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BOOK DESCRIPTION
The Motion Clue:  A Future Tech Cyber Thriller

Where is authority in the post control world?

An undetectable drone blows up an energy plant.  But who or what is responsible?

The Motion Clue is a future tech cyber thriller about a clash between a global cyber security 
team of individual experts, and rogue technologists working as colleagues and adversaries in a 
battle to reverse engineer the most terrifying technological threat the world has ever encountered. 
Is the killer drone the work of rogue technologists who have threatened to retake control of their 
personal data from governments?  Or has The Network of camera, sensor and satellite 
surveillance connecting all online personal data begun issuing its own commands?

Global Cybersecurity Commander Kade Laltanca and her team of brainiacs launch an 
investigation from Washington, DC to the depths of the Pacific Ocean to find the source or 
sources that could destroy humanity at its origins.  

Have we reached the end of our control over machines?

Want more Case Lane thriller action?

DOWNLOAD YOUR FREE COPY of Angle of Deception, Book One in the 
Laker Taylor Political Thriller series by Case Lane

A global adventure thriller featuring a no-holds barred power woman diplomat, her intrepid 
journalist best friend, and a secretive agent boyfriend at the center of a country on the verge of 
chaos.  

Discover the suspenseful, riveting global adventures of courageous expatriates in a rapidly 
evolving world of crime, power, and money in Case Lane's Laker Taylor Political Thriller Series. 

Download your free copy and become one of Case Lane's Global Intelligence Insiders.
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The Motion Clue: A Future Tech Cyber Thriller
Book One: The Life Online Series

Experience should teach us to be most on our guard to protect liberty when the Government’s 
purposes are beneficent.  Men born to freedom are naturally alert to repel invasion of their  
liberty by evil-minded rulers.  The greatest dangers to liberty lurk in insidious encroachment by 
men of zeal, well meaning but without understanding.

Justice Louis Brandeis, United States Supreme Court, dissenting in Olmstead v. United States,  
277 U.S. 438 (1928)

PART ONE - THE BROKEN SILENCE
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Chapter One

An intense burst of energy surged through a plain plastic and copper data cord.
Internally, the physical piece of hardware succumbed to the overload pressure created by an 

unexpected wave of digital code.
Externally, the cord burned until the wire split in half.  The pieces fell into the organized 

rows of connectors hanging, u-shaped like jump rope, between the server racks.
No human saw the break happen.  No human intervened.
On monitor screens from twenty feet to eight thousand miles away, an error message 

appeared.
Error messages occurred from time to time, then disappeared after a Network fix.  By 

design, The Network functioned on a continuous, seamless, unyielding schedule programmed to 
direct all electronically-managed activity.

This error message was not reacting to the design.
Louis Santino, a burly, 43 year old former professional football player from down south in 

Fargo, North Dakota, was the technician in charge that night.  The only human located at the 
148-acre hydroelectric power facility on the craggy lakeside in northern Manitoba.

Inside the fiberglass walls of the main Control Room, Santino could not see the error 
message displayed on a monitor two feet above his line-of-sight.  He was lying across his chair 
watching a football game.  Enraptured by the competition, Santino kept his eyes forward, his ears 
tuned to the loud volume, and his body balanced across the industrial furniture.  

Like many humans, he relished viewing a spectacle of men engaged in dangerous, physical 
hand-to-hand competition.  To keep the game at levels of continuous brutal contact, professional 
football players wore body armor shields.  Fans logged on to watch hulking men of swift athletic 
skill tangle with skilled players with lightening hands, directed by coaches using thought 
strategies to outwit their opponents.  Eagerly anticipating trick plays, spectators waited for the 
novelty of witnessing humans execute unpredictable options by using only their brains and 
bodily strength.

But the coaches also used The Network.  They had computer applications, apps, running 
pattern simulations on completed games, and analyzing player moves and statistics over his 
lifetime.  Still, most fans ignored the programmed assistance in favor of the thrilling live play.

Santino focused on the intensifying game action until, without warning, the words 'Alert 
Signal' displaying in 64-point red block letters, flashed, like the bullet from a firing gun, directly 
in front of his eyes.

Shocked into a swiftness that recalled his own playing days, Santino jumped straight up and 
out of his chair.  Having never previously seen the alert message projection function used, he 
stood stock still in the center of the room.

Without prompting, the game volume on the viewing monitor decreased.  The Network 
switched his viewing preference from 'live' to 'record.'  The Network knew Santino would 
continue watching the game at a later time.  Its automatic behavior prediction feature reacted by 
saving the broadcast for him.

As his shaking legs settled into an upright place, Santino slowly lifted his handheld com to 
eye level.  All of the facility's operations, the signals, reports and alert data could be tracked 
through his com, a palm-sized, flat-screen, black-rimmed, plastic electronic device he had 
attached to his belt.

All communication devices, or electronic tools with similar features, were called a com even 



though the equipment had a range of fading names like phone, radio, television, camera, personal 
electronic device, or palm, because most literally fit into a hand.  Some were branded after fruits 
including berry, apple, cherry or orange, but those were favored by children.  The choice of size, 
shape and materiel used to manufacture coms was almost limitless, but all had one shared 
function, all were wirelessly connected to The Network.

People in cities usually kept the com functionality attached to a part of the body like their 
wrist, or to clothing like a flap on a shirt pocket.  Santino preferred holding the physical device 
with its feeling of identifiable material between his fingers.  The display screen fit snuggly into 
his large hand tightly grasping the edges as he guardedly read the message The Network was 
displaying:  Employee Intervention Required - for an error, an electrical shortage on the grid in 
Sector 2G.

In sixteen years on the job, Santino had never received an alert requiring him to personally 
engage in an error repair action.  Puzzled, he took a deep breath and began to feel slightly 
anxious.

Within the minute passing by, a transport silently rolled into the Control Room.  The sight of 
the driverless vehicle prompted Santino to jump again.

The transport, an IO Rider for indoor-outdoor, was sized and shaped like an old 
snowmobile, with a closed, clear fiberglass box cab on top, and space for two passengers sitting 
one behind the other.  With functionality to hover forward, backward and sideways, or move on 
bare floors, carpet, gravel, grass, cement, ice, snow and heated terrain, the Rider automatically 
adjusted to the ground beneath its wheels.  Santino stared at the transport and his anxiety 
deepened.

The Network processed Santino's transport preference against the intended destination, 
detected his com location, cross-referenced his image from the surveillance camera in the 
Control Room, and sent the Rider directly to where he stood.  Knowing Santino had little history 
of leisure walking, certainly not to the distance of Sector 2G, and almost never in winter 
temperatures, The Network calculated he would not walk to the error location.

With his Network profile, even if Santino had preferred to walk, the transport would follow 
him.  His com screen would not change instructions until he accepted the ride.  He had no 
override code for the transport's operations.

Without another option, he climbed into the Rider.  As The Network registered the pressure 
of his buttocks on the seat, the cab door slowly closed.

Santino did not want, or have to, look at the dashboard screen in front of him as the data 
updated to display the destination.  Although all of his next required actions were automatically 
uploaded to his com, he was too confused to view the information.

The Rider departed the Control Room.  As the vehicle approached the facility's garage style 
exit doors, the wheels rolled to a stop at a walk-in closet lining one of the walls, and waited next 
to a table holding a set of clothing neatly separated from other varying sizes hanging inside. 
Using Santino's already stored measurements, The Network had selected a coat, snow pants, hat, 
scarf, gloves and boots, and arranged the items, distributed by conveyor belt, at the closet 
entrance.  

Santino stepped out of the transport and walked up to the table.  He did not examine the 
clothing, which was not only his size, but also his color.  Putting the items on, he would not 
normally question why he was dressing warmly, but a flash in his memory considered that if the 
transport had stopped for winter clothing, The Network not only wanted him to go outside of the 
facility, but also to step out of the vehicle.



The building temperature was a comfortable 71 degrees Fahrenheit.  Santino was wearing 
jeans and a t-shirt.  Outdoors the atmosphere was minus 20, but now in January, the biting air 
would feel like minus 36.  The vast, empty expanse of semi-permafrost and razor thin trees 
encircling the complex was an occupied home dominated by black bears and gray wolves.  The 
facility at Grand Rapids, the westernmost outpost of Canada's Hudson Bay Hydroelectric and 
Water Reservoir Complex, was on the 53rd latitudinal parallel, north.  In winter, the terrain was 
surrounded by ice and snow as far as the eyes could see, and there was no cover from the 
elements.

Humans rarely ventured into the open air as part of their daily functioning.  The outdoors 
was for adventurers, sportspeople, environmentalists, and the occasional daring family with 
children who wanted to ensure the next generation knew about natural trees and flowers.  In 
cities, both icy and tropical weather populated areas had connected most buildings through 
tunnels, underground shopping centers, transport stations, subways, overhead crosswalks, and 
covered people movers.  Designated industry employees, like agricultural managers, 
occasionally worked outside, but only when The Network signaled a problem that could not be 
remotely fixed, which did not happen often.

Fully dressed for the temperature change, Santino returned to the Rider.  Still avoiding the 
dashboard panel, he stepped in and sat down.  A few extra seconds would pass as the Rider 
recalibrated his weight to detect he wore sufficient cover for his required pending activity. 
Satisfied, the transport closed its door and moved towards the garage opening.  On approach, the 
garage door began to rise.  At exactly the spot where the entry panel was three feet above 
Santino's head, the transport crossed from the controlled environment of the facility into the 
unmanaged wilderness.  The moment the transport cleared the exit, the door rolled back down.  

