand behind the line, and wear these.”

      Scotty handed everyone a pair of safety goggles.

      “Okay, is everyone ready?” he asked. “I’m starting the test in thirty seconds.”

      Moments later, Alice watched as the cylinder moved upward, exposing circuitry at the base; Alice thought she saw a purple glow emitting from it. A loud humming noise seemed to penetrate the room. Alice felt dizzy, her head throbbed. She took in a few deep breaths.

      There’s no reason to be anxious—it’s just a test, Alice told herself as she tried to slow her breathing.

      “You can come in now,” Scotty yelled.

      Loud thumping sounds and vibrations seemed to be coming from the cylinder. Seconds later, Alice saw something appear in a doorway at the opposite side of the room; she saw a shadow of something pause for a second before continuing its forward march toward the cylinder. The figure resembled a human female that . . . was injured! The figure stumbled, caught herself, and then dragged a foot that no longer functioned. The closer she got to the cylinder, the weaker she appeared.

      She looks familiar. Who is that?

      “What am I . . . doing here?” the female figure said.

      The figure came closer toward the cylinder, then stumbled and fell.

      “Ms. Augustine?” Alice asked.

      “You know who I am? Where am I?” Ms. Augustine said as she raised her head.

      “Now!” Scotty yelled as he hit a button on a remote control.

      The purple glow became brighter; Scotty was fiddling with the device. Alice grabbed her head—the pain!

      “Sing for us, baby!” Scotty demanded.

      Ms. Augustine gave Scotty a pleading look. “Then you will let me go?” she asked.

      Scotty smiled. “Yes, I will let you leave.”

      Ms. Augustine straightened herself, then started singing her usual song that started with “Ooh . . . ooh . . . ooh,” then she froze for a long moment. She resumed her singing. Her usual loud soprano voice sounded distorted, like there was radio interference. The difficulties seemed to make the robot more determined; she sang louder before her voice demodulated into static. Moments later, she collapsed into a heap.

      Alice watched in shock. Is that smoke coming from her body?

      “I kept my promise, my dear. I let you leave your mortal coil behind,” Scotty said as he stopped the test.

      “What just happened?” Alice asked.

      “Our test subject is an advanced synthetic person, or robot. She was designed to be a performer. I set the EMP level to a medium level, but she was still functioning, so I had to increase it another level before she collapsed,” Scotty said.

      “Where did you get Ms. Augustine?”

      “Barry helped with that,” Scotty said in an amused tone.

      Alice looked in Barry’s direction. “Did you kidnap her?”

      “It’s not kidnaping . . . she’s not human. I just borrowed her—I thought you would be happy,” Barry said, trying to look innocent.

      “I saw her with Brenton Morris, the CEO of MuseFam—I think she’s his personal robot, and he will look for her. She will have some kind of tracking device on her,” Alice said.

      “Barry used a head-covering made of wire mesh when he captured her to block the signal, so there shouldn’t be a trace of her after the Brooklyn Bridge,” Scotty said.

      “Don’t worry, I will have her back at MuseFam HQ tonight,” Barry said.

      “Are you going to fix her first?” Alice asked.

      “Nah—MuseFam built her, let them fix her,” Barry said.

      “I have to do some more testing, but this experiment was a success. I just need to make a few adjustments, and then I will install the E-Bomb close to MuseFam Hall a day or two before the event,” Scotty said.

      “Close to MuseFam Hall? Where, exactly?” Alice asked.

      “On the roof, near the metal dome. It will be easier to conceal there, and the dome will act as an amplifier,” Scotty said.

      “What do you need from us?” the Goth Queen asked.

      “Keep spreading the truth that synthetics are flawed and not worthy of playing for a human audience,” Scotty said.

      Alice looked at her watch. She had forgotten to take it off. The display was a jumbled mess.

      Better leave Doris at home—or at least be at a safe distance—when this thing gets activated.

      “It’s getting late, guys, I think I will leave,” Alice said.

      “We will take you back to the city,” the Goth Queen said.

      Scotty put a hand on Alice’s shoulder. “We’ll be in touch.”

      Barry grabbed Ms. Augustine’s body and slung her over his shoulder as he headed downstairs toward the parked hearse, Alice and the Goth Queen trailing behind.
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      Alice arrived at Newark Heights well after 11:00 p.m. She would have been home sooner, but she didn’t want Barry knowing her place of residence, even if it was temporary. She didn’t mind taking the train; it gave her time to think about her next move.

      Alice entered Lindsey and Brian’s house. She was so tired, but since she had skipped dinner, she was also very hungry.

      Alfred must be starving.

      She hadn’t been able to call Lindsey and ask her to feed Alfred. If only had I remembered to charge my phone, Alice thought.

      Alice didn’t have the latest in visor technology, so she relied on her phone or Wi-Fi to activate the visor’s communications system. Since she bought the cheapest model, it didn’t include MeshNet access: a technology that allowed her visor to use the city’s data network.

      She was about to open her bedroom door when she noticed a note on the door that read:

      I fed Alfred.

      We need to talk!

      Lindsey

      

      Thanks, Lindsey, Alice thought. I knew I could count on you, even though I have been a terrible mother to Alfred.

      As soon as she opened the door, Alfred ran toward her and started rubbing against her. Alice picked him up and carried him to a nearby chair. It had been days since she had spent quality time with her cat.

      “I know it’s been a while. I promise to spend more time with you,” Alice said.

      Alfred purred as she connected her visor to the home network. As soon as she did, Doris began yammering at a faster-than-normal pace.

      “Alice, what happened? You went incommunicado for a few hours,” Doris said.

      “Sorry, my phone’s battery died.”

      “We need to upgrade your visor so you can get rid of that old technology.”

      “This?” Alice held the phone to her visor. “It’s old, but reliable.”

      “I’m sure you will be interested to know that they repealed the AI Copyright Repeal Act.”

      “When did that happen?”

      “They reported it more than an hour ago. The news report mentioned that a local law firm was pivotal in winning the case.”

      There’s nothing stopping MuseFam now!

      “Which firm represented MuseFam?”

      After a few moments, Doris said, “The news referenced the law firm Parker and Sutherland. Does that mean anything to you?”

      “That’s Brian’s firm. I’m sure that’s what his ‘Big Case’ is,” Alice said.

      Alice walked down the wide hallway to the kitchen, and then proceeded to raid Lindsey’s refrigerator. She took a mini-pizza, about the size of a coaster, out of the freezer and put it in the oversized oven. She pressed the “Prepare Now” button. A timer started counting down from five minutes, and a warm yellow light emitted from the oven.

      “You have ten unheard messages. Would you like me to play any of them?”

      “Who are they from?”

      “Three are from Lindsey, two from Charlie, one from Lawrence, one from Nigel, another from Oscar, and two from Simon.”

      “Play the Lindsey messages first,” Alice said.

      The first two of Lindsey’s messages comprised of “Call me,” and “We need to talk.”

      Is she going to kick me out?

      She played the message from Oscar next.

      “Alice, how are you holding up? Did you forget that your stuff is in my storage locker? I need to give it back in a few weeks. Just didn’t want to spring it on you at the last minute. Call me—let’s catch up sometime.”

      She listened to the message from Nigel as she put her dinner on a plate and started wolfing down the pizza.

      “Alice, this is Nigel Watson. With Simon’s help, I was about to restore the lost funds. We were also able to track down the hacker. Call me and I will explain.”

      Alice checked her balance; the original $3,054.22 balance—minus a $12 account maintenance fee—left her with $3,042.22 in her account. Alice breathed a sigh of relief.

      I will do something nice for Nigel—take him for a steak dinner or something.

      The messages from Simon were a waste of time; they were apologies that lasted longer than Alice wanted to listen. She deleted them before reaching the end.

      She called Nigel back. He picked up on the second ring.

      “Alice?” he said. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, it’s been a strange couple of days.”

      “I hear you, kid. You know, Simon feels terrible about what happened to your account. It’s not the kid’s fault, yet he takes the blame.”

      For a brief second, she felt sorry for Simon.

      “You said you had news about a hacker?” Alice asked.

      “Yeah, I did some digging on the dark web and found some leads on our nefarious friend, your tracker . . . He goes by the pseudonym Mister K.”

      “What? The dark web?”

      It perplexed Alice that someone would go as far as hiring someone from the dark web to track her down. She had heard of large criminal organizations with ties to the dark web, but other than that, she didn’t know much more about it.

      “The dark web is where all the nasty business takes place on the net. If you want someone dead—or if you want to relive someone’s last moments on earth via an illegal implant—then the dark web is the place to go.”

      Alice felt cold. If I am attracting this kind of attention, then I pissed off someone powerful.

      “And Mister K? Any idea who this creep is?” she asked.

      “I hacked one of the dark web bulletin board systems and could trace his movements to a MORP exit node right here in New York City.”

      “Okay, what does that mean?” Alice asked.

      “It means that after some long hours and Simon’s help, I could track his actual identity. His legal name is Hansen Kirsch, and he lives in Brooklyn.”

      “Can we call the cops on this guy?”

      “That would be ill-advised—but we have a genuine opportunity here.”

      “Care to fill me in?”

      “I started tracking his activities. I’m hoping that I can find evidence of who hired him.”

      Brian was acting strange at the courthouse! Alice recalled with alarm. Is he involved?

      “We suspect that someone from MuseFam is working against us, but we need proof. Once we have that, we can bring it to the proper authorities,” Nigel continued.

      Alice then filled in Nigel about her activities with the Purists, the court hearings, and her recent science experiments with the Goth Queen.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      MuseFam Headquarters, New York City

      Wednesday morning

      Walt Scruthers stepped out of the limo just outside MuseFam’s headquarters off Sixth Avenue in New York. He buttoned his white coat and pulled up his collar.

      Why didn’t I bring a heavier coat? Nashville is still warm compared to this.

      His white wispy hair blew to one side as a tall, balding man held the door open for him. Walt turned to his driver. “Wait by the car, Scroggins.”

      “Yes sir.”

      Walt hurried inside the MuseFam doors and surveyed the lobby. An atrium filled the space with bright natural light. Artificial intelligence was everywhere; robots cleaned the floors, walked beside people, and even sold pastries and coffee at kiosks.

      Walt took a handkerchief from a coat pocket and then wiped some grime from his rattlesnake cowboy boots.

      I feel dirty just stepping inside this place.

      An enormous reception desk with several uniformed men blocked the path to the atrium. Walt approached the largest-looking man.

      “Can I help you, sir?” the young burly guard asked.

      Walt gave the guard an appraising look, then said, “Yes, son, you can pick up that phone yonder and call the head of this . . . establishment.”

      “I’m sorry, but who are you here to see?” the guard asked.

      This guy is dense.

      Walt opened his arms in a grand gesture, then pointed to an emblem on the wall. It was golden and depicted a robotic dog looking inside a gramophone. “Well, I’m here to see the man who runs this whole shindig.”

      “Who?” the guard said again.

      Good—he thinks I’m a deaf old man.

      Walt pointed to the phone on the reception desk. “Look, son, I’ve come a long way to see Mr. Brenton Morris, and I expect you to pick up that phone, or call him on that high-tech gizmo you young’uns wear on your head, but summon him—and make it snappy. Tell him it’s Mr. Scruthers calling.”

      Walt finished his sentence by pushing the guard so hard he stumbled back into a wall. The young guard stared at him in disbelief.

      Walt smiled.

      I bet you didn’t expect an old man to have strength like that. My strength is all-natural, boy! No cyber cheating here.

      The guard put on a pair of glasses; then he tapped on an unseen screen just below the desk.

      Is he shaking? Good.

      “My apologies, Mr. Scruthers, someone will get you soon. Have a seat,” the guard said.

      Several minutes later, a tall woman in a pale blue suit approached Walt. “You must be Mr. Scruthers,” the woman said.

      “I am, little lady.” Walt made a hat-tipping motion. “And who might you be?”

      “I’m Andi Watson. I’m the head of the public relations department. Mr. Morris wants to ensure your comfort—while you wait for him, that is.”

      “Yes, I’m glad he didn’t send a robot. Lead the way, little lady,” Walt said.

      Upon being called “little lady,” Andi gave Walt a scowl before leading him past the guard booth and into a sizeable atrium area. Several glass elevators were operating in the distance; Walt counted at least eight elevator cars. In the center of the atrium, an enormous fountain was visible, which featured a golden sculpture of the MuseFam logo. It was at least ten feet high. Walt had an errant thought: Was the dog waiting for something to crawl out of the gramophone?

      “Have you been in New York long, Mr. Scruthers?” Andi asked.

      “No, I just arrived this morning.

      “Did you fly?”

      “No, I have the means, but I prefer to travel by more . . . conventional methods. I took an overnighter on the Maglev.”

      “The bullet train?”

      “Yeah, but I don’t know why they call it that, since it took eighteen hours to get here. I wasn’t too keen on traveling through the Ohio Valley with the . . . radiation and all, so I took the southern route.” Walt looked at his watch. “Speaking of slow, how long does it take to commandeer an elevator?”

      “We are going all the way to the top, so it can take a while.”

      It took several minutes, but eventually an elevator opened, and several people filed out. Walt and Andi stepped inside. Andi held out a hand as several people tried entering with trays filled with food.

      “I’m sorry, this lift is occupied,” Andi said.

      Andi took out a golden key that reminded Walt of an old skeleton key; it had an ornate webbing pattern on its handle. She inserted it into a slot near the elevator’s button panel that Walt hadn’t noticed. As the door closed, Walt could see his reflection in the polished glass that coated each surface of the elevator car. Then the surrounding glass dissolved into a steel-gray color, and a giant, genderless, metal robotic face appeared on all glass surfaces. It was an eerie sight, because the robot was literally staring at him from every direction. Soon they were ascending faster than Walt had expected.

      “Whoa now,” Walt said as he tried grabbing onto a handrail.

      “Welcome to MuseFam headquarters, honored guest,” the robot said.

      The elevator seemed to go faster now; Walt lost his balance and almost fell.

      “You are in one of the fastest elevators known to man. We should be at the 70th floor in no time, partner.”

      Walt couldn’t be sure, but he thought the robot winked at him.

      Less than a minute later they were stepping off the elevator and onto a marble floor, which was so shiny that Walt could see his reflection. Walt noticed several gold and platinum awards on the walls as he followed Andi to Mr. Morris’s office.

      “Wait here, please,” Andi said while pointing to a couch nearby.

      Walt watched as she walked into a nearby office. He waited for several minutes. He thought of what he would say to the man who had tried to kill human culture in America’s original “Music City.”

      What gives this man the right to replace our Jubilee singers with robots, anyway? Walt fumed—but then he stopped himself. Calm down, Walt, don’t let your feelings get the better of you.

      “Mr. Scruthers, he will see you now,” Andi said, emerging briefly from the office.

      “Thank you, ma’am,” Walt said as he steeled himself and walked into Brenton Morris’s office.

      Mr. Morris’s office was not what Walt had expected. Besides the lack of furnishings, Mr. Morris didn’t have a desk; he seemed to be hovering in midair with several translucent screens floating nearby. As Walt approached, he realized that the furnishings were transparent. Mr. Morris was using hand gestures to control something on one screen.

      Let the battle begin, Walt said.

      “Mr. Scruthers,” Brenton said, turning slowly to face the man. “I’m Brenton Morris. Now have a seat.”

      Brenton pointed at Walt, and a robot with a chair appeared.

      Where did this robot come from?

      “I think I will stand if that suits?” Walt said.

      “Fine. What do you want, old man!”

      The robot stood with the chair for a moment before Brenton gave it a “go away” gesture. The robot left the office with the chair.

      No respect, not even for your own creations, you bastard.

      Walt smiled. “Howdy, Mr. Morris—we spoke on the phone last week.”

      “Did we? My assistant quit without notice last week, so I’m afraid that I’m a bit out of sorts. Care to refresh my memory?”

      “Let me tell you a story, Mr. Morris. Several months ago, a music company based in Nashville, Tennessee, called the Confederated Music Company—CMC for short—was approached by a Yankee-based company in New York City.”

      “What did the company from New York want?” Brenton asked in a condescending tone.

      “The Yankee company went to CMC’s largest shareholder and offered to buy them out at a significant profit. The shareholder in question had experienced significant losses over the past several quarters and was in dire straits. The shareholder in question gave the CEO of the New York company a verbal ‘yes’ without the approval of his compatriots.”

      Brenton leaned back in his chair and smiled.

      “Oh! Tell me, what happens next? I’m dying to hear what happens next!”

      “The shareholder in question—the one with the largest portion of CMC shares—sold his stake to the Yankee company in New York. The shareholder had 34 percent of outstanding shares,” Walt said contentiously.

      Brenton seemed unfazed.

      “In theory,” Walt continued, “he would need to contact another shareholder to gain a controlling interest in CMC. Then the Yankee company could initiate a hostile takeover of the small music company in Nashville.”

      “What else happens in this fairy-tale of yours?” Brenton chided.

      “The current CEO of CMC blocks the Yankee company from taking over a family-run company.”

      Brenton laughed.

      “How in the hell are you going to do that? I have verbal agreements from CMC’s largest shareholders that, when executed, will mean the Yankee company known as MuseFam will own 52 percent of that Nashville music company.”

      “There is one thing that the arrogant Yankee CEO miscalculated,” Walt said.

      “What’s that? The deal is as good as done, old man.”

      “I may be old, but I’m still well connected in Nashville. Let me draw you a picture.”

      Brenton’s smile evaporated.

      “The guy with 18 percent of CMC shares is married to the sister of the largest shareholder. If the deal goes through, the sister will lose the right to operate her business in the historic downtown location that she so desires because the building is owned by the largest shareholder,” Walt said, smiling. “Also, the second largest shareholder, the guy with 34 percent of CMC shares, received a package—or rather, his wife did. The contents of that package show her husband in the arms of several younger women. I believe he was caught on camera with some pig costume. If he wants to stay in the good graces of the missus, he will sell his shares to the largest shareholder: me!”

      Brenton said nothing for several moments. Walt couldn’t read him; it was almost if the man had set aside his emotions somehow.

      “There is a flaw in the largest shareholder’s plan,” Brenton said at last. “He doesn’t have enough cash to buy up all of those shares. Plus, the contingent value rights—or CVR—give the shareholder more shares of the acquiring company, whose shares are worth more. So why would those shareholders be beholden to some old guy who has some handshake agreements in place? It makes no sense.”

      Walt’s jawline clenched, his eyes narrowed, and his hands balled into fists. He closed his eyes to regain control of his temper.

      “Look, Mr. Morris, you’re not buying my company,” Walt said. “I have agreements from those shareholders.”

      “Are you sure about that? When is the last time you checked your messages?”

      Walk took out his oversized, ancient-looking smartphone and tapped a few times, reading new emails. What he saw wasn’t good.

      “You bastard!” he snarled.

      “When you left Nashville, your deal was all set, but I worked all night on a deal that undid all of your hard work,” Brenton said, smiling.

      “How?” Walt demanded.

      “I don’t like revealing my methods, but I will make an exception for you. I expected the sister’s price to be high, but it wasn’t. It wasn’t that hard to figure out she is your cousin. She didn’t want to sell at first, but I found her price,” Brenton said.

      Walt stared at Brenton in disbelief, then stormed out of the snake pit that was Brenton Morris’s office.
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        * * *

      

      Meanwhile, in Newark Heights, New Jersey

      Despite getting to bed late, Alice awoke early the next morning; she had things to do.

      Alice walked into the kitchen where Lindsey was preparing breakfast. Brian was dressed and reading the news on his tablet. He was one of the few people who didn’t use a visor. Alice pulled up a seat at the table across from Brian.

      “Hey, Brian, I never see you wearing a visor. Why not?” Alice said.

      Brian put down his tablet and gave Alice a thoughtful look. After several moments, he said, “Besides being a huge time sink? If I wore a visor all day, I would never get any focused work done. Not with all the alerts, advertisements, and other junk. Not to mention those useless AIs reminding me to do basic tasks. A tablet or computer is good enough for me. I need not be hardwired into the system. Besides, I want to be difficult to track,” Brian said as he winked at Alice.

      “This guy is trouble,” Doris said in Alice’s earpiece.

      “Well, I find it very useful for my job, because I need to research while in the field,” Alice replied. “Get local alerts when interesting bands are playing, or where live events are happening. I might know where I want to look for talent, but the visor helps me refine it. I also like my AI!”

      “It’s a little early for you, isn’t it?” Lindsey said.

      Alice glanced at the clock; it was after eight.

      “I guess, but whatever,” Alice said. “I’ve had a rough couple of weeks. Yesterday I got locked out of a city council meeting at city hall, and then I found out that a mysterious hacker is trying to ruin my life, but otherwise I’m good.” Alice stared at Brian as she spoke.

      “What were you doing at city hall?” Lindsey asked.

      “I was trying to protest against a new city ordinance that forces local human-only clubs to accept robots as patrons.”

      “I never understand your feelings on this issue, Alice,” Lindsey sighed. “So why is this a problem?”