The silent descent was not unknown to Santino, but he turned back to follow its close.  From 
his vantage point, the entryway was a gray cut in a wall of snow, unknown as the access to a 
billion dollar facility currently without a single human inside the walls.  As the transport moved 
forward, he continued to watch the door shrink and fade away from sight.

Despite being inside a heated cab, Santino immediately felt the bitter cold.  Living in the 
North did not inure him to experiencing the region's winter.  As the Rider followed an expected 
path to Sector 2G, the wind whipped around the transport, and cut through gaps in Santino's 
additional clothing.  Defrosters kept the cab windows from fogging and icing over.  He could 
clearly see the mix of nature and human destruction all around him.

The facility's land was covered in short pine trees, limping in the frozen bog of winter, black 
and white in every direction.  But the man-made structures were gray and silver, cement and 
steel walls pushed up against a body of water, flowing even in the cold, as liquid rushing through 
the barrier with a force turning the world's largest turbines, and pushing electrons out over wires 
for thousands of miles.

Santino did admire the engineering, and all of the details required to create the facility.  But 
the construction operated on a relatively ancient design, vulnerable to terrorists, remote and 
disruptive to the natural environment.  Clean air had a price.  Humans had learned that lesson 
decades ago.

The Rider traveled 50 mph, and for a minute Santino considered he had no idea where 
Sector 2G was located.  When he had first obtained the hydro job, he had been told not to expect 
to know the layout of the complex, The Network would lead him to any location he was required 
to visit.  But in his idleness with the employment's tasks, he would scroll through distraction 
options on his com, which led occasionally to searching The Network to view maps and 



blueprints for the facility.  Coms had an endless array of features, but the only portal for 
accessing all functions was The Network.  

The Network continuously scanned servers, even those not exposed to the public Internet to 
retrieve, cross-reference, and integrate data within controlled spaces.  Aggregated data was used 
to create and send appropriate daily life instructions, specifically prepared for each individual's 
com, and all other coms interacting with an individual.  

The Network managed personal lives, businesses, organizations, and government operations 
with efficiency and accuracy, directing individuals throughout the day, and even allotting time 
for relaxation and socializing.  Millions of programs and apps recalculated and redefined data 
every second.  

The data fed the human's com.  The human reacted accordingly.
But The Network did not ignore the surfing of its own files.  If an unexpected search pattern 

was recorded, a protocol determined if the issue should be escalated.  In the past, after Santino 
had executed several similar search requests about the facility, The Network had sent a text 
message asking him to define the information he was looking for, and the reasons for his search. 

After one warning, if an employee persisted with unexplained research, The Network would 
implement a punishment tailored to the employee's preferences.  When Santino had tested the 
protocol once too often, The Network blocked his access to Internet sports and entertainment 
sites for 24 hours.  He had been left with the silence of the Control Room.  Since that day, he had 
not bothered to look at the facility's layout again.

Without an awareness of his current location or intended destination, Santino patiently sat as 
the Rider continued to fly across the terrain, automatically making speed adjustments to account 
for the surroundings, the activity in the area, and the presence, or lack of, other vehicles.  All 
transports had sensors for assessing the environment around a route.  If no other movement was 
detected along the travel path, the transport could accelerate across the snow and ice like the 
wolves in pursuit of prey in the forest nearby.  

Santino let the wind, snow and trees pass by him as a cascade of debris from a sneeze, and 
considered for a moment that he might be enjoying the ride.  But when the vehicle began slowing 
down, his anxiety returned.

Sector 2G arose no special memories for Santino.  He was not near the main dam, but out 
along the high voltage electrical power lines running away from Grand Rapids to all defined 
destinations.

The dashboard was displaying the coordinates for the area, but he was still not interested in 
registering detailed information.  As the Rider came to a stop at the base of an electrical 
transmission tower, Santino leaned back against the seat, and the cab door slowly opened.

Looking out into the bleak of the fading daylight, Santino waited for his instruction.  But 
after another minute, he realized the transport would not be in talk mode.  He was one of the few 
employees who hated voice instructions.  Transport voices could be any modulation, a soprano 
lady, a child, your own, but Santino preferred not to respond to electronically-spoken 
instructions.  Other people did not mind, especially if they were around humans all day.  But 
Santino had decided in the absence of working with humans, having a computer talk to him 
seemed a little desperate.

His home system had available voice commands, but since The Network already knew he 
had most audio turned off, the system waited for him to read his instructions from the Rider 
dashboard screen or his com.

Choosing to ignore both options, Santino braced for the cold and stepped out of the cab.  A 



sensation overcame him he rarely felt, surprise.  He stared up at the rising extended stretch of 
tower steel, glanced down at his com, and back at the Rider.

The transmission tower was one of thousands of identical steel structures built to the sky on 
needle-like precision that minimized wind shear and maximized height.  Santino could not see 
the top, only sensor lights illuminating in red, yellow or green, offering the same advisory as 
streetlights.

At first glance, all he saw was green.  But as he looked straight up the spine of the tower, 
another shockwave slowly rolled over him.

Santino felt the unfamiliar sensation again, surprise, cloaked in an even more unexpected 
awareness of rising trepidation.  In the near night sky glowed the unmistakable purple light of a 
hovering drone.

Unmanned aerial devices operating one hundred percent automatically on instructions from 
The Network, or automatically with a human override, or one hundred percent by a human with a 
manual remote control were, by common understanding, a drone.

The machines could be any size, and had a variety of functional uses including carrying 
products from instruction documents to packages to emergency kits to repair tools, to assisting 
with construction and structural repairs or disaster rescue, and targeted surveillance.  Drones 
could be any geometric shape even balls or triangles, or resemble miniature versions of 
helicopters and other flying machines.  

Humans co-opted the name 'drone' from military aircraft used for missions in the last 
century’s desert wars.  The military and drone manufacturers had desperately tried to encourage 
an independent civilian name for the machines, but the term had long ago passed into popular 
use - easy to say, spell and remember.

Businesses, organizations, professionals and individuals ubiquitously used civilian drones in 
all aspects of their daily lives and operations.  Humans appreciated the conveniences provided by 
the machines.  Most were placidly comfortable with the devices moving above them at work, in 
streets, parks, homes and office buildings.  

Drones and humans were considered completely compatible.
On an industrial site, the machines were work-tools, programmed to lift heavy objects, 

patrol remote facilities, and ferry goods around complexes.  By law, the devices emanated a 
unique fluorescent light created under patent through a color simulation of royal purple and 
aquamarine blue unavailable for use by any other aerial object.  Civilian drones had to be 
distinguishable from every other status light or active device in the sky.

All recognized nations had signed a treaty solidifying, for governments, companies, and 
international service organizations, the unified rules for the use of commercial drones.  In most 
countries, individuals could own personal drones and the action lights could take on any hue. 
But the status light color humans and The Network saw as the drone moved through the sky, or 
hovered nearby, had to be drone purple.

Santino recognized the purple light, but not the drone.
His apprehension rising again, he looked at his com to search for the drone's identification 

record.  But there was no report and no displayed coordinates for a drone in the vicinity.
He hit 'Refresh.'  The screen re-emerged in less than a second.  His instructions were still 

there.  But there was no drone indicator.
Confused, Santino knew he should not be able to see a drone's light, if there was no drone. 

Repair drones were stored at locations all around the complex.  The Network could dispatch one 
to any location to fix an operational problem.



But the system would never send a human and a drone to look at the same error at the same 
time.  

If animals or the weather had damaged a line, drones equipped with cameras, mechanical 
arms or industrial equipment, could make the repairs without humans.  A human employee could 
view the repair operation from the Control Room using the fixed surveillance cameras, the repair 
drone's camera, or even dispatch a specific camera drone to record the action.

Company management or law enforcement could also dispatch camera drones at any time to 
look at incidents around the site.  The Network would recognize the internal instruction and 
update an employee's com.  Occasionally a specific authorization was required to be advised if a 
drone was on site, but that advisory usually depended on security issues, which Grand Rapids 
never had.

Santino's puzzlement was quickly turning to outright fear.  He desperately considered if the 
situation had a valid explanation.  He wondered if he was looking at a camera drone a human 
monitor had sent to view the error.  Although he was the only human at the complex, he was not 
exactly alone.  

The electronic surveillance was extensive and omnipresent.  The complex's operations could 
be monitored from the company's operational facilities 1,100 miles to the south in Kansas City in 
the United States.  After Kansas City, the data was continuously backed up to a server farm in 
Iceland, and its backup was in Liberia.

Because hydroelectric power was a strategic and vital resource for millions of people, the 
Canadian Defense Force Command Centre near Ottawa monitored all of the connected sites, and 
the North American Defense Command outside Denver monitored all monitoring.  Mexican 
officials kept their eyes on activity from their surveillance complex in Toluca, west of Mexico 
City.  The Chinese and Europeans were also likely to be paying attention, but their surveillance 
was not considered official, and was politely ignored.  

At least one Santino-level employee, but not many more, worked at every monitoring site. 
The locations were responsible for continuously viewing all security at all energy plants, 
reservoirs, sub-stations, and along thousands of miles of transmission lines stretching across the 
North American continent.

Santino expected the individual who sent the drone to be aware a human was at the same 
location.  But it was also possible human operators did not have the same information. 
Disturbingly, he had no definitive idea which options were operational.  He had never interacted 
with the information, equipment and protocols available to the monitoring teams around the 
world.  He could only be almost certain, although not completely, that The Network would detect 
any drone at the complex.  He should be able to see the detection on his com.