      “Because it’s wrong! Robots have a lot of knowledge because they ingest all sorts of data, but when it comes to making the correct decisions for humans, they don’t do it well. The robots lack empathy and don’t understand complex human decision-making. For example, suppose a poor and starving parent steals food to feed their family. A robot might make the logical decision of calling the police and prosecuting the parent, but is that the best choice? What about the children of these parents? Without someone like a social worker there to offer compassion to these children and try and figure out the best solution, the children would just carry the emotional impact of being separated from their parent. Morality is a human concept, and robots will never understand it. And when it comes to music, robots will never understand what music is on an emotional level.”

      “I think you’re making a big deal out of all of this,” Lindsey huffed. “So what if a robot is drinking next to me at a bar?”

      “You’re missing the point, Lindsey. Human rights are still being violated.”

      Brian suddenly got up and put his coffee mug in the dishwasher, making a lot of noise, irritated.

      “Well, I’ve got to go. You ladies have a great day,” he said.

      Alice got up and blocked Brian’s path, boxing him in.

      “Brian, why did you prevent me from entering the city council chambers yesterday?”

      Brian gave Alice a cool look.

      “Is this true, Brian?” Lindsey said.

      “I saw her there, but I didn’t prevent her from entering,” Brian replied.

      “What were you doing at the city council meeting? Why was it closed to the public, anyway?” Alice asked.

      “I was there for a client. I can’t talk about it, and I have to leave. See you tonight?”

      Alice frowned, then said, “Yeah, this should make for some fun dinner conversation.” Alice stepped aside and let Brian pass.

      He made a move for the door and was halfway there when Lindsey said, “Brian, aren’t you going to kiss me goodbye?”

      Brian went back and gave Lindsey a quick kiss, then left the house as fast as he could.

      Lindsey gave Alice a hard, stone-faced look.

      “What’s your deal?” she asked. “Why are you questioning my husband like that?”

      Alice crossed her arms and snarled. “Because he’s behind all of it. The AI Copyright Protection Act, the new city ordinance, everything!”

      Lindsey closed her eyes for a moment as she took in a few deep breaths.

      “What did you want to talk about, anyway?” Alice said, interrupting Lindsey’s impromptu meditation session.

      “Oh—what?” Lindsey said, as if she didn’t understand the question.

      “Your message mentioned something about talking to me, so what is it?”

      “Brian and I decided that it was best if you would get your own place at the end of the month.”

      “Brian said he would give you the money to get set up in a new apartment now that you have a job—”

      “I don’t want your charity,” Alice said, cutting Lindsey off. “I’ll leave tonight!”

      “You don’t have to leave until the end of the month.”

      “No, no, I got it—you and your traitorous husband don’t want me around anymore. That’s fine.”

      Lindsey scowled. “It’s not like you’re here much anyway, Alice! You treat us like a pet-sitter for Alfred.”

      “Well, you won’t have to worry about that anymore.”

      “Alice, don’t be such a pill. At least stay until the end of the week. I know how hard it is to get an apartment in Manhattan on short notice. Sit down, I’ll make you breakfast,” Lindsey said as she poured Alice a cup of coffee and handed it to her.

      Alice took a seat and drank the warm brew. Her heart was still racing.

      No sooner had she taken her first sip than her visor chirped; she slid it down from her forehead and answered. It was Nigel.

      “Find out anything?” Alice asked.

      “I did. It is confirmed that Mister K is working for MuseFam. He has several interactions with a Mark Olaf. Mark is Brenton Morris’s head of security, and Simon’s boss,” Nigel said.

      Lindsey set a plate of eggs, bacon, hash browns, and toast in front of Alice.

      “You’ve been helpful, thanks Mr. Watson,” Alice said as she disconnected.

      “Do I even want to ask what that was about?” Lindsey said.

      “It’s confirmation that your husband is working against me.”

      Lindsey broke eye contact, then busied herself in the kitchen.

      Alice started eating her breakfast.

      Lindsey has been a genuine friend, she thought. I should go easy on her. Too bad her husband is a jerk.

      Alice tasked herself with wolfing down her breakfast as fast as she could; she had business in the city. But something was bothering her about Lindsey’s behavior.

      Something’s off about Lindsey—but what?

      “You didn’t seem that surprised when I mentioned the repeal of the AI Copyright Protection Act, or the new city ordinance,” Alice said.

      Lindsey didn’t respond.

      “You know something, don’t you?”

      “I’m not sure what you are insinuating,” Lindsey said as she played with her hair.

      Alice recognized that look; she’d known Lindsey since they were both children, and Alice knew when her friend was hiding something.

      “Brian is working a . . . related case. I don’t know all the details. His firm hired me as a music consultant.”

      “What would a law firm need with a music consultant? Let me guess—you can’t talk about it!” Alice said.

      Lindsey gave Alice a pained look.

      “Well, since the press release is out, I can tell you I worked for Brian’s firm. A few people asked me questions about music composition and what tools we use for musical production and stuff like that.”

      “Did they ask anything else related to me?”

      Lindsey thought about it for a long moment, then said, “Now that I think about it, they asked if I knew of any all-human clubs. I gave them information about Roxy’s club.”

      “That’s just great!” Alice said.

      “What? I didn’t tell them about you specifically.” Lindsey started walking out of the kitchen, then paused. “Oh, before I forget—Brian’s firm is taking me out for a nice steak dinner to celebrate. I will be home late, so please make sure you take care of your cat.”

      “No problem, I’m not planning on staying out late . . . if I can help it.”

      Lindsey nodded. “I’m done arguing Alice, and my offer stands—you can stay here until the end of the month, which gives you almost three weeks to look for an apartment.”

      Lindsey left the kitchen and headed to her bedroom.

      She handed Roxy’s club over on a silver platter, Alice thought. Does she not realize what she’s done?
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      Alice left earlier than usual that morning and made her way to the train station. About halfway to the city, her phone rang. It was Charlie. She picked up the call on her visor.

      “Hey, Charlie, how ya doing?”

      “It’s been a while since we spoke, how are you holding up?”

      Should I tell Charlie about what MuseFam is up to? Alice wondered—but she quickly made up her mind. It’s best to give that kind of news in person.

      Alice gave Charlie a brief rundown of current events.

      After a long pause, Charlie continued. “A lot has happened here. Roxy, Lawrence, and I tried to fend off city inspectors, but we failed. Lawrence got the call the inspectors were coming just before dawn.”

      “Why? I didn’t think clubs needed inspecting.”

      “The club has to undergo safety inspections at least once a year. We’ve had our inspections two months ago. This is different. The inspectors want to see if we have any equipment that could damage robot patrons, I guess.”

      “You’ve got to be shitting me! That city ordinance was just voted on yesterday,” Alice said.

      “The mayor signed off on it before the council voted. From what I hear, the mayor had help from a big-time law firm on Park Avenue.”

      “I’m on my way to the club now,” Alice said.

      “Is it safe for you? You mentioned something about a hacker.”

      “It’s been two days with no stalker activity, so I think I’m okay for now. Besides, I want to get back to work.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Alice entered Roxy’s club. The place was packed; it looked like it was being remodeled. Exposed vent covers were removed or hanging from walls, and overhead lights were dangling from the ceiling. At least a dozen people in official-looking uniforms appeared to be taking the club apart. She spotted Charlie and tried waving at him. He didn’t notice her. Lawrence and Roxy seemed to be in heated conversations with inspectors.

      “Charlie!” Alice yelled over the commotion.

      He nodded, then navigated through the throng of workers. He was about to engage in conversation when an inspector stopped him and began talking. Alice tried moving closer, but she couldn’t hear the conversation. The man’s body language suggested he was in charge, and he was a lot older than the other inspectors. He was holding up something that looked like it belonged inside a wall; it was a plastic box with some wires stuffed inside of it.

      Whatever that is, it looks fake! That didn’t come from the club! Alice fumed. Roxy is being set up.

      “Doris,” Alice said quietly, “can you take a few pictures of these guys?”

      “Already on it, my dear,” Doris said in a playful tone.

      Once the man left Charlie, who was looking harried, Alice forced her way through the crowd of inspectors to talk to him.

      “Any news?” Alice asked.

      “No, just a lot of aggravation. These inspectors’ actions look more like harassment and intimidation than something official. They are damaging the property—I doubt that we can open tonight!” Charlie said.

      “I will call Lindsey and sort this out!”

      “What can she do?”

      “Her husband can intervene . . . I hope he can.”

      Alice called Lindsey.

      “Did you forget something?” Lindsey chided when she picked up.

      “Sorry for being difficult earlier, but I need your help,” Alice said. “It’s an emergency!”

      “What’s the situation?” Lindsey said in a concerned tone.

      “Roxy’s club is being overrun with at least a dozen inspectors. They look official, but something seems off.”

      “How? Why do you say that?”

      “Because they are ripping the place apart. Can you get Brian to help?”

      “Did you get any names?”

      “No, but I have some photos.”

      Lindsey sighed. “Send over all the information you have—I will contact you as soon as I can.”

      “Thanks, Lindsey!”

      Alice hoped that Lindsey would have some answers soon.

      Alice called the Goth Queen next; she picked up on the first ring.

      “Alice! What can I do for you?” the Goth Queen asked.

      “I wanted to see how your club was doing. Roxy’s club is being ripped apart by city inspectors.”

      “Nothing of the sort here. Let me check with some other club owners—”

      Alice’s phone started ringing again; it was Lindsey.

      “Grace, let me call you back,” Alice said as she connected the other line.

      “Brian is calling the mayor to confirm, but he says it’s too soon for that to be happening,” Lindsey explained.

      “You’re a lifesaver, Lindsey!”

      Alice heard a crash; part of the ceiling collapsed onto the stage. An inspector was there, covered in dust. He was on a ladder, pulling apart the ceiling with a large hammer. She noticed that he didn’t have a uniform. Alice confronted the man.

      “What the hell you doing? This is vandalism!” Alice said.

      “Are you the owner?” the man asked.

      “No!”

      “Then get out of my way!” the man said as he descended.

      “This guy has some nerve,” Doris said.

      He tried moving past Alice, but she blocked his path. The man grabbed her and pushed her to the ground.

      “Doris, call the police!” Alice said.

      She had to yell over the sounds of destruction around her. She heard something like “What’s your emergency?” before having her visor taken by another inspector.

      “What the fuck? Give that back to me at once,” Alice demanded.

      She tried grabbing the visor from the bogus inspector, but she couldn’t reach, because he was larger and taller than Alice. Then she noticed something odd about the man; he had a tattoo of a guitar, overlaid by a set of praying hands.

      This looks familiar. It reminds me of Elias, Alice thought, putting the pieces together. And this “investigation” is something his followers would do.

      Charlie had noticed the altercation, and he made his way over.

      “What’s going on here?” he asked the inspector with the visor. “Why do you have her personal property?”

      “Fine. Here,” the man said as he shoved the visor in Alice’s face.

      She paused, as if a rattlesnake was in front of her.