'This is strange,' he thought, looking around.  
Grand Rapids had 10,124 cameras and sensors, all visibly on.  Each networked security 

device could register the difference between a black bear, wind, an authorized human employee, 
and an unauthorized intruder.

An unknown, unidentified detection would trigger an intruder protocol.  After analyzing 
evidence from camera and sensor data, The Network would activate an investigatory drone to 
deploy to the incident site.  Since the company had the right to be advised of all drones inside its 
complex, if this one was not an authorized drone, the unauthorized intrusion protocol should 
already be in progress.

Either way The Network must be aware a drone was here and inform the human employee. 
Santino should have the information on his com.  But he did not.



Abruptly, the sound of metal cracking ice emerged from the Rider.  Santino spun around to 
face the sight of a ladder unfolding from the transport's side panel, and ascending like a 
stretching coil up the narrow steel edge of the tower.

The transport remained parked alongside the base.  Santino observed the action with 
increasing nervousness.  The ladder inched up.  At every two-foot mark, it automatically 
unrolled a clamp to attach to the tower's frame.  

Although The Network could continuously measure the voltage traveling in any direction, 
and the chance of a miscalculation was negligible, the absorption ladder was a precaution used as 
a barrier to protect humans from electrical currents.  If charges were unbalanced, The Network 
sensed and corrected the difference, by redirecting electricity across the appropriate wires to cut 
voltage to an overcharging section, or increasing production to one reporting a shortage.  Santino 
eyed the ladder's resolute rise up and out of his sight.  

Holding his com up to eye level, he noted his next displayed instruction was to climb.  He 
moved over to the affixed steps, but stopped and stood with one foot on the lowest rung.  

Sucking in a deep breath of the ice-laced air, he uncomfortably realized he had come all of 
the way out to Sector 2G, and did not know why.

'What was the repair work that could not be completed by a drone or The Network?'
Feeling increasingly unnerved in the bitter Canadian cold, Santino finally decided he should 

read the entire Network error report.  Gripping his com, he scrolled the text back to the point 
where the error message had first appeared.

All company messages were configured to a specific employee by prior education, 
experience and duties.  If an engineer pulled up the same report, the details would contain 
technical language and schematics, for Santino the display was basic points explained in plain 
English.  The report began with the surcharge, but did not state the source.  Next were 
instructions he had already witnessed, leading to the pending step for a human action to ascend 
the ladder.

None of this information was a revelation to Santino, but the fact he was standing out in the 
cold did not add up.  Now if he wanted to return indoors, he would have to follow The Network 
instructions or the transport would not process his efforts and take him back inside.  The 
temperature felt like it was dropping by the minute, forcing his questions and concerns to be 
clipped at the same precipitous pace.

As sheer spots of frost began to develop on the waiting ladder, Santino realized the error 
must be unrecognizable by a drone or The Network, or both.  This possibility terrified him.

He was a technician, not an engineer or an electrical tower designer.  'What did The 
Network conclude he could do?'  

The report on his com had stopped at action for a human, and he was the one who had been 
brought to the site to complete the task.  'Maybe this was some new, unknown type of damage.' 
Although The Network could assess any error, and determine a repair protocol, an unforeseen 
problem may have intervened with the process.  

Suddenly, Santino felt better.  'Yes,' he decided.  'It's an unknown type of damage The 
Network cannot interpret.  That's why a human is required.'

But as he began to climb the ladder steps, apprehension swept over him again.  'What could 
be an issue he would encounter that The Network could not detect, analyze and manage on its 
own?'

All information was in The Network, all of the data humans knew.  The entire hydro 
complex - the electrical systems, transmission towers and programming for the servers - had 



been designed and built by computers.  As Santino climbed the ladder, he ached to imagine the 
problem he would find, and failed to process any potential scene.

Rising up the transmission tower were sensors placed at two-foot intervals.  The tower stood 
at 216 feet, and his com indicated a red light flashing at marker 56, 112 feet up, high enough that 
as Santino began to climb, he would not be able to see the sensor above him until he drew nearer. 

As he continued to ascend, another confusion wave rolled over him.  Part of The Network's 
standard error assessment was to send photos or video of the problem for review prior to 
transporting the employee to the site.  Yet he was climbing without any diagnostic or repair 
tools.  After only visually noting the error, he would have to input findings into his com, and 
wait for The Network to determine his next action, including if necessary, delivering required 
tools.

With each step Santino's incomprehension soared.  The lack of visuals, he realized, must be 
an error within the error.

A minute later, reaching the 100-foot mark, he emerged into the unidentified drone's defined 
purple glow illuminating the flat black sky around him.  By silently hovering, the drone 
complied with laws protecting birds and other flying creatures from audio disruption to their 
natural rhythms by man-made airborne devices.  But the accommodation ended there.

The machine was a two-foot square box coated black except for one side featuring a clear 
plastic viewing window, a popular feature Santino enjoyed because a human could see directly in 
to the electronics.  

Despite the ease with which drones fit into human life, an interior view reminded humans, 
the drones were machines.  Unlike flying creatures, drones did not require wings, but many 
people, the opposite of the interior-view types, added the feature as if to reassure themselves the 
machines were more ecological, members of the bird family, and not an output from a gadget 
factory.

The movement of the box reflected its gravity-defying support.  The device made an almost 
imperceptible rocking motion, adjusting up and down and side-to-side, which aided in remaining 
steady in the blowing air.

Seeing the drone waiting with balanced calm, Santino stared and offered, under his breath, a 
slight moaning "hmm" as a greeting when his eyes and hands reached level with marker 56, 112 
feet above the ground on the transmission tower in Sector 2G.

"Good evening," the machine greeted him in a clear, steady news announcer's voice.
The drone's verbal reaction locked Santino into a reflexive shock.
His hair stood up at the back of his neck.  
His hands gripped the ladder frame as he thwarted an instinct to jump.  
Drones did not talk.  
Not only could a human turn off all talk instructions from Network-connected electronics, 

but also by law and common practice, company drones, law enforcement, military, all standard, 
work-related drones, did not talk.

Emergency rescue drones had a speaker function humans used for communicating in 
disaster areas when drones were used to look for survivors.  And many civilians had personal 
talking drones.  But flying a talking drone in public airspace with the talk function turned on was 
illegal.

Under no normal circumstances would a drone dispatched to an industrial work site talk.  No 
circumstances at all.  Drones were not robots, robots could talk, and everyone knew that.

But governments, and most citizens, did not want to hear talking from boxes or bags with 



wings.  Public spaces were already disturbed by the miniaturization of coms, making humans 
always appear to be talking to themselves.  But the confusion would escalate if tens of thousands 
of inanimate objects also spoke randomly and simultaneously aloud.  Part of the ease felt with 
the flying devices humans had come to tolerate was awareness that the machines did not talk.  

"A talking drone," Santino whispered under his breath, while glancing at the box.  The 
machine did not reply.  Santino could now hear his own heart beating loud and fast beneath the 
layers of winter clothing.  "A talking drone?" he silently repeated, staring at the machine.  

For the first time in the evening, he was absolutely certain the incident was not routine, but 
forced outside of his experience, education, training and knowledge of human life.

Drones did not talk.
Humans and drones were not sent to repair the same error at the same time.
And the error at marker 56 was not an error that had ever been seen before.

Chapter Two

Khadrian Laltanca could not believe she and Roman Francon had managed to be in the same 
place, at the same time, for more than one night, for the first time in two months.  She stared at 
his naked back as he lay face down beside her in bed.

Over his torso, she could see the peaks of the Rocky Mountains in Colorado breaking 
through the horizon as snow sprinkled the frozen ground.  Crystal snowflakes formed on the 
window.  'The best way to enjoy winter is indoors,' she thought slipping deeper beneath the down 
blanket, and closer to Roman's warm body.  

Their relationship had begun exactly where prohibited, at a top secret international 
conference where they were not only representing different countries, but were also on opposite 
sides of the issue.

Every time she had made a point in counterclaim to his delegation's argument, he would 
look at her from across the meeting table and grin.  If his action had been a negotiating tactic 
designed to attract her attention, he had been right on track.

At the time, she was one of her country's top strategists, working behind the scenes to allow 
private companies to build technology infrastructure projects in other countries, without 
revealing the nation's research and development secrets.

A diplomat and a lawyer, Kade interacted with every interest group, balancing their 
demands against one another in search of a viable solution.  Within the past year, the United 
Nations had asked her to take on the same role for the world, Commander of the U.N. Security 
Council Special Command for Cyber Security, the unit within the global security organization 
authorized to address and settle cross-border cyber conflicts.  The U.N. role was her official post. 

But an obscure global group called The Alliance had solidified her professional future by 
reaching out, quietly as they always did, to place her among those who showed notable promise 
as unfaultable global leaders.  Working outside official channels, The Alliance preferred to 
encourage people who had multiple ties to countries around the world, transitional language 
skills, and the ability to blend in among individuals as diverse as a medic in a refugee camp, or a 
donor at a ten-star charity dinner.  

The unseen organization was even more specifically impressed that she had independently 



built her skills.  A natural was always an unfailing bet over the groomed.  The naturals knew the 
life they wanted and pursued their objectives without regard to obstacles falling onto their paths. 
The groomed always needed a little handholding.

Kade had grown up on the flat dry lands of the upper Midwest, and worked her way through 
increasing levels of education, with one clear objective in mind, independence.  She preferred to 
be her own boss, but if she had to answer to a higher ranked official, then that person had to be a 
broader thinker than she was, an individual from whom she could still learn.  Kade traded jobs 
when people failed to live up to her expectations, resigning was her way of not settling, of 
always extending to achieve more than the envisaged.