      “Take it, bitch!” the man said.

      She reached out and took her visor from the man. Putting it on, she saw two missed calls: one from Lindsey, and another from Parker and Sutherland, Brian’s law firm. She listened to the message from Lindsey first.

      “Alice, Brian needs to talk with you. Pick up when he rings.”

      Too late for that.

      She listened to Brian’s message.

      “Alice, I don’t know who these people are, but they are not from the city—”

      Panicking now, she didn’t listen to the rest of the message.

      “Doris, were you able to reach the police?”

      “No, but I think you should call Brian back—I know he’s not your favorite person, but he may be able to help.”

      Alice ducked into an empty office and called Brian, closing the door behind her. To her surprise, he wanted to help.

      “Alice, Lindsey sent me the information from your visor. I could enhance one image. The inspector’s official badge was visible in that photo. I sent the information to one of my best investigators, and he confirmed that it appears to be the work of a local organized crime family. They specialize in shakedowns. You should call the police,” Brian said.

      Alice did as he asked. She waited; soon, sirens blared in the distance. She cracked the door open and saw that several of the inspectors were making a run for the nearest exit. It wasn’t long before all of them were gone.

      The instant Alice stepped out of the room, Charlie spotted her.

      “What happened?” Charlie asked, rushing up to her.

      “I called the police on these bastards. I received confirmation they’re not real inspectors.”

      “Yeah, they seemed to leave in a hurry.”

      “My best friend is an attorney. His investigator is sorting this out.”

      “Good, because I’m at my wit’s end.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The police were still at Roxy’s well into the afternoon but didn’t seem to help the situation. Everyone except for Lawrence gave a statement; Lawrence seemed to have disappeared around the same time the fake inspectors did. Roxy sat next to Charlie at one of the ruined tables near the bar. She looked distraught.

      “Didn’t you look at any official badges from anyone?” Alice said.

      “They had official paperwork with the city seal,” Roxy said.

      “Did you notice anything unusual about them?”

      Both Roxy and Charlie shook their heads.

      “One guy—the creep who took my visor—had a tattoo with a guitar with praying hands over it,” Alice said.

      Roxy’s eyes widened.

      “Does that mean anything to either of you?” Alice asked.

      “Yes. When Elias pitched his first tent in Pasture’s Field, his right-hand man—Desmond, I believe—had a tattoo just as you described,” Roxy said.

      “It sounds like you were there. Are you . . . one of Elias’s followers?” Alice asked.

      Roxy seemed to be examining something interesting on the floor. “Not anymore. I met Elias after Lawrence and I got together. He was so energetic and full of passion. I didn’t agree with his sermons, but I was a part of his inner circle until Lucy was born. I didn’t want to raise Lucy in a tent. I got out, but it was difficult.

      “We should give the police this information. Do you know Desmond’s last name?”

      “I don’t,” Roxy said.

      “Is there anything else I should know?” Alice asked.

      “Look, if Desmond is involved, we should count ourselves lucky and move on.”

      “Why are you afraid of him so much?”

      “He’s a radical—and dangerous. He’s killed people before.”

      “Then he belongs in jail,” Alice said.
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        * * *

      

      Queenie’s Club Alphabet City

      Thursday night 9:42 p.m.

      Not long after the incident at Roxy’s, the Goth Queen called a meeting of all Purists in the tri-state region to strategize. Whenever Grace called a meeting—which was a rare occurrence—she enjoyed having it in an area that she controlled; thus, she hosted it at her club, which had a special place in the basement.

      Barry and Lawrence brought extra guys to guard the doors. Alice entered; Barry gave her a smile and said, “The meeting is downstairs.”

      Alice noticed that Barry was appraising her, as if she were a rare diamond. She shrugged him off and headed down the stairs.

      The Goth Queen’s club is way bigger than it looks from the outside, Alice thought as she descended. Alice hadn’t realized it the last time she had been in the club, but the building had multiple levels, and the downstairs was even larger than the main floor.

      At the bottom of the stairs, she realized she was in a large theater. There must be more than a hundred seats.

      There were a few dozen people already gathered. She recognized several people, but she didn’t know all of their names.

      Alice took a seat between Charlie and Mr. Wash. Then she caught glimpse of Nigel and Simon; they were selecting seats several rows behind her.

      Several minutes later, the meeting started.

      The Goth Queen was seated on the only piece of furniture on the stage; it looked like an old stool, which elevated her small stature. She held a small portable microphone.

      “Please take your seats now,” the Goth Queen said.

      Moments later, she began.

      “By now you have heard that some all-human club owners have been threatened under the guise of the new city ordinance that was passed just yesterday, and in record time. The ordinance forces club owners to accept all synthetic beings, which includes robots, cyborgs, and other synthetics. I’ve had discussions with many of you today about the purity of our establishments. When the first all-human establishments were formed more than twenty-five years ago, it was obvious who the robots were. They looked like humans, but their skin felt rubbery to the touch. Now they look almost indistinguishable from us. We’ve developed methods of detection, however. The robots emit low frequencies that dogs and scanners can detect. Now we must open our doors to these robots or shut ourselves down. I feel that if we open our doors to these artificial beings, the purity of our human music culture will be undermined. The growing trend of cyber enhancements is getting out of control. People are being integrated with metal and circuitry. Some people are even getting their children enhanced.”

      The Goth Queen paused for a moment, trying to get a read on the crowd, who seemed to get more restless by the second.

      “At least one club owner has experienced an invasive intrusion,” she continued. “The club known as Roxy’s will remain closed until further notice. The authorities did nothing about it. We are on our own people!”

      “We should fight back,” someone yelled.

      “Right now, we don’t know who to fight. We believe that MuseFam might be the culprit, but that’s hearsay until evidence can be found,” the Goth Queen said.

      “Let’s attack the robot symphony!” another person yelled.

      “We will strike back, when the time is right and when we have evidence. We don’t want to act with the limited information we have. Therefore, I’m looking for volunteers to find as much information about the fake inspectors as possible. All we know is that a man named Desmond, a former lieutenant for Reverend Elias, was involved in the attack on Roxy’s.”

      A curtain behind the Goth Queen parted, and a giant movie-theater-sized screen appeared. The lights dimmed, and an older picture of Desmond was on the screen.

      “Elias is a radical who has threatened the Purists. I have it on good authority that he’s responsible for stopping the mass production of musical instruments. Several of the larger facilities that mass produced the instruments were destroyed years ago. These businesses never recovered. The second great depression didn’t help, either. Supposedly, he is in league with MuseFam.”

      The Goth Queen and her brother would attack the venue, anyway. This is just a recruitment effort, Alice thought.

      “The group assembled here today consists of the most committed Purists I know. What I’m about to suggest is questionable and could be considered illegal. If anyone has any issues with getting involved with such actions, there are plenty of other activities you can get involved with. Are you with me so far?”

      A loud roar in the affirmative gave hope to the Goth Queen. Many jumped up and applauded. Alice looked around; she was surrounded by people that didn’t even know what the Goth Queen was proposing, and yet they applauded. Alice stood up as well.

      “In a little more than a month, MuseFam will revitalize the CityWide Concert, which was once an all-human event,” the Goth Queen said. “That changed five years ago, when robots were introduced. Our Emissary shut the robots down then, and I’m confident that she will have a part in that now! This time, the damage to the robots will be permanent. By a show of hands, who is interested in taking down our synthetic overlords?”

      Almost everyone’s hand raised. The Goth Queen smiled.

      “Great. Most of you know Barry, so please coordinate with him. Time is short, so please see Barry about a job assignment tonight if possible. Questions?”

      An older man with an unkempt beard stood at the end of the stage where a microphone stand was set up. Alice noticed that the man had a small dog at his feet. “Hmmm . . . How do you plan on disabling . . . hmmm . . . the robots?” he asked.

      Scotty jumped on stage and took the microphone from the Goth Queen. “I’ve been developing an electromagnetic pulse device, which is also known as an E-Bomb. This will detonate right on top of MuseFam Hall, disabling all robots and anything else that is electronic.”

      “Won’t the disruption affect the area around MuseFam Hall as well? I’m sure you don’t want to destroy visors and other electronics in Manhattan,” the man asked.

      “I’ve engineered the E-Bomb myself, and MuseFam Hall will contain the blast. Nothing else will be affected,” Scotty said.

      As soon as the older man turned to leave, Nigel Watson grabbed the man’s arm.

      “Help me restrain this impostor!” Nigel yelled.

      Several people surrounded the old man. The old man with the scraggly beard started pulling Nigel’s hair, so Nigel punched him. The old man’s visor when flying, while his dog started howling before running away, making no moves to help his master. Moments later, the man’s hands were tied behind his back.

      “Bring him up here at once, we need to sort this out,” Scotty said.

      Nigel Watson and several younger men, including Simon, brought the man to Scotty. Nigel took the microphone from Scotty.

      “This man is an imposter,” Nigel said. “I know this because I’ve been tracking his movements for several days. This man hacked the Emissary’s visor and sent goons to capture her. I’ve since tracked this man’s involvement to MuseFam.”

      Lawrence entered the stage. “Does this man have a name?” he asked.

      “His hacker name is Mister K—I’m still working on obtaining his actual identity,” Nigel said.

      “Let us help you,” a large burly man said.

      The burly man, accompanied by several others, approached the stage and surrounded Mister K.

      “Don’t hurt him!” Alice yelled so they could hear her over the crowd.

      She was too late. The burly man and several of his entourage started beating Mister K.

      “No, stop,” Mister K pleaded. “I will tell you who I work for!”

      “We know who you work for,” Nigel said.

      Mister K screamed as more hits landed on him.

      Alice got out of her seat, pushed her way through the crowd, and climbed onstage. Mister K was bloodied and unrecognizable. She hated the man, but she didn’t want him dead.

      “Stop it!” Alice demanded as she tried pulling one man off Mister K.

      In the heat of the moment, the burly man backhanded her, and Alice fell. Simon punched the burly man, but he also went down after one heavy blow.

      “Stop this,” the Goth Queen yelled into the microphone.

      A shriek of feedback emanated. The Goth Queen approached the group, who had stopped fighting.

      “What’s the meaning of this? We are not murderers, we don’t want to kill him, let alone attack our own members,” the Goth Queen said.

      Nigel checked on Mister K, who was unconscious. “He has a weak pulse. This man needs a doctor.”

      “Is anyone here a doctor? This man needs medical attention,” the Goth Queen pleaded.

      A man in his mid-twenties stood up. “I’m only a med student, but I have some experience treating patients. I haven’t started my residency yet.”

      The Goth Queen waved him over. The student ordered the group to bring something to carry Mister K on. He also asked for a well-lit area to be cleared. Moments later, two people brought over a sheet and some poles, which they used to fashion a stretcher.