Roman knew the profile, and had noticed her attributes the moment he had seen her at the 
conference.  Having studied the biographies of the participants, he had memorized her picture 
and resume.  Once he saw her at work, he finalized his assessment.  Kade was intelligent, 
attentive, precise, fair, and fun.  In his analysis, a female version of Roman Francon.  But she 
was a natural, making her singularly more attractive on every level.

In the five-star suite at the Silver Deer Lodge in Aspen the flames from the fireplace were 
down, but the room remained at a comfortable room temperature.  'Probably too warm for 
Roman,' Kade thought, pulling the blankets down to their waists.  She too was naked, lying face 
up.  

As she rolled over on her side to run her fingers through Roman's hair, she caught a glimpse 
of his com, flashing.  Grinning, she whispered, "Nice boy, you turned off the sound."  

But her contentment quickly faded.  The com was persistently flashing, firing in red.  She of 
all people knew exactly the implications of the color of danger.    

Carefully she reached over him to pick-up the com from his side of the bed.  Looking at the 
screen, she turned towards him with shrinking joy, and crawled on top of his body.  

She placed the com at his closed eyes, kissed his lips, and whispered into his ear, 
"Somebody wants you."

Chapter Three

"Sunlight," Santino spoke aloud, holding his voice steady, trying not to tremble in response to 
the persistent cold nor the waiting drone.  

He carefully watched as the drone slowly turned over its light.  The purple beam faded to the 
back of the box and a glowing yellow-white light emerged in front.  Like transports with 
headlights, drones were typically built with illumination capabilities from the straight-line beam 
of a flashlight, to the unraveled cone shaped rays mimicking a child's drawing of the sun.  

Around Santino, the intense darkness was sliced off at the edges, brightening marker 56, the 
tower, the ladder, his clothes, the trees, and even the stars shining in the night sky above. 
Santino adjusted his eyes, blinking repeatedly.  

Slowly the brightness broke his fear, and made him feel as if the sense of abnormality of the 
last hour had only been a flare of ignorance.  Drones responded to specific voice commands. 
The reaction was normal.

But when he dared to look back over his shoulder, he saw darkness again, and stillness.  The 
simulated sunlight he was receiving was only the limited offering the box was programmed to 



deliver.  
Restricted to the instructions on his com, Santino had no choice but to accept the words and 

carry on.  Instinctively, he held his com to the light even though the added brightness to read the 
screen was unnecessary.  The device continued to display an error message for marker 56, but 
provided no further pinpoint location accuracy.

As steadily as his senses stabilized, Santino felt nervous feelings returning.  If the drone had 
been dispatched to check the error, a pointed light should have been directly aimed at the 
reported problem.  

But the machine only hovered, waiting.  
Santino held his com up over the marker, and selected the 'Locate' icon for the error.  The 

device narrowed its light.  Santino stared in the direction of the beam, looking up and down and 
around, but the entire frame appeared exactly as he had already observed.

"This is ridiculous," he declared, abruptly pulling back his com and shutting off its light.  No 
updated instructions appeared on the screen.  No further report was generated.  "Okay..." he 
continued aloud, "...this is the error."  The idea made him shudder, but he could not imagine 
another explanation.  

No visible problem could be seen.  Neither the drone nor the com was pointing to an exact 
location he should review.  Even the tower's status lights, illuminating only in green, confirmed 
his assessment.  Santino looked in all directions for red or yellow warnings, but none were 
visible.

Sinking further into distress, he considered that if his suspicions were correct, he had 
another problem.  How could he tell The Network, the error message was wrong?

The Network had sent for human intervention and was stuck on an instruction.  Without a 
human taking action to repair the reported error, The Network would not react.  If Santino tried 
to leave Sector 2G without fixing the error, he would need manual control of the Rider.  But with 
no override code for the transport, if he wanted to return to the Control Room, he would be 
forced to claim an emergency.  

On the average workday at an industrial site, there was no human emergency that could not 
first be analyzed by The Network.  The Network had to view or detect incidents, and review the 
data to determine whether to authorize an override code.

An employee at the largest hydroelectric complex in the middle of North America could not 
use the excuse of an emergency to obtain an override code for transport to take him back inside, 
because he was cold and confused, and unable to find an error The Network had been reporting 
for over an hour.  The emergency situation would have to be verified with video from a camera 
feed or sensor data on The Network.  If he tried external help, no employee at any monitoring 
station would understand a disruption instigated by a human, and not The Network. 

Desperately he tried to imagine other statements he could make or ask The Network that 
would trigger an override or response to, at least, allow him to go back to the Control Room.

If The Network had detected an unfixable error, and the detection was actually also an error, 
maybe reporting, 'no visible issue,' would prompt The Network to recognize a human action, and 
change its instruction.  

Deciding the possibility was worth a try, Santino held up his screen and entered the code for 
a human action resolution.  The detail screen appeared and he stared at the features.  Using a 
drop-down selection for previously used standard reasons for required human intervention 
actions, he searched for the simplest option, 'Unable to fix.'

Although he doubted his attempt would be successful, he added 'no specific location for 



error indicated, no problem visible,' in the comments box, and touched, 'Submit.'
The screen read 'Resetting.'  But a second later the message returned to: 'Error - Employee 

Intervention Required.'  
Sadly, Santino conceded his idea, as he suspected, had not worked.  He wondered if a 

human monitor on the other end would see his message.  Maybe he should have entered more 
information.

Quivering in the brisk air, he contemplated his options again.  If he contacted a monitoring 
station, he assumed the other end could view only the same instructions, and probably tell him he 
had to find the error.  

He thought about walking back to the facility, but he was on the opposite side of the 
complex, maybe ten miles or more from a human entry point.  Humans could only use their com, 
face or hand scan to enter doors on the south or west side of the building.  He was to the 
northeast with only transmission towers around him.  He would not be able to use the Rider 
entrance on that side either.  The garage doors were only programmed to open for transports with 
entry instructions.

Santino struggled in the sinking cold.  'What to do?' 
He kept looking at the com hoping the screen would suddenly display another instruction. 

He hit the manual 'Refresh' icon again to see if the information would change, but it was the 
same.

After another minute, he began to speculate about touching the wire and casings at marker 
56, to determine if there was an issue he could feel, even if he could not see an obvious problem. 
Or he could simulate a fix to trigger a Network reaction.  

In his subconscious, he knew the idea was ridiculous.  The Network was precise.  If he 
reached out to shake the wire, sensors would register the movement had taken place at the touch 
of human fingers or a tool.  But the system would not register a fix unless the error was 
genuinely fixed.

Still he was out of ideas and getting colder.  If his approach did not work, he would brace for 
questions he could not answer and contact a monitoring station.  

He turned back to marker 56, looked again at the area where the error had been detected, and 
shined the com light back over the spot.

Since all of the wires were high voltage, he would not directly touch a line.  Instead, he 
would shake the edges of the frame connected to the wire.  Although the action seemed trivial, 
sometimes there really was only a hair out of place.  

Slowly removing the glove from his right hand, he decided to use his bare fingers to initiate 
The Network's cross-reference of his fingerprints with the authorization records.  If an 
unauthorized person touched the equipment with bare hands, sensors would trigger an alarm and 
the pre-determined security response, dispatching camera drones to the site.  But his prints 
should only create an authorized notation.

As Santino's skin came into contact with the frame in front of him, a whirring sound of a 
slowly revving jet engine rose from the drone.  His hand stuck to the tower, Santino froze again.  

Civilian drones operated silently, gliding through the air without engine or machine noise. 
'But this sound…' he questioned, '…first talking and now…noise?  

Who operated civilian drones that made noise?'



Chapter Four

"Yeah she's a hot chick and she's been fooling around with me all night," Roman light-heartedly 
moaned into his pillow, his eyes still closed.  Kade pressed her weight against his back.

"Sorry my love," she said with melancholy.  "Open your eyes."
Roman opened his eyes prepared to roll her underneath him, but the first visual he saw was 

the glowing red screen of his own com.  "What happened?" he asked, taking the device from her 
hand, and holding it at eye level.  Kade rolled off and lay beside him.

"It has probably been flashing for a couple of minutes."
"Yep," Roman responded, entering text into the device.  He rolled over onto his back, hand 

on his forehead to hold back his hair as he read.  After a minute, he stopped and looked at his 
girlfriend.

"Problem?"  Kade knew that was all a flashing red message could be.
He leaned over to her face, the com and his hand brushing against her breasts.  "Sorry my 

love," he entreated, kissing her.  "Good morning."  He moved to sit up with his hand still holding 
the com, and continued to text.  When he finished, he stood up.  "Electricity has gone out."

"What?"  Kade instinctively looked out the window where streetlights twinkled in the 
darkened Aspen streets.

Roman followed her gaze.  "Not here.  From Canada, moving down the center grid towards 
Kansas City."

"What's moving?"
"I do not know, my love."  He turned to walk towards the bathroom.
Unlike Kade's humble lineage, Roman was the definition of the groomed.  He had been born 

into The Alliance.  His British father, Landon Francon founded one of the largest financial 
investment firms in the world, Francon Global.  He was The Alliance before the group was 
invented.

Although the organization did not encourage nepotism, members did take recommendations 
from their own.  When Roman independently showed his promise, he was accepted into the 
organization soon after earning a commission with British Intelligence.  