      “Bring him to the studio—the doctor can work on him there,” the Goth Queen ordered.

      They carried Mister K offstage and down a hallway.
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        * * *

      

      “That could have gone better,” Alice said as she approached the Goth Queen once the room had calmed down.

      “It went perfectly,” Scotty said.

      “How do you figure?” Nigel asked.

      “Nige!” the Goth Queen said as she gave Nigel a hug before Scotty could reply.

      Wait—how does Mr. Watson know her? Alice wondered.

      “Are you okay?” Simon asked Alice.

      “Yeah, I will be,” Alice said, wincing as she touched her face. “Thanks for trying to help.”

      Simon gave Alice a smile, then said, “I don’t like it when . . . someone I like gets hurt.”

      Alice shrugged off Simon’s affections. “So, how did you catch the infamous Mister K?” she asked.

      “After we spoke, I was able to hack one of Mister K’s security sensors. He had a separate network for his security system, but I could hack the sensor. Then I found an undocumented zero-day exploit on his router. Once I did that, I was in. From there, I found incriminating evidence, including photos taken from his surveillance system,” Nigel said.

      “We need to examine this,” Simon interjected as he dangled a cracked visor. “This belongs to our hacker friend.”

      “Wait, Nigel, how do you know the Goth Queen?” Alice asked.

      “I’ve known Grace since she was a little girl. I used to work for her parents. A few years ago, she hired me to replace the security system at the club. Looks like it needs an overhaul, if Mister K was able to find us,” Nigel said.

      The med student entered the stage.

      “How is he?” Alice asked.

      He shook his head.

      “Is he . . . dead?”

      “I’m afraid so,” the med student said.

      “This complicates things!” Nigel said.

      “Nothing has changed!” the Goth Queen said. “Scotty, get Barry over here to clean up this mess. It’s his fault, because he was in charge of physical security. Nigel, I need another security audit. We need to find out how he got into the club. Alice, come with me—we need to make plans.”

      Alice looked around the theater. Most of the people were still present; the altercation had not changed their minds.

      “I’m not sure that I’m comfortable covering up a murder!” Alice insisted.

      The Goth Queen gave Alice a wicked smile. “It’s not a cover-up. He was old and frail. The people just overreacted . . . yeah, that’s right.”

      That bastard made my life miserable—I’m glad he’s gone. Alice felt a pang of guilt thinking this.

      The Goth Queen ascended the stairs, and several people followed her to the upstairs bar. “This will be our war room,” she said once everyone had assembled there. “The club will not be open to the public until after the E-Bomb goes off. The planning starts now.”

      “What do you want me to do, Queenie?” Mr. Wash said as he approached.

      “I have a special job for you, Stephen. Since the audience will be human, I need you to make something special. We need to make the listeners feel anxious or contemptuous about the performance. Can you do that?” the Goth Queen asked.

      Mr. Wash considered this for a moment, then said, “Yes, I believe I can.”

      The Goth Queen’s club was abuzz with activity, conversation, and excitement. The next month would be busy, but Alice would make it work.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, Alice was thinking of going home to get some rest when the Goth Queen approached her.

      “I’m sad I have to close my club, but it seems necessary for what we must accomplish.”

      “I hope you can reopen later in the summer,” Alice said.

      “If all goes as planned, I think we will be able to open a few weeks after the event—”

      “Strange-man alert,” the burly man said, interrupting them as he ran toward the entrance of the club.

      Alice gave the Goth Queen a look, then followed the burly man. Him and a group of people had surrounded a tall man wearing a cowboy hat at the club’s entrance. He was dressed in a white suit and was holding his hands high.

      The burly man who had led the assault on Mister K grabbed the older man.

      “Don’t harm him!” the Goth Queen said.

      In a matter of seconds, Alice felt more people gather around. The entire club must be assembled!

      “I’m here to see the Queen,” the cowboy said.

      “Who are you?” Barry asked, pointing a boney finger into the cowboy’s chest.

      “My name is Walt Scruthers, and I’m a friend.”

      “Let him go, I know him,” the Goth Queen said.

      “Are you sure, Queenie?” Barry asked.

      “I’m sure. Now let’s show our friend some hospitality.”

      The Goth Queen sat at a nearby table, and Walt took a seat next to her.

      “Alice, please join us,” the Goth Queen said. Alice took a seat as well. “Walt, meet our newest Emissary of the Purists, Alice Parsons.”

      “Nice to make your acquaintance, young lady,” Walt said.

      “I can’t place your accent—where are you from?” Alice asked.

      “I’m from Nashville, Tennessee. Otherwise known as the music capital of the world,” Walt said.

      “I was expecting you much earlier. What kept you?” the Goth Queen asked.

      “I had to make sure I lost the MuseFam goons that have been following me around the city the past couple of days. I put a message into the dead drop near St. Pierre’s Restaurant when I arrived two days ago. When I didn’t hear from you, I contacted Donato. He told me to come here alone. I noticed a tail, and shook them before arriving.”

      “A tail? Are you a spy?” Alice interrupted.

      “No, I’m from the South, but I know how to spot a tail. I knew they would follow me after my altercation with Brenton Morris early this morning.”

      “MuseFam?” Alice said as she narrowed her eyes.

      “Not a fan of Mr. Morris?” Walt asked.

      “You can say that,” Alice said.

      Walt explained the events and outcome of his meeting with Brenton Morris.

      “When I realized that Brenton Morris had outmaneuvered me, I wandered through the city. A stroll through Central Park cleared my head long enough to remember Donato, my Purist contact in the city.”

      “How many Purists are there?” Alice asked.

      “We are everywhere,” the Goth Queen said. “I’m the leader of the Purists in the northeast, while Walt is the leader in the south. We have other contacts in Hollywood, California, New Chicago, and The Den—formally known as Denver—and I also have some new cities to vet,” the Goth Queen said.

      “My biggest worry is that Brenton will assimilate all the music in our catalog,” Walt said.

      “The situation in New York isn’t much better,” Alice said.

      “Yes—Queenie filled me in earlier. It’s just a matter of time before we have the same problem in Nashville. The original ServU Robotics models are getting replaced with the newer MuseFam models. We also have an instrument shortage.”

      “Elias is working with MuseFam, who keeps funneling money into his makeshift church in Pasture’s Field. Elias’s mission to shut down the largest manufactures of musical instruments in the United States has me worried,” the Goth Queen said.

      “When I visited Elias’s tent with Charlie a few weeks ago, he was keen on obtaining handcrafted musical instruments,” Alice said.

      “Sounds like Elias has a screw loose,” Walt said.

      “You don’t know the half of it.”

      The Goth Queen filled Walt in on the plan to plant the E-Bomb at MuseFam Hall. Walt had a stoic look, but he waited until she was finished.

      “Who will set off this E-Bomb? I hope it’s not Scotty,” Walt said.

      “I thought Scotty was the expert on this thing,” Alice said.

      “Scotty has trouble focusing on projects sometimes. When he starts a new project, he’s consumed with it—until he’s not,” Walt said.

      “He will complete this one. We’re committed,” the Goth Queen said.

      Walt gave the Goth Queen a skeptical look. “Well, he better.”

      Alice yawned. “Sorry—it’s late, and I’m exhausted. I’d better be getting home. I have to find a new place to live—stat.”

      “It was great meeting you, Alice, and good luck as Emissary. If you ever find yourself in Nashville, please call me,” Walt said as he handed her his business card.

      Alice took the small card; it had Walt’s name and contact information written in embossed lettering. She didn’t think anyone used these anymore.

      “It was a pleasure, sir,” Alice said, smiling.

      “You can always stay here Alice,” the Goth Queen said. “I have an extra room in the basement. It’s nothing fancy, but it’s yours if you want it.”

      “Thank you. I have to get back to my cat Alfred now, but I’ll consider it.,” Alice said as she left.
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        Four Weeks Later

        Central Park, Saturday, July 4th, 12:03 p.m.

        One hour fifty-seven minutes before the CityWide Concert

      

      

      Alice stepped out of the auto taxi at the corner of 59th Street and Fifth Avenue.

      “Alice, MuseFam Hall is over nine blocks away—why are you stopping here?” Doris asked.

      “Need to pick up some supplies. Doris, open the file labeled ‘tutelage’ and display its contents—no verbal communication regarding this file, please.”

      Doris opened the file and displayed the information on Alice’s visor. It was an overlay designed to show the drop and to provide instruction on getting to it. Her first stop was just minutes away.

      “The concert starts at two, Alice. You have less than two hours to get this done,” Doris reminded her.

      “Yes, I know.”

      “Good, because your walking past the entrance of the drop.”

      Alice double backed and entered the Central Park Zoo; Scotty had stashed a workman’s uniform there. She had a key that would grant access to the locker where it was hidden; she just needed to find it, and it was inside the zoo. She pulled out an envelope that contained an old-school paper ticket that would grant her access; Scotty had instructed her not to lose it, since it granted lifetime access to the zoo. After she showed the ticket to the guard, she was in. The visor updated the map and showed the shortest path to the pickup area.

      The only problem was that the zoo was so busy she had to dodge her way past the endless supply of zoo patrons. She got to the location on the map marked “pickup area,” but she couldn’t see any lockers.

      “Doris, do you see them?” she asked.

      “See what? You said no verbal communications—”

      “Locker location?” Alice interrupted Doris.

      Doris showed the correct location; it appeared to be behind a restroom next to a gift shop. Alice made her way there and discovered the lockers hidden behind a water fountain and several vending machines. After navigating the swarm of patrons waiting for an icy drink, she found the correct locker.

      A few seconds later, she was carrying a backpack. She opened the bag and saw a bright orange uniform and some tools. She also noticed an identification card with her picture on it; Alice reminded herself to thank Simon for his help in creating the badge later. Her visor updated with the next location. It looked like it was at the edge of the zoo.

      Scotty’s treasure map led Alice to an area that resembled a service area behind some fake parallel walls. If Alice hadn’t had the map, she wouldn’t have found it. A smell of rotten eggs and decaying fruit assaulted her nose. She noticed two large dumpsters, a maintenance shack, and a golf cart, but nothing else. Her eyes watered from the smell.

      “What the hell am I supposed to do here?” Alice said.

      “Read the file again,” Doris said.

      The file instructed her to drive the cart to the service area of MuseFam Hall. An expanded map of the area and directions appeared on her visor. Alice’s visor chirped. It was Scotty.

      “Hey, Alice, are you at the venue?”

      “Where have you been?” Alice asked.

      Scotty said nothing for a long moment.

      “Sorry—still having issues from my accident,” Scotty said.

      “If you hadn’t gotten your leg crushed when installing this dammed E-Bomb, I wouldn’t be here,” Alice said resentfully.

      I’m so out of my comfort zone.

      “Let’s just focus on getting you to the venue on time,” Scotty continued. “Get into the golf cart; they tape the keys just below the driver’s seat.”

      Alice took a seat on the cart, grabbed the keys, and started it. Then she heard something; someone was approaching. She caught a glimpse of a man overdressed for summer.

      Is he wearing a trench coat?

      Alice felt something push against the cart but couldn’t see what it was.

      “You don’t have time getting to MuseFam Hall the long way. Just floor it!” Scotty said.

      Alice did just that. She almost fell out of the cart as she rounded the first corner. The golf cart’s wheels raised a little during the next turn. She glanced at the map; she was nearly at MuseFam Hall.

      “Hey, slow down, Speedy!” Doris said.

      “These service roads save a lot of time,” Alice said as she leaned into a curve.

      “Alice, slow down, you’re going to miss the next turn,” Scotty said.

      “MuseFam Hall is in front of us,” Alice blurted.

      “Put on the uniform before reaching the service entrance,” Scotty instructed. “Did you forget that MuseFam Hall will have extra security today?”

      Get your shit together, Alice!

      Alice turned into a small area that resembled a small parking area with a compact building made of concrete; it was a public restroom. Alice changed into the hideous-looking uniform. It was a tight fit, but she wiggled herself into it.

      She got back in the golf cart and drove to the rear entrance of MuseFam Hall without incident.

      Moments later, she was driving up to the service entrance. She parked the cart on the side entrance that had a sign that read: Golf Cart Parking Only.

      Then she put on the hat that accompanied the uniform—it was orange to match the rest of her uniform—and stepped through a door. She found herself on a walkway near the parking lot of MuseFam Hall. The main building was at least fifty yards away and security guards were patrolling. She tried to go back the way she came, but the door was locked.

      “Guys, I think I made a wrong turn,” Alice said nervously. “How do I get back to the service area?”

      “Try using the badge that Simon provided,” Scotty said.

      “How do I do that? I see no access panel or card reader here.”

      “Hold on, let me check the blueprints.”

      After what seemed like an eternity, Scotty informed her that the door was not part of the primary security system that the badge controlled, and she would need to enter from the front side of the venue.

      Two men in uniforms stood before a maintenance entrance. Alice had a badge, but she was nervous enough without interacting with some guards.

      Here goes nothing!

      She followed a path leading to the front entrance of the music hall. The maintenance entrance was about halfway up that ramp. Several vendors had set up carts along this path to sell food, souvenirs, and other trinkets. A light breeze carried the smell of hotdogs, falafels, and other foods she couldn’t recognize. Her stomach rumbled.

      Alice stopped when she noticed another guard stop to talk with the two guarding the maintenance area. She froze. The smell of hotdogs was stronger than ever. Now that her account was available, she decided to fulfill the basic need of all humans and headed to the hotdog stand. She glanced at the clock on her visor: 1:31p.m.

      I have time.

      She waited in line for less than a minute at the hotdog cart. A man in his late twenties asked for her order.

      “I will have a JoeyDog and some water,” Alice said. She studied the vendor more closely.

      He looks familiar. Where do I know him from?

      “Is your name Joey?” she asked.

      “Yeah—what gave that away?” Joey said, chuckling as he prepared her hotdog.

      Alice paid for her lunch using some credit chips not tied to her account.

      “You do seem familiar. Don’t I know you from somewhere?” Joey asked.

      “I don’t think so!”

      Over her shoulder, Alice noticed that one guard was leaving.

      Good, two guards left, but at least that’s something.

      “I’m great with faces,” Joey said. “I know I’ve seen you before. It will come to me. Take care, miss.”

      As Alice finished the hotdog, she remembered the altercation on 30th Street. A man had come to her rescue from a kidnapping.

      It was Joey! I should thank him later.

      Alice made her way over to the guards.

      “Where are you, Alice?” Scotty asked.

      “I’m heading to the entrance now—there are guards nearby,” Alice said in a small voice she didn’t recognize—she was shaking.

      “Alice, you sound nervous. Take some deep breaths before you approach the guards. Remember your story—apply your pretext as we discussed,” Scotty said.

      Alice walked through the maintenance area like she belonged there. At first, guards didn’t seem to notice her.

      “Hold on, miss. We need to see some identification,” a voice said.

      Alice turned around to see the tallest and widest guard she’d ever seen; she showed the guard her badge. The guard grabbed it from her and waved it at a card reader.

      “I’m here to check on some magnetic resonance on the roof and need to ground that sucker. Don’t want any of the performers getting electrocuted,” Alice said, trying to sound nonchalant.

      The guard said nothing; he kept trying the badge. “Hey, Mitch, this thing is having trouble again,” the burly guard said to his partner.

      “Come on, Ralph, how many times do I have to show you? Let me see it,” the shorter guard said.

      Ralph used the same reader as the other guard, but his scan worked.

      “Thank you, Janet Voss, and sorry for the hold up. My name is Mitch if you want to have a drink with me later.”

      Alice looked at the man; his face was as white as ivory. He had a pencil-thin mustache and thin eyebrows that looked as if they were painted on.

      “Hey, how does your kind mingle with the ladies, anyway?” Ralph asked Mitch.

      This guard is a robot?

      “I have my ways . . . especially with the ladies,” Mitch said, laughing.

      Alice started walking away without a reply. She didn’t want to get stopped again.

      “Hey, miss! Er . . . Janet, you forgot something,” Mitch said.

      Alice turned around, and Mitch was holding her backpack.

      “Oh, I would be lost without that,” Alice said in the most jovial tone she could muster.

      Mitch brushed her hand with his as he handed her the bag. His touch was icy. “Hey, let’s get that drink real soon now.”

      He’s a robot—I’m sure of it now.

      Alice thanked the guard, then moved toward the back entrance of the MuseFam Hall at a brisk walking pace. She could still hear the guards laughing as she left.

      Moments later, she noticed a ladder leading up to the roof. The ladder was secured by a metal door that covered the first ten feet. She noticed a pad with a green light next to the ladder. She used the keycard Scotty left for her in the backpack and the door popped open. After ascending about twenty feet, she climbed over a wall that led to the first section of the maintenance terrace. She could see the golden dome that covered MuseFam Hall.
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        * * *

      

      City Wide Concert, MuseFam Hall

      July 4th, 1:51 p.m.

      Standing on a terrace on MuseFam Hall overlooking Central Park, Alice felt a warm summer breeze; she always loved summers in the park. When she was a girl, her father would take her to the zoo. She also liked to sail boats at the small man-made lake in the park.

      Alice looked below.

      I must be at least sixty feet up, and I’m still not at the dome. The terraces got smaller and narrower as she ascended. She climbed another ladder leading up to a narrow platform. Once there, Alice looked around the small ledge; she estimated it was three feet by four. She was sweating. She had put the workman’s uniform on over her clothes.

      Must be at least a hundred degrees today.

      She shed the workman’s uniform, which seemed to stick to her sweaty flesh like a stubborn orange peel.

      She looked up. Only halfway?

      After making sure that the small toolkit and replacement module for the E-Bomb was secure in her backpack, she ascended the next ladder to another landing. This one had several electrical panels, and another small ladder leading up to the next level.

      She heard the sounds of music emanating from the music hall below; at least the robots were playing some decent classical music. “A Midsummer Night’s Dream” by Felix Mendelssohn: she always loved that tune. Then the sound changed with an abrupt synthetic beat in time with the shifting classical music. “The Radetzky March” by Johann Strauss began to ascend through the structure like a tuning fork; its power reverberated through her.

      What the hell is going on here? This classical music mix sucks—they are not pausing between songs, either. The robots are ruining the classics!

      She started climbing the next ladder.

      “Alice, sorry to interrupt, but you have a call from Scotty,” Doris said.

      “Accept!” Alice said.

      “What’s your status?” Scotty asked.

      “Not much, trying to scale this dammed building.”

      “You better hurry. The final robots are assembling, which represents the entirety of Brenton’s musical robot army. This is the moment!” Scotty said excitedly.

      Alice could picture the man jumping up and down despite his injuries.

      Alice recognized two more classics that were being butchered by the robots: Wiegenlied Op. 49 by Johannes Brahms and “Arrival of the Queen of Sheba” by George Frideric Handel.

      Alice Parsons then found herself near the top of MuseFam hall, where a golden dome loomed overhead. It wouldn’t be long until she was at the E-Bomb.

      What a long and strange journey these past few weeks have been.

      “Pictures at an Exhibition” by Modest Mussorgsky played—it was one of her favorites. Suddenly, the volume of the music raised to unsafe levels; Alice’s decibel meter app on her watch alerted her. Doris was saying something, but she couldn’t hear what. She glanced at her smart wristband: 96 decibels.

      Wow, I’m going to be deaf after this. I can only imagine how much pain the people inside the hall are experiencing.

      Then the next tunes—"In the Hall of the Mountain King” by Grieg, along with some synthetic garbage that some AIs had cooked up—blasted. The increased volume and the intensity of the musical pieces made it hard to concentrate. She wanted to put her hands over her ears, but that was impossible, since she was nearly at the top.

      After a few minutes, the music changed to something lighter: Caprice no 24 by Niccolò Paganini. The song, which mostly consisted of violins, was soon accompanied by louder drums and synthetic beats. It sounded like a dance beat that a DJ would play—not a classical masterpiece.

      One way or another, I’m going to kill these robots!

      That was the motivation Alice needed as she scaled the final rungs of the ladder. She was nearly at the top when she encountered a metal panel covering the final dozen or so rungs. An electronic padlock secured the panel to the ladder; instead of a mechanical lock, it was a small number pad with four buttons.

      “I have a problem, Scotty,” Alice yelled over the music.

      “What sort of problem? We’re cutting this close as it is.”

      “The top part of the ladder is blocked—I can’t get past it.”

      “Oh, I see what you mean,” Scott said.

      “How? You’re not here.”

      “Your AI just sent me some pictures.”

      “Oh, that’s . . . cool. Thanks, Doris,” Alice said.

      “My only purpose is to serve,” Doris said.

      “Not sure if you noticed, but there is a small ledge to your right side. That is how the maintenance workers unlock the ladder,” Scotty said.

      Alice looked to her right; a small metal platform about the size of a large moving box was visible just above her. A small gate surrounded the ledge.

      How do these maintenance guys reach that?

      She tried reaching for the ledge but could not grasp it. Alice surveyed her immediate surroundings. A metal trellis was within her reach, but she would have to jump two feet to reach it. Alice jumped from the ladder and grabbed the trellis. She landed, but grasped something wet, and slipped. She hung from the trellis with her left hand, while a sticky residue covered her right hand. She tried to fling the substance from her hand, but was unsuccessful. The motion caused her grip on the trellis to slip.