Landon had married a Colombian hedge fund owner, Camilia Fernandez, who was richer 
than he was.  They raised Roman and his five siblings, all over the world.  But New York City 
was usually home.  The entrenched preparatory schools lining the U.S. Northeast coast were the 
setting for their education, at least part of the year.  The rest of the time, they were learning in 
Europe or China or Colombia, living in the cultures and languages their parents determined were 
important for their future.  

The Francons did not shy away from relentless ambition.  Landon and Camilia had no 
intention of allowing their offspring to fall into the middle class, or even upper middle class. 
They insisted the children fill their brains with knowledge, even while owning the technology 
allowing them to bypass memorization.  They had to learn to construct with their hands, fluently 
translate, and solve mathematical equations without a computer.

Roman had hated his parents' insistence on human brain-captured data and information, until 
he began to understand the life they were trying to maintain, and the separation that had come 
upon the world between those who paid attention, and those who did not.

"What are you talking about?"  Kade called after him.  She theoretically knew electricity 
could go out, since there was always a miniscule, but possible, chance of simultaneous 
catastrophic failure in all active and back-up distribution locations at the same time.  But 



redundancies in the inter-locking grid maximized resources.  No blackout of any length had 
disrupted a developed country for decades.

"I'm talking about an electricity shortage," he shouted back to her over the sound of running 
water.  "They are re-routing from James Bay, but people are without electricity."

Kade could not believe the news she was hearing.  "But why are they contacting you?" 
Several minutes passed before he reappeared, wrapped in a towel, water droplets dripping off his 
skin.  "Why are they contacting you?" she repeated.

"Security issues, baby," he replied, slightly exasperated as he began to dress.
Kade rolled her eyes at him.  She had a higher security clearance level than he did.  "I know 

it's security.  But what?"
"I don't know.  But I've got to go."  Roman had swiftly shaved, groomed, dressed, and 

holstered his gun.  She always marveled at how rapidly he could prepare for the day.
Catching her anxiously watching him, his demeanor shifted.  Walking towards her, he 

leaned down to kiss her lips, before politely adding, "I'm unbelievably sorry, but I have to leave 
you to go and deal with an international emergency."  He stared into her softening eyes.  "I love 
you.  I'll let you know the moment I know what is going on."

"Security permitting," she warned, kissing him back.
"Yes, of course.  Security permitting."
"I love you too.  Be safe."
He smiled, kissed her again and turned to leave.  As the door closed behind him, Kade 

picked up her com and began looking at overnight messages.  
Neither Kade nor Roman was officially in Aspen, and they certainly were not known to be 

sleeping together.  Kade had no reason to know there was an emergency on the North American 
electricity grid.  But she looked for a search route to the details of Roman's alert notification 
message that would not be uncovered by The Network.

As government monitoring of free public Internet activity had grown increasingly intrusive, 
technologists from around the world, highly skilled engineers and computer programmers 
declaring no affiliation to a government or business or non-governmental organization, had built 
a separate internet.

Although governments could use their own satellites to monitor all others in the sky, on the 
ground, rogue techs, as independent technologists came to be known had sliced the 
electromagnetic spectrum to carve out private lanes in the virtual cloud to untraceably carry their 
data.  They called these electronic roads off the public information superhighway, off-ramps. 
The governments knew the off-ramps existed, but whenever their official technologists reached 
an identified entry point, they could not find a way in.

Rogue techs built impenetrable firewalls, coded multi-level encryption keys, created 
redundancies around the world, and most importantly, attracted the support of billionaires who 
wanted a secret, but accessible internet for their personal use.  

Those who could afford rogue tech assistance bought access to an off-ramp, and the 
software to use their coms while masking the activity from The Network.  The switching was 
seamless from a Networked com.  Global Intelligence rarely knew who was on private off-ramps 
around the world.

Although technically, government officials were not permitted to access the unofficial entry 
points using their high security level coms, unlike most people who were monitored for the 
activity by The Network, presiding officials like Kade, were not.

She projected a screen in front of her eyes, and using an off-ramp, accessed a private global 



news forum for government and industry officials who cared about sharing non-public 
information.  The site had been built and populated through virtual word of mouth, as a portal for 
invited members to anonymously post information they could use in negotiations and 
international discussions.

The contributors saw the confidential bulletins as efficient diplomacy.  Their governments 
would likely have another word for the practice, disloyalty.  But claiming disloyalty was an 
overreaction, a threat to limit the actions of thinking people.  True disloyalty put millions of lives 
in danger.  This knowledge sharing, saved millions.

Kade navigated to a forum site.  Users entered information in their own languages and had 
developed their own coded terms.  If a user were serious about staying up-to-date, she would 
have to master the ability to read other people's coded comments.  

Quickly Kade wrote, 'Driving into dark near Kansas today, looking for divergences on the 
road?'  Expecting the wait for a reply would not be more than a few minutes, she hit 'post.'

Chapter Five

Louis Santino and the box drone were at a standstill.  The whirring sound had been brief.
From the moment Santino had expressed alarm and stopped moving, the noise had halted.  
Staring at the drone, the human literally felt the drone staring back.
The air around him had ceased to be cold.  Instead Santino felt the heat permeating from his 

body as he sweated from head to toe.  His fingers were gripped to the tower frame, not attached 
by frostbite, but by his own terror of not knowing if movement would trigger a drone action he 
was not prepared to manage.  As he considered the position of his hand, the simulated sunlight 
he had nonchalantly requested minutes before, began to fade.

"No, no, don't!" Santino proclaimed aloud as the sky encircling him transformed from the 
comforting soft white glow to the background of a seamless black night.  

This drone should have instantly switched the light off only on his command.  
If a human had sensitive eyes, The Network would have the drone slowly adjust the light. 

But Santino did not have sensitive eyes.
With growing awareness, he calculated the futility of providing any more instructions to a 

box acting on its own.  He desperately wanted to look at his com, to see if updated information 
had appeared, but the slowly setting simulated sun told him an action would probably come too 
late for official or unofficial word to reach him.

As the light faded completely out, a red laser beam flashed on and aimed its pointer directly 
at the spot where Santino's hand grasped the frame at marker 56.

"No, no, Santa Maria, no!" Santino shouted.  
He had seen the work of red laser beams on news programs.  
"No, no, no, off, off!" he cried as the drone once more increased the volume of its whirring 

sound.  "No, please no!" Santino begged the box.  
With his screams reverberating in the empty dark forest where bears, wolves and deer had 

long ago been frightened away, and chased deep into the trees by the construction of the 
hydroelectricity complex, Santino expected no response.  

Launching reflexive actions to prevent capitulation to the waiting darkness, he moved to lift 



his hand off the frame, and direct his feet down the ladder.
The drone stopped prepping.
Before the human could make his retreat, the machine revved up the force and intensity of 

the beam.  The whirring sound mimicked the extraction of a firing mechanism.
Reconfiguring as a singular heat source, the red laser directed its trajectory through Santino's 

hand to a green-lit sensor.  
At impact, the laser triggered an explosion lighting up the sky with a ball of orange yellow 

flame and bringing down the transmission tower in Sector 2G.
The second the broken metal split into pieces on the snow-covered ground, alert signals lit 

up monitoring stations all over the world.

Chapter Six

When Roman arrived in response to the earlier text alert, more than one person in the meeting 
room was completely startled to see him.  Roman was equally disconcerted.  

For the past several weeks, he had been working, with an officially non-existent Western 
Hemisphere Defense Command strategy team, inside a military complex in the mountains 
between Aspen and Denver, Colorado.  A digital security mask overrode the global position 
indicator on his com, and broadcast his location as Dallas, Texas.  His status read 'On Business.'  

The gathered attendees he now viewed, representatives of eleven countries and 
organizations, were not the same people he had been seeing every day at WestCom to negotiate a 
revised security agreement for Central American countries.  This new group was military and 
industrial officials, contacted by various organizations to assemble and hear specific information.

In a room containing a long oblong table, short at one end, wider at the other, and built on a 
slight rise, every person could clearly view the rest of the seated attendees.  At each chair, 
translation sensors were embedded into the armrests.  An individual's com would detect the 
spoken language and, if necessary, feed a simultaneous translation into an earpiece.

On one wall 90-inch video conferencing screens were positioned to project as if the 
displayed individuals, who were in other locations, were sitting in the room.  Another wall 
broadcast news and satellite images.  The last supported a refreshments table with the preferred 
beverages and snacks of every participant ordered and available based on a Network predicted 
calculation of the amount each person would consume, within the scheduled time they would be 
meeting.  Roman was hungry, but he would not have time to reach the food table.

"What's going on?" were the first words Roman heard upon entering.
"I'm sorry General, I received the same message you did," he politely replied to U.S. Army 

General Patrick Wheeler.  "I have no other intel."  Wheeler inattentively looked at him as Roman 
quickly moved to take his place among the representatives.

On a video screen, Slater James, an agent at British Intelligence in London began speaking, 
"We have been monitoring a situation at the Grand Rapids hydro dam in Canada."

"What kind of situation?" Roman asked.
"The incident was a glitch," answered the hydro company’s representative Corey Miller, a 

senior executive with military clearance for the meeting.  "A fried or split line led to an outage. 
But we cannot get a complete report."



"You do not know the problem?" questioned Eduardo Juarez, the ranking Mexican military 
officer based at WestCom.

"It's a big facility, could be any issue.  But the real problem is, we have no credible Network 
report."

The complete hydroelectric complex provided zero carbon emission, always on electricity, 
to the populated areas of central North America, north to the mining and military towns in the 
Arctic, and south down the Pan American highway from Winnipeg to Minneapolis to Kansas 
City to Dallas to Monterrey and to Mexico City on through Tegucigalpa to San Jose and ending a 
few miles south of Panama City.