      Holy shit, I’m going to die!

      Alice used her shorts to wipe the sticky stuff from her hand, then grabbed the trellis with both hands. She tried to pull herself up, but her arms were turning into rubber.

      She pulled until both of her arms felt like they were on fire. She pulled herself up enough to see the top of the trellis. She flung herself over it, feeling like bait dangling on a fishhook. She rested for a moment. From the trellis, she could see a metal panel a few feet away. She would need to jump once more to get to it. Alice braced herself for another jump, then stopped as the sky and ceiling seemed to close in on her. It was like she was in a deflating beach ball that someone was squeezing. She grabbed hold of the trellis. She continued to breathe in and out until she felt normal again. She overcompensated when making the next jump and almost flew off the platform, but she managed to steady herself.

      “Dammit, nothing is ever easy!” Alice yelled.

      She jumped just as the music changed. “Ride of the Valkyries” by Wagner played along with some techno beat. She maneuvered herself to a small platform which was blocked by another ladder covered in wire mesh material and secured with a massive padlock.

      “I’m on the ledge—now how in the hell do I open this lock?”

      “Try to get a better picture of it, from your new vantage point.”

      Alice reached for the lock; she froze in several positions as Doris took and transmitted the photos to Scotty. “I sent you a better shot of the padlock—now what?”

      Alice could hear part of a conversation in the background. Then Scotty said, “My friend will step you through part of the hack.”

      “Okay, put him on.”

      “Hello, Alice, it’s me, Simon!”

      “What is it? I’m a little busy right now.”

      “I hope you know that I just wanted to help—” Simon was trying to say.

      “Just tell her how to hack the bloody thing, kid,” Scotty said.

      “I know you’re upset right now, but I need you to listen carefully,” Simon urged.

      “Fine, tell me,” Alice said.

      “There should be four identical square buttons on the lock, yes? You need to give me any feedback it displays,” Simon said.

      “Okay, how do I start?”

      “Hold the lock with the shackle on the left side with one hand, and press the first two buttons at the same time.”

      A series of glowing colored numbers appeared for a moment, then went blank. A yellow light blinked briefly on the first square button.

      “The first digit of the lock flickered yellow, but it’s dark now,” Alice reported.

      “Okay, press that button once.”

      Alice did as she was told. This time, two buttons flashed at the same time: the first and third buttons. The first was yellow, and the third was red.

      “Simon, look at the bloody screen,” Scotty said. “You can see what she sees now. Her visor is streaming to us. Just tell her which button to press.”

      The music changed below. The robotic orchestra was playing “O Fortuna” by Carl Orff. The sound was eerie, since the robots were chanting to the music. The voices didn’t sound totally human or robotic, but a combination of the two. It was just—wrong and impure. The resulting sound gave Alice chills.

      Concentrate!

      Simon stepped Alice through a complex series of steps that involved a series of yellow, red, green, and blue color combinations. After trying a dozen combinations, the lock snapped. It was open! “O Fortuna” stopped when the lock opened; it was like Alice was controlling it through her actions of hacking the lock.

      “Yes!” Alice screamed.

      Alice opened the ladder and ascended to the final platform where the E-Bomb had been stashed. The golden dome was just in front of her, and it was bright. The shining sun made it hard to look at in any direct manner.

      “I’m on the platform at the base of the dome—where is the E-Bomb? What does it look like?”

      “It is below the dome shelf, just under a spire. It looks like a box. It should be directly in front of you. Remove the outer cover to expose the module.”

      “Got it!” Alice said as she ran over to the spire.

      Alice looked under the shelf and saw a large metal box about the size of a small suitcase. Using both hands, she shook the cover until she managed to get it loose; a bunch of wiring sprung out of the enclosure. Alice carefully moved the cover away until the complicated circuit board was visible. She stared at the device for several seconds.

      She was about to ask Scotty what to do next when a blast of rock and roll music ruined her train of thought. Then she heard a set of synthetic-sounding lyrics she didn’t recognize; it sounded like “oooh” and “ahhh” to her ears.

      “I can’t hear you over this synthetic garbage,” Alice yelled into her visor.

      The words “I got this” and “Follow the prompts” appeared on her visor.

      Good thinking, Doris.

      A red arrow appeared on her HUD, pointing to an area of the circuit.

      “Is this where the module needs to be placed?” she asked. The intensity of the music increased; the beat changed to some dance beat she recognized from the early 2000s, but it had an awful robotic twist. Doris displayed a series of text prompts which read:

      

      
        
        Be careful replacing the module. You need to pull the slotted wiring harness with one steady motion. If you wriggle it or squeeze too hard, the E-Bomb could be damaged.

        I have faith in you!

      

      

      

      Great—that makes one of us, Alice thought.

      Alice grabbed the harness and pulled. The music stopped.

      “What just happened? Did I break it?” Alice gasped.

      “The E-Bomb did not go off, if that is what you are referring to,” Doris said.

      “Grace just texted, the band is setting up for the show’s finale,” Scotty said.

      Alice replaced the module as best as she could, plugged it back in, and hoped for the best.

      “You did it—the E-Bomb is online,” Scotty said. “I need to readjust the timer so that it captures all the robots in the area. You have less than five minutes to get out of there with your AI intact.”

      “What happens if I’m in range of the E-Bomb?” Alice asked while heading toward the ladder.

      “If you’re too close, you could experience an electrostatic discharge.”

      “Is it fatal?” Alice asked.

      “Not unless you have heart problems. It’s like a static charge when you touch metal after rubbing your socks on carpet.”

      “Okay.”

      “They are starting up again, Grace just texted,” Scotty said.

      Alice heard a loud blast of synthetic music, which sounded to her like someone was pounding some synthesized drums, followed by some other strange sounds. She could hear lyrics being sung by a female voice; it sounded like she was screaming something about love and revenge. Alice recognized the voice.

      Ms. Augustine! I guess she survived, Alice thought.

      Alice began her descent.

      As she climbed down the ladder, she heard—no, felt—the most unusual sensation. It was like she was feeling her headache through another person. She felt dizzy.

      Strange! What is that? Why is everything so blurry?

      Then Alice passed out—and fell.
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        * * *

      

      Stewie Hawk, Mark Olaf’s investigator opened the top of the metal box that he had stowed away in. He had almost gotten caught when the girl had commandeered the golf cart he had tracked her to.

      Stewie Hawk rubbed his legs until he could move. “Being cramped in a box is not good for anyone’s health,” Stewie said, stamping his feet to get the blood circulating.

      Stewie called Mark Olaf.

      “Boss, I’ve tracked the girl as you asked.”

      “Where is she?” Mark Olaf demanded.

      Stewie Hawk looked around. “I . . . don’t know, Central Park maybe?”

      “Look around, tell me what you see.”

      Stewie walked through a gate, and saw a gigantic building with a golden dome on top. He relayed the information to Mark Olaf.

      “MuseFam Hall—I knew she was up to something,” Mark said.

      “The girl, I—I’ll call back,” Stewie said as he dove into a large grouping of bushes; Alice was approaching his location.

      Stewie watched as Alice entered a service area next to MuseFam Hall.

      Did she talk her way past the guards?

      Stewie opened his rucksack. He wanted to be prepared for evasive maneuvers if it came to that. He grabbed his small hand-held stun gun, checked the charge level, and then put it in his coat pocket. Stewie left the rucksack underneath a low bush.

      Cleaver girl—I need to see what she’s up to.

      He approached the guards head-on, not wanting to waste any more time sneaking around.

      “Stop identification, please,” the guard said.

      Stewie had to crane his head to see the burly guard’s face.

      Another shorter guard stood close by; his uniform was pressed and had no wrinkles. It looked perfect. His face seemed like it was painted. Stewie thought of a porcelain doll.

      Is he a bot? If he is, then my little friend will give him a short circuit he won’t forget. Stewie smiled.

      “What’s so funny?” the burly guard asked.

      “You are!” Stewie said.

      He pulled the stun gun and jammed the trigger; it didn’t work. He looked at it for a moment. The safety!

      The guards both laughed and pointed at Stewie like he was a sideshow attraction in a freak show.

      He smashed the lever that he hoped controlled the safety and pulled. Two electrodes shot toward the guards. The man with the porcelain face made some fast hand gestures. A shield wrapped around him. The other guard wasn’t as fast—or lucky; he started convulsing so much that he hit the ground shaking. The other guard drew his weapon. Stewie had no idea if it was loaded, but he wasn’t taking any chances. He screamed, then charged the guard, who froze in place. As soon as Stewie hit the guard’s force field, both he and the guard were knocked back. Stewie got up as fast as he could, then made his way over to the guard with the force field; he was out cold. The force field must have been damaged, because Stewie was able to snatch the guard’s weapon. It was a standard security guard laser stun pistol. It was not standard law-enforcement issue, but a lessor, less lethal version.

      Stewie looked around for any witnesses. Since they were in the back of the venue, they were not in public view. Stewie could hear Johannes Brahms as he hid the bodies.

      The song sounded different to Stewie.

      I must have heard it before in Mother’s collection.

      This version contained a synthetic beat that contained other instruments, such as drums and other percussion instruments that he couldn’t place. It made the song a lot more upbeat than the solo piano that he remembered as a boy. He liked the beat he was hearing.

      Stewie made his way around the circular building.

      I saw the girl head this way. Need to find how. Then he spotted it.

      Stewie grabbed ahold of the metal ladder. The music was so loud that it reverberated into his hands. The sensation was disorienting. He almost lost his grip on the ladder as the music intensified. Stewie made his way up to the first landing. He could see the girl high above; it looked like she was trying to open the next set of ladders.

      There’s still time to stop her. Got to get closer.

      Stewie hurried to the next set of ladders. He was out of breath by the time he got to the top platform. He caught another glimpse of Alice just as he started ascending the ladder.

      She’s headed for the dome!

      He ducked behind a large metal vent; he didn’t want to make himself a target in case she carried a weapon. Stewie put on his oversized goggles; he looked like a mad scientist with his top hat and metal-framed goggles, but he always favored practicality over style. He used the zoom feature on the goggles to get a better look at Alice’s activities. He lost his train of thought as a crazy-fast version of “Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy” picked up, placed to a beat that sounded too fast for the tune. All the instruments were playing faster than a human could.

      He saw Alice remove a panel off a box; circuits and wires were visible. The music stopped. Stewie jumped.

      While Alice’s back was to Stewie, he ran to the ladder and descended. Just as he made it to the platform below the dome, there was movement from above.

      Crap—she’s descending, and quickly.

      Stewie was just below Alice. He was trying to stay out of sight.

      A few seconds later the music stopped, along with his special visor.