Each of those centers transmitted electricity in a hundred directions to the skyscrapers of the 
big cities, factories in commercial zones, acres of agricultural production sites, and small 
forgotten towns along the routes.  The towering transmission lines rolled out from sites like 
Grand Rapids at high voltage across empty plains, and upon reaching populated areas, the lines 
went underground, or where necessary, disappeared to continue transmitting virtually, through 
the air.  

Most humans had never seen a power line.  As a stable, reliable energy source managed 
through a treaty, almost all military installations within range also connected to the complex. 
Despite its limited use of human employees on the ground, Grand Rapids was a vital location 
affecting millions who obtained at least part of their living from its existence. 

Miller continued, "We have a lot of data being analyzed, cross-ref—"  He halted as an alert 
signal sounded.  The room fell completely silent.

"Please look at the monitors everyone," Slater directed.  "We have now been advised the 
incident was extended."

The video screens switched to scenes of the disaster at Grand Rapids.  Smoke drifted over a 
crumpled heap of steel where the transmission tower in Sector 2G had once stood.

The entire room gasped.
At the destroyed site, a dozen wheelbarrow-sized drones acted as water cannons, dosing 

embers from the explosion fire, while a camera drone programmed to detect body parts, scanned 
for Santino.

Human investigators had been dispatched to the scene, but all of the initial information to be 
analyzed was already captured in The Network.  The meeting room participants rapidly activated 
personal screens from their coms and simultaneously read The Network's report.

"This is your glitch?" shouted Wheeler.  "What is this?"
"No, no, this happened..." Miller clarified, reading the report on his com, "...this happened 

after.  The security camera pictures show a drone—"
"But this is unbelievable!  There is no drone on this report.  Only the man."
"What brought down the tower?" Roman asked.
"The situation was all routine," responded Jayna Luongo, another security cleared corporate 

executive.  "An error was detected and an employee was sent to look."
"But why a human?  The report does not say what went wrong."  Roman was also quickly 

looking at the details on the report.
"There was an error."
"But what does that mean?  There's no diagnostic for the error."
"Did the employee make a mistake?" Miller asked.
"Doesn't say," Luongo replied.  "There was an error.  An employee was sent to look, and a 

drone—"



"What drone?" Roman asked.
"Whose drone?" Wheeler demanded.  "The report does not say that either."
"The Network recorded the transmission tower had an error, but there is no confirmation as 

to what or why," Luongo continued.  "We only have surveillance pictures of a 
drone...umm...attack.  That's all we know.  But those pictures cannot give us any more details."

"But what kind of drone was it?" Wheeler asked again.  "Was there military activity in the 
area?"

Military and law enforcement drones could be weaponized with the ability to deliver a range 
of disabling impacts from the effects of stun guns to missiles.  But operating a legal, weaponized 
drone required adherence to laws, regulations and protocols, sanctioned and used almost 
exclusively by governments.  If the rules had been followed, a few of the people in the room 
would have the details available on their coms.  But they did not.

The questions flew across the table as Roman stood up, and walked up to a 50-inch screen 
displaying a live camera feed of the smoldering scene at Grand Rapids.  'What an extraordinary 
explosion,' he thought.  'Enough to bring down the tower, an entire transmission tower, but how?' 
He looked closely at the images.  

The tower had collapsed straight down, straining adjacent transmission lines, but not 
creating a domino effect.  The wire casings were set to automatically break apart, and avoid 
pulling another tower down if one fell.  In fact, the attack, as the incident was now being referred 
to, seemed to have been neatly organized only to collapse the one tower with poor Louis Santino. 

'But was Santino necessary?' Roman wondered.  'Why didn't the attacker isolate the tower? 
Why kill one human too?  What was this?  What kind of terrorist organization or anarchist was 
after them now?'

"Listen everyone, please listen!" Slater shouted to restore calm.  "We have been watching 
this site since the outage was first reported.  Consider this next information confidential and the 
reason we called you here.  This information has not been widely disseminated but...the attack 
drone...this is the third incident worldwide that we know.  But this is the first one to knock out 
power.  Whoever this is, he is getting bolder.  Whatever technology they have, we cannot 
identify the capabilities.  Every time an incident has occurred, we have had to find the drone 
visually, using satellite pictures.  There was no detection on The Network."

"What do you mean no detection?" Wheeler asked.  "Network cameras and sensors are 
always checking the entire space around—"

"No, excuse me, but we do not have continuous checking, as you say," Slater corrected him. 
"If the intruder drone is emitting an electronic signal, The Network would detect the disturbance 
through the complex's sensors.  For most security protocols, if the detected signal is within 
camera range, we'll immediately get a picture or video record.  The system analyzes the picture 
and identifies the object in the captured image.

The protocol only looks for detected signals.  Only objects with a detectable signal can be 
recognized unless the known object has a previously identified distinct sound like a buzzing bee, 
or a particular feel, like the touch of a human hand.  If no object is detected, the picture will not 
be analyzed.  A human would have to launch a manual request, if the human even knew to look 
for the problem in the first place.  Whatever that box drone is, it has no detectable signal."

"But that's impossible!" Luongo cried.  "How can a drone fly around without a signal?  A 
human must be in control."

"Maybe this is an advancement in drone operation, Ms. Luongo," Slater countered, slightly 
annoyed.  "Some of our enemies have technology we do not have."



"Or we do not officially have," Roman said.
The room fell silent.  "And the destruction?  We have not heard about that before.  What a 

mess," Wheeler added.  "Humans will have to clean up."
"Drones can do the heavy lifting," Miller assured the group.
"Not before we've examined every inch of the place."
"I am afraid we are only likely to find dead wolves," Slater commented.  "We will not find 

evidence of any use to us."
Roman tried to concentrate.  'We won't find any evidence,' he thought.  'We have to catch 

him, whoever he is.  We have to figure out the pattern, what he's doing and why.'  He looked 
around the room.  'We'll never move forward with these people.'

Holding his com under the table to avoid appearing distracted, Roman sent a text message to 
Slater.

"Listen up!" Wheeler shouted over the clamor.  "Our analysts will look for clues in the data, 
but in the meantime, what do we think is going on here?  Terrorists?  Industrial sabotage? 
Who?"  The room went silent.

"We have had three attacks, three completely different locations," Slater added.  "There's 
been a solar farm in Botswana, a wind farm in the North Sea, and now hydro power in Canada. 
The only connection among the sites is renewable energy.  But for the first two, the facilities did 
not really lose power...or a life."

"This time, kaboom!"  The General dramatically flung his arms into the air.
"Yes, this saboteur has escalated the attacks."
The people in the room looked at each other.  They were political appointees, friends of 

leaders, and business people with money.  In general, not the people with the experience and 
patience to strategically think through the incident, and make implementable decisions.

Roman moved towards General Wheeler.
"We should ask for an emergency U.N. Security Council meeting," Wheeler commented. 

The clamor of simultaneous shouting began again.
"To tell them what?" Juarez demanded.
"To be careful.  To change security protocols."
"But for what?  What explanation can we give?"
As Roman approached, he spoke clearly and directly, "General, we do not need a U.N. 

meeting.  We immediately need to bring in the right people to get to work on this.  This is an 
ongoing international problem, not one incident.  We need a team that can think this through, 
figure out what's going on and take action."

The General stared at him.  "Of course people," he said pointing to the room as if to indicate 
he knew what people were, and he had them right in front of him.  "What are you talking about?"

"With all due respect General, not people who talk.  People who think.  People who would 
have a better understanding of the issues we could be dealing with."

"People who think?"
"I agree, General," Slater interjected.  "A different type of group is required to manage these 

incidents."
"Whoever did this has access to some amazing technology," Roman stated.  "We need 

people who have experience in these areas.  We also need to be ahead of this perpetrator, to be 
on top of his potential next target.  We need to identify the right people, get them collaborating, 
and let them figure this out."

"The right people?" Wheeler asked puzzled.  "What people?  Who?"



"I know who," Roman confidently replied.

PART TWO - THE RELUCTANT TEAM

Chapter Seven

Floating in the western Caribbean Sea, Isla Mujeres was the most expensive tourist destination in 
Mexico.  While the city of Cancun lay across the water with its wall-to-wall hotels, packed to 
overflowing all year long with Chinese and European party-goers, the offshore island was a 
tranquil backwater of exclusive low-rise and manicured resorts reserved for the permanently 
wealthy who hated to mix with drunken teenagers.  

Isabella Martinez knew if this was the location where she had been summoned for a private 
meeting, an extraordinarily rich, or recognized and well-connected individual definitively wanted 
to speak to her.  Sitting on a six-inch thick cotton cushion covering a teak chaise lounge, she 
repositioned her body into the sun, and lay back to stare at the ocean.  The unobstructed view of 
clean, swimmable, open water was never available at her current home base in Lagos, Nigeria 
where Isabella was head of Mission at the U.S. Consulate.  In a world where scarce people took 
the time, and made the effort to train for more than a job of following orders, she was a geologist 
with an expertise in international relations, who the Foreign Service had desperately recruited as 
an essential superstar to be catered to and encouraged.  Offering her margaritas on a Caribbean 
beach did not hurt either.