      What’s wrong?

      He removed his googles and looked up—just in time to see Alice falling toward him.

      Before Stewie could react, Alice Parsons landed on him. His head whacked against something hard. He could taste something metallic. His vision faded.
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      Newark, New Jersey, March 2049

      Hugh Parsons drove faster than he ever had. The recent downpour had made driving conditions unpredictable. He tried staying off the major roads because they would be busy with rush-hour traffic. He made a turn onto an access road that ran parallel with the parkway. The car seemed to glide over the water, but it still found traction. He corrected the vehicle. In the back seat, his wife was screaming, and his baby girl was crying as blood dripped from her nose.

      Daddy will let nothing happen to you, just hold on, Hugh told himself. Just another five minutes is all I need.

      “Hugh, slow down,” his wife Elizabeth yelled.

      He obeyed, but he felt like someone was trying to grab his heart. Soon he saw the red hospital sign. His breathing slowed. A doctor would help his girl soon.
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        * * *

      

      Several hours later, Dr. Ruben came into the waiting room. The doctor had a grim expression on his face.

      “Mr. Parsons, I’m afraid I have some unpleasant news.”

      “What’s wrong with my baby girl?” Hugh said, standing up with Elizabeth at his side.

      Dr. Ruben didn’t answer; instead, he asked a series of rapid questions.

      “Has Alice ever experienced sudden, severe headaches? Any weakness or numbness in her body? Any seizures?”

      “She’s had headaches since she was two, but they always go away,” Elizabeth said.

      “After several scans and other tests, I think your daughter is suffering from a malignant brain tumor.”

      “Oh my . . .” Elizabeth trailed off.

      “What options do we have?” Hugh asked.

      “We have several options. A full course of anti-cancer drugs, radiation treatments, and . . .” Dr. Ruben trailed off.

      “And what?” Hugh demanded.

      “There is a new trial treatment that shows promise, but it’s untested on someone so . . . young.”

      “Doctor, what option would you choose if you had her tumor?”

      Dr. Ruben seemed surprised by the question. He was silent for a long time, but then he said, “Radiation treatments are too invasive, and I wouldn’t recommend them for her. A full course of medicine seems the safest approach, but there is nothing approved for malignant tumors. This new experimental procedure requires surgery, but it is less invasive compared to the standard approach. This new treatment has shown promise—I’ve seen patients make full recoveries. So . . . I would choose the trial treatment. She’s only four but I can tell she’s a fighter.”

      Hugh’s mouth went dry and his throat constricted, but after a few moments he regained his composure—a little, anyway.

      “Doctor, please step us through the procedure,” Hugh said.

      “Instead of cutting through bone to get access to the brain, we will make a small incision just behind her ear. Then we insert a microchip near the tumor. The purpose of the chip is to shrink and eliminate the tumor.”

      “Any side effects?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Patients have reported headaches from time to time. Another patient who worked in a plant that produced a strong magnetic field had his chip damaged, which caused intense pain. So as long as your daughter stays away from powerful energy fields or magnetic pulses, she’ll be just fine.”

      Hugh looked at his wife; she nodded her approval. He kissed her, then gave the doctor permission to proceed.

      “There’s one other thing,” Dr. Ruben said. “These procedures can be expensive—”

      Hugh cut Dr. Rueben off. “Anything. I will work five jobs to pay for this if I have to. Just make sure she gets better.”
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        * * *

      

      Lenox Hill Hospital, New York City

      Tuesday July 21st, 2071

      Alice awoke to an intense light. Several people were talking. Someone put a mask over her face.

      Where am I? Everything is so blurry—need to rest. Goodnight . . . moon!

      Alice reawakened to the sound of machines. As her vision cleared, she saw two women at her side, her mother and Lindsey.

      “She’s awake,” Lindsey said.

      Alice tried waving her hand to her best friend. The attached IVs made movement painful—or perhaps it was because her right arm was in a sling.

      “What happened to me? The last thing I remember was falling,” Alice said.

      Alice looked at her mother; a tear ran down her face. Growing up her mother was tough. Except for yelling, her emotions were in short supply.

      “When you were young, you had a brain tumor,” her mother explained. “Instead of a full surgical procedure, we tried an experimental procedure instead. A microchip was put inside your brain to help heal the tumor over time. Something happened at the concert hall. It caused your chip to fail.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Alice asked, alarmed. “I’ve had this thing hardwired into my brain all this time?”

      Elizabeth Parsons looked confused. “That chip saved your life,” she said.

      “It’s unnatural,” Alice said.

      “Alice, if it helps you live, then it’s a small price to pay,” Lindsey said.

      “What were you doing on top of MuseFam Hall, anyway?” Elizabeth asked in an accusing tone of voice.

      Alice didn’t answer. She looked out her hospital window.

      “Alice, tell me that your not involved in that terrorist act—many people died that day,” Elizabeth said.

      Alice closed her eyes. She remembered the bright golden dome with its brilliance before everything got blurry.

      “What happened?” Alice asked.

      “At MuseFam Hall, or your accident?” Elizabeth said.

      “I remember falling . . . what caught me?”

      Lindsey and Alice’s mother shared a look.

      “They found you atop a man dressed in a trench coat, top hat, and other strange stuff. I had Brian ask around, and the police think this man was following you. He broke your fall—along with his neck. The police pronounced him dead at the scene,” Lindsey said.

      “Anyone know who he was?” Alice asked.

      “Yeah, he had a strange name, like a bird—”

      “Hawk?” Alice interrupted.

      “Yes, that sounds right,” Lindsey said.

      Alice tried to sit up. Pain shot through her back and right arm. She winced in pain. Lindsey put some pillows behind Alice so she could sit up.

      “I was at MuseFam Hall enjoying the performance when almost everyone in the audience started brawling,” Lindsey said. “Brian got me out, but not before I took a few punches to the head. The police said it was some kind of nerve agent. That was just before the bomb—”

      “The E-Bomb?” Alice cut Lindsey off.

      “How do you know about that? You’ve been in the hospital since it went off.”

      “Just tell me what happened!”

      “The way it was explained to me was that an electromagnetic pulse bomb went off— That explosion caused everything electronic to be destroyed.”

      “In just MuseFam Hall?”

      “No—in all of Midtown Manhattan. Everything was affected. Everything electronic, that is. Some newer flying vehicles came crashing down. People died, Alice.”

      Alice’s lip quivered, and tears blurred her vision.

      “How many?” she asked.

      “I don’t know—maybe four or five people?” Lindsey said.

      “This wasn’t supposed to happen!” Alice said as more tears came.

      She buried her face in her hands. The tears kept flooding. Alice felt horror as she processed Lindsey’s information.

      I’m responsible for these people’s deaths?

      She sobbed, and memories from her past and present flashed before her eyes. The emotional impact was sudden and deep. Somehow, she felt lighter as the tears poured from her.
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        * * *

      

      Central Park, Saturday, July 4th 2071, 3:42 p.m.

      “Officer Rollins, do you copy? Rollins? Are you there?” the dispatcher said.

      How did I get here? Rollins wondered. Oh yeah . . .

      He remembered. His day had had the most peculiar start; he’d awoken feeling hopeful. That good feeling lasted until just after lunch. He had made two arrests. If this kept up, he would easily make his monthly quota. Rollins loved patrolling the Central Park area. The perpetrators usually limited their activities to crimes of opportunity: an occasional purse thief, or a drunk and disorderly arrest—no big deal. That all changed at 2:58 p.m.

      Officer Jack Rollins could hear the dispatcher, but he had no way of reaching the radio. His legs were pinned underneath his patrol car. From his vantage point, he could see at least eight or nine cars around him, scattered about haphazardly. Bodies accompanied the cars; some had been thrown through the windows of the flying cars when they went down. His visor displayed nothing. It was as if someone had turned it off. He reached for his backup personal phone. It was an older model, but he could make calls if his visor wasn’t working.

      What the hell happened?

      He remembered getting a briefing about the radios in the patrol cars; he remembered something about shielding, but that memory was fading. He remembered learning that the shielding was important to protect against electronic attacks. Then the memory was . . . gone.

      Must be the ringing in my head! Are we under attack?

      He could see smoke just over the trees that separated the park from the Upper West Side.
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        * * *

      

      Lenox Hill Hospital, New York City

      Thursday July 23rd, 2071

      Alice perked up when the nurse came into her room. She was still recovering from her accident.

      “Nurse, do you think I will be able to leave soon?” she asked.

      The nurse took her vitals and examined the chart.

      “You’re doing a lot better after your surgery, so I don’t see why not,” the nurse replied.

      “Surgery? When did that happen?”

      “I will let the doctor explain,” the nurse said as she left the room.

      Alice had tried to get her visor working again. Her cell phone had also stopped working.

      I wished I’d asked Lindsey to deliver my visor to Nigel.

      Moments later a doctor entered her room.

      “Hello, Alice do you remember me?”

      Alice recognized the man. He was not only an old family friend; he was the man who saved her life all those years ago.

      “Dr. Rueben?”

      “Yes, that’s right,” the doctor said, extending a hand.

      “The nurse said I had surgery. Am I sick?” Alice asked in a worried tone.

      “No, it’s been several weeks since the surgery, and your body is accepting the new implant. I have been reading the nurses’ reports, and you seem to be recovering well enough,” Dr. Rueben said.

      “Then why am I still here?”

      “We want you here for another night for observation, but I think we can release you after that.”

      Dr. Rueben looked into both of her eyes and rechecked her vitals.

      “Yeah, I think you are in good enough shape—I will let the officer know,” Dr. Rueben said as he left.

      Officer?

      Alice resumed her visor troubleshooting efforts; her heart soared when she thought she saw a light appear on the visor, but she realized it was just a reflection.

      “Hello, Ms. Parsons,” a man’s voice said.

      Alice was examining her visor and didn’t notice that anyone had entered. A tall man in a police uniform was standing at the foot of her bed.

      How long has he been there? Am I going to be arrested?

      “Hi . . . Who are you?” Alice asked in a weak voice.

      “I’m Officer Jack Rollins—I was one of the first officers responding to the incident at MuseFam Hall.”

      Alice felt like someone had hit her. Her mouth went dry, and her tongue didn’t seem to work properly.

      “What . . . do you want with me?”

      “I’m investigating the incident at MuseFam Hall on the 4th. There’s still a lot of unanswered questions. I would have been here sooner, but I was told that you were in no condition to speak. But I’m here now, and I’m hoping we can spend some time together,” Officer Rollins said, pulling up a chair.

      After all the events and strange experiences over the past couple of months, Alice had given little thought to what life would be like after the E-Bomb blast. She had gotten caught up with everything. Suddenly she wished she had never gone along with the E-Bomb conspiracy.

      What am I going to do now?
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