Two days earlier, Isabella had received a covert invitation to travel to Isla Mujeres. 
Mexican-American along with half the U.S. population, she appreciated relaxing with her 
southern neighbors, whenever she had an opportunity.  But although her destination preference 
was recognized by The Network, the system also knew she rarely took time off from her pursuit 
of promotable Foreign Service credentials.  She would accept the more challenging posts as a 
step towards each next higher profile assignment.  After Nigeria, she should be on the list to be 
an Ambassador.  Hoping for an appointment to a Latin American country, she would then add 
children to her resume.  The brilliant and super hot recently appointed U.S. Ambassador to 
Tunisia was at the top of her consideration for partner prospects, although she did not accept the 
rumor that he may be ahead of her on the promotion scale.  

'Women dominate the diplomatic corps,' Isabella silently considered.  'But he must be a 
superb official, even if his current appointment is to a smaller, but strategically significant 
country.'  

In contrast, she had responsibility for more people in and around Lagos than he had in the 
entire country he covered.  Checking her thoughts, she quickly noted that without even meeting 
him, she was already being adversarial.  Readjusting, she decided to control her fighting 
instincts, which overwhelmed most men who typically misunderstood the ingrained expectations 
of a girl with seven siblings.  Competitive was the discipline of her upbringing, and all she knew 
from the sprawling Los Angeles area where she had been raised.

The generic city name referred to a region encompassing the entire southern California 



territory including Santa Barbara and Ojai to the northwest, the eastern deserts to Las Vegas, and 
south to Tijuana on the Mexican side.  The lands were an extended, rolling suburban mesh where 
near perfect weather had long since collapsed under the crush of its population.  Cities like 
Chicago exemplified the reconfiguration of large metropolitan areas by encouraging high-rise 
urban density, and limiting spreading suburbs.  But with its size, L.A. had to implement a 
vertical plan, and manage all of the older horizontal layouts that had ceased to fade from 
projecting a one hundred and seventy year old image of the American dream.  An endless line of 
aspirational people could not constrain growth.  Ongoing ingenuity made survival possible for 
millions continuing to merge together in a desert.  Native Angelinos like Isabella who had grown 
up in the sprawl, understood urban life more specifically than The Network could process it. 
Effectively, she understood the daily struggle presented to the majority of human life on earth.

"The Caribbean is still the best vacation destination a traveler can buy," a voice suddenly 
spoke in front of her.

Startled from her internal thoughts, Isabella looked up and over her glass to face a tall man, 
clothed only in Bermuda shorts, staring down at her.  Hardly desiring for her moment to be 
disrupted by banal conversation with a strange guy who was trying to pick her up, she turned 
away.

He moved closer and sat down in the sand at the foot of her chaise lounge.  She groaned. 
"And it is even better when government connections are paying," he continued.

"Look," Isabella warned, as she wondered if her appearance signaled bureaucrat.  "I'm 
waiting for someone, so please do not make yourself comfortable right there."

The man smiled.  "Maybe you are waiting for me."  
Isabella groaned again.  'What a line,' she thought. 
He smiled even brighter.  "All right as amusing as this is, I will stop disgusting you."  He 

reached out his hand with a laugh.  "I am Slater James."  She unresponsively looked at his hand, 
and Slater retreated from the gesture.  "And you are, in fact, waiting for me, Isabella Martinez." 
Amazed to hear her name, Isabella stared at Slater.  "Do not be alarmed.  Roman Francon said 
you have a sparkle in your eyes, and that is how I would know who you are."

"Roman?"
"Yes, he recommended you."
"Recommended me for what?" Isabella angrily demanded.
"Recommended you for helping the world."
"Do you mind getting to the point?"
"Oh yes, he said you would sharply respond.  You do not like idle talk."
"No, I do not.  I've been summoned from an important post to hang out here.  And I can only 

take margaritas in the sun for so long."
"Oh too bad.  I could do this all day."  Isabella gave him an exasperated stare.  Slater 

relented.  "Okay, okay, to the point."  He slid up through the sand to be closer to where she sat. 
"The U.N. Security Council Special Command, with the cooperation of several governments, has 
solicited the assignment of people such as yourself to an emergency task force currently being 
established to help us unravel...let us say…solve, an international issue."

"What issue?"
"I have details to send to you when you have agreed."
"Who are you?"
"You mean me, personally?"
"Well, yeah let's start there."



"I am a British national, currently resident in Alexandria, Egypt.  Officially I work for 
British Intelligence, but I am on loan to Special Command.  Unofficially, I work for Global 
Intelligence through The Alliance."

"The Alliance?"
"Yes, Ms. Martinez, The Alliance.  We are the group that separates from, let us say, the slow 

bureaucracy and professional mediocrity of the average government organization to work 
together on issues of importance."

"Really?  Great," she contemptuously responded.  "From what I know, The Alliance is only 
urban legend."

"Well of course it is, or we would not be able to function as intended.  You can disdain our 
tactics, but in this day and age there is no other way.  There are too many ill-informed people, 
Ms. Martinez.  Those of us who do not want to live in a world dominated by the ill-informed 
have to work together, or we will fold and die with them."

Isabella stared at him.  "Wow!  Okay, the ill-informed?  You mean, stupid people.  You do 
not want to have to work through the democratically elected governments of the people you 
consider inferior to you."

"Inferior is a strong word.  This is about choice.  Despite instant access to more knowledge 
than has ever been made possible before, most people spend their time playing mindless games 
on their coms.  Most are too apathetic to study the important subjects of the past or to work on 
the knowledge-driven innovations of the future.  Most sit around waiting for the government to 
send them instructions.  And I am not even talking about the masses occupying a zone like Los 
Angeles.  After all, they are only trying to survive.  No, I am talking about the ones who have 
titles, prestige and responsibility.  This is not a pro-active world Ms. Martinez, those who care 
have to work around those who do not."

"Work around them?"
"Yes, around them.  Do not worry.  Our process is not illegal.  Special Command was 

created to support the world's countries in the quest to secure virtual, digital borders.  While the 
traditional Security Council manages human conflicts with boots on the ground, Special 
Command protects the data in The Cloud, in the network of operational and storage server 
locations positioned all over the globe.  The Alliance is the crucial, let us say, behind the scenes 
support, made up of those who know public discussion is not always the best way to achieve 
results."

"Support?  For Special Command?"
"Yes, so to speak.  I believe you are acquainted with the Commander."
"Yes I am.  Kade Laltanca is a friend of mine.  But I did not know or hear the rumor that 

through Special Command, you The Alliance, can manage better than the rest of us.  As long as 
'your process' is secret, of course."

"We have had our trials, so to speak.  We do not only work with Special Command.  Our 
operation is strategically important, and those in a position to support us, have done so.  We 
work with the assistance of the people who still care, and whose caring translates into real 
action."

"The people who still care?  People like me?"
"Yes, very much people like you.  If we did not have people like you, we would not get very 

far.  We noticed you on your last post in Brazil.  You rarely took the direct instructions of your 
government, and you often changed direction on your own initiative."

Isabella raised her eyebrows.  "How do you know?"



"Partly because we have people everywhere.  And partly because we have a program using 
Network data to analyze behavioral patterns exhibited by people in positions of power, prestige 
and influence.  You would receive instructions from analysis determined by The Network, and 
you would sometimes execute as directed, and sometimes not.  Of course, the actual actions were 
always fed back into The Network.  At the end of the day we could tell whether you went along 
with the initial request or not, and if your decision was successful or not."

"I did what I thought was right," Isabella unapologetically stated.  "The Network is not 
always right."

"You see, you have exactly the attitude we are looking for," Slater excitedly exclaimed. 
"Why do you think The Network is not always right?  Very few people would ever admit its 
flaws."

"I just know sometimes, when I look at an instruction or suggestion or even an approved 
course of action.  I know there are other ways to do it."

"Exactly, wonderful!  You are a thinker Ms. Martinez, one of the few left, and that is why 
we need you."

"For what?"
"I cannot give you the details here, but you will be working with a first class team of people 

such as yourself, and you will be properly compensated."
"Yeah, no kidding," she commented gesturing to the surroundings.  "But I'm on a posting."
"Your government is prepared to temporarily relieve you."
"Are you serious?"
"Yes, very."
Isabella rolled through her thoughts.  Besides the fact Slater sounded unsettling and 

conspiracy-driven, she had a suspicion he was also honest.  "I'm not sure."
"About who we are and our credentials?"
"Yeah, these days all sorts of people recruit for all sorts of clandestine activities."
"Yes, that is true.  But in this case, if you are interested in accepting our offer, your next stop 

will be Washington.  There will be many people who can corroborate the information I am 
telling you.  We are legitimate.  We do what needs to be done.  You do not have to worry about 
our credentials.  You only have to say you will accept.  We will take you through all of the next 
steps."  Isabella took a sip of her margarita, and stared past Slater to the flat, turquoise blue 
waters of the Caribbean Sea.  "You could probably even retire here if you wanted."

Flashing annoyance, she proclaimed, "I'm hardly ready to retire."
"Of course not, I did not mean right now.  But, are you saying 'yes'?"
"If you check out Mr. James, I will say 'yes.'"
Smiling as he picked up his com and selected an icon, Slater offered, "Please call me Slater. 

I have sent you the information you need.  On this occasion please follow the instructions as 
outlined."

"No promises, Slater," Isabella remarked, grinning.  
Slater stood up and reached out his hand.  This time she accepted.  "I will see you soon, 

welcome to Special Command."
"Thanks, I hope."
"You will be fine.  Do not worry."  He turned and walked away.
Isabella turned over her com, which was a panel flap tucked inside her bikini bottom.  The 

screen projected into her sunglasses as she lay back in her chaise, and began to read the 
information Slater had sent.  To a fellow tourist looking at her from across the beach, she 



appeared to be another sunbather enjoying the Caribbean heat.  But behind the sunglass lens, she 
had logged in to a Network portal where she read the details of the energy complex attacks that 
were disrupting the world.  

As she absorbed the data, she was thinking.

Chapter Eight

The first known incident to take Global Intelligence out of its complacency took place at a one 
thousand acre solar energy farm in the southern African country of Botswana.  In the gap 
between pounding sunrays and swirling desert dust, a drone had emerged undetected by The 
Network.  The monitoring technician on the ground that day, Amantle Amos was working to 
save enough money to pursue a medical education.  She had been binge-watching continuous 
episodes of a soap drama series, when she may have heard, she would later say, a popping sound 
as if a balloon had expanded and burst.  Amos had glanced at the monitor, but The Network had 
displayed no errors, and she took no further action.  

Outside under the electronic eyes of surveillance cameras and drones, an hour had passed as 
a solar panel array burned and collapsed onto the ground.  No human acknowledged the incident. 
The system had instantly reset to divert transmissions around the damaged panel, and no power 
had been lost.

A day after the incident a technician in Chongqing, China, who worked for the solar panel 
manufacturing company, had noticed the Botswana damage when reviewing routine satellite 
images captured in a scheduled video surveillance sweep.  Chinese companies had built the first 
city-population supporting solar farms in Africa, and continued building, until the continent was 
covered.  In the past five decades, no Network error had ever displayed on the grid.  

The Botswana complex was located in a remote part of the country dipping towards its 
neighbor South Africa at a point a few miles southwest of the capital city, Gaborone.  As at 
Grand Rapids, there was only one employee on site at any hour of a given day.  Others remotely 
monitored the complex from stations near Johannesburg in South Africa and in England.  Due to 
the importance of the structure to global stability, eyes in Washington, Brussels, and Beijing paid 
attention too.  The monitoring stations were staffed with more people, but those people, like the 
ones on the ground, took their instructions from The Network.  Since the Chongqing technician 
could not reconcile the images he had seen with the lack of a report on The Network, he took no 
action.  

No Network function existed for a human to report pictures conflicting with recorded data. 
Humans, without reconciliation, had abandoned the entire incident.

But The Network had known the grid alignment had been thrown off, and the energy output 
had been skipping a space where a panel was expected to be providing electricity.  The Network 
recorded no explanation for the gap, and no report of a human or animal intrusion connected to 
the misalignment.  But the system automatically created an order to replace the panels.  The pre-
programmed fix protocol had started without prompting.  

When a solar farm was built, like any other industrial complex, its internal network 
operations were connected globally to The Network.  Programmed to respond to outside weather 
conditions, the system adjusted panels to follow the movements of the sun, and reverted to back-



up resources in the event of prolonged rain or clouds.  Humans were not required to authorize the 
replacement process or participate in the operation.  

The Network had ordered the exact panel from the factory.  The factory had fulfilled the 
order.  A human driven cargo transport had picked up the boxes and taken the cargo to a port. 
From there the boxes had shipped to the solar farm.  The automatic process would have 
continued, but at this site, the Botswana government had mandated, as part of a job creation 
strategy, that permanent employment be created for humans.  Humans were responsible for 
clearing away old panels and installing new ones.  In other countries, drones executed these 
tasks.  But in Botswana, when the panels had arrived at the complex and were scanned in as a 
delivery, a message had been sent to the installation company to send a human team. 
Operational instructions were connected to the schedules setting the date and time they would 
travel to the site to complete the work.  Once completed, The Network would detect the 
replacements, and reboot its systems to put the new panels online while turning off access to 
alternative routing.  The whole process had been expected to be completed in less than a week.

But during the idle week, a government delegation from Paraguay had been visiting 
Botswana with the specific purpose of inspecting the solar farm to determine if they should 
finance a similar facility for construction in their desert regions.  Solar energy was considered 
one of the most successful transformations to renewables.  Land-locked Botswana had switched 
to the resource when port and shipping fees for oil, natural gas and coal had become too 
expensive to manage for its population.  

Around the world, the struggle to secure energy supplies was competitive and bitter. 
Prosperous countries that managed resources well, and developed reliable infrastructure, 
constantly had to readjust resource demands in the face of global conflicts disrupting supplies 
and influencing prices.  Stable, quiet countries like Paraguay were at the mercy of volatile, loud 
ones.  But as solar technology improved every year and the costs continued to fall, more nations 
could approve further projects.

As the complex's management team had led the Paraguayans on a friendly inspection of the 
site, they had inadvertently discovered the damaged panels appearing as a burned hole among the 
sun speckled silver and blue functioning array.  Stunned and embarrassed, the Botswana and 
Chinese officials responsible for encouraging the Paraguayan visit had absolutely no explanation 
as to why panels were destroyed and lying on the ground.  Faced with the prospect of losing a 
billion dollar contract, the management had immediately ordered an investigation.  But the 
investigation effort had a harsher effect, than the inadvertent visit that had allowed the 
Paraguayans to view damaged panels in the first place.

The CEO of the complex’s Chinese construction company made, what he had thought, was a 
standard request for a report on the now alleged fire and actual replacement order for the panels. 
But that report showed no incident before the replacement order had been fulfilled.  The angry 
CEO had demanded the full report.  Technicians on the ground, and at every monitoring station, 
had again requested the full report from The Network, but The Network had outputted the same 
report the CEO already had.  

The technicians had next requested The Network find the error in the daily incident reports 
issued before the order for new panels.  But there was no error report, only an error message with 
no details.

A manual search was tried, but since the technicians could only look at information The 
Network had reported, they found no additional data highlighting more than they already knew. 
Frustrated senior management had reached a dead end.



Once more they had ordered error search protocols to be run through The Network, but the 
results did not change.  The manufacturer had never had any technical issues with the panels, and 
none of the programming allowed for reporting a problem The Network did not know existed. 
The complex had transformed from working panels to collapsed panels with no information in-
between.

Finally a junior executive had randomly searched a Network help guide online, and had 
suggested they look for before and after camera surveillance and satellite photos of the site. 
Company representatives were stunned by this suggestion.  But they instructed The Network to 
display the pictures, and this time the management team went from stunned to stupefied.  

The complex's security cameras and the satellite images had visuals of intruder drones The 
Network had not detected.  An unidentified black box drone had been on site, apparently to strike 
at the array, and another had arrived and, using a red laser beam, shot at and blown up the panel. 
Management had demanded more explanations.

But there was no record of a box drone being sent to the complex.  No report to indicate 
where it had come from, or to whom it belonged.  No report of another drone sent in defense, or 
to record the scene.  Only photos the humans had to verify with their own eyes provided the 
evidence to support the claims.  At that point, the management team was functionally paralyzed. 
They had sent the reports and the photos to the Chinese military.

The Chinese military had repeated the review of the same data and had found no additional 
information.  No country, company, individual or terrorist organization claimed responsibility. 
The military had sent the complied information to the Chinese government, which had decided a 
hostile country must have triggered the incident.

In response to this conclusion, the Chinese and Botswana governments had jointly filed a 
complaint to the U.N. Security Council requesting an investigation.  Under previously agreed 
procedures, the Security Council had forwarded the report to Special Command, which flagged 
the issue for the member states' Network security departments.  

At the same time, the official electronic transmissions were mirrored on an unofficial off-
ramp controlled by The Alliance.  The organization entered the incident on to its watch list.

Chapter Nine

For decades the Spanish islands of the Balearic Sea had provided a vibrant, elite playground for 
generations of moneyed Europeans and their fast-moving friends.  But more than a half-century 
earlier, in an effort to halt environmental damage, fabled Ibiza had closed its entry ports to 
transient tourists.  Only the largest island, Mallorca was still unconditionally open and 
welcoming visitors who never tired of the non-stop party action on its beaches.  

Branson Miracolli had settled in with the privileged crowd on multiple occasions, when he 
embraced his preferred vacation destination as if he too were a member of the pampered lot.  He 
could not often afford to revel in this part of Spain, but he had a few friends in the region, and 
whenever they bankrolled the invitation, he would go.  Extravagant Mallorca, a treat beyond 
imaging until one arrived there, was also a long way from the pressed crowds, and layered urban 
pressures of his home in Addis Ababa, the capital of Ethiopia.  But Branson could scarcely 
imagine a wearying city scene as his taxi wove through the winding streets from the airport in 



Palma.  He was back in Mallorca, and was going to enjoy the respite, even in low-season 
January.  The taxi let him out at a residence on the beach, and he made his way to the front to 
check-in.

"We've been expecting you," the proprietress greeted him at the front door.  "Welcome." 
Branson shook her kind hands, and followed her into the house.  "I will show you to your 
rooms."  They walked down a corridor, and she opened the door at the far end.  Stepping aside to 
allow him to pass through, she broadly smiled as Branson immediately stopped to admire the 
view.  Across the bare white floors and wooden furniture, the ample golden sunshine lit up the 
room through one wall of floor-to-ceiling glass windows, leading to a raised terrace facing the 
expansive sea.  He loved the sight, especially at night, when he could rest and reflect on the 
tranquility without comment.  "You like?"

"Yes," he replied.  "It's perfect."  The proprietress continued smiling as she backed away. 
"Call me if you need something.  I'll be in front."

"Thank you."  As she shut the door behind her, Branson threw his bag on the floor and 
walked out onto the terrace.  He looked up at the cool sky and glanced down onto the beach.  But 
before he could turn over his emotions, a slice of dread slipped through him.  "Oh I knew this 
was too good to be true," he remarked aloud as he caught sight of a man on the beach.  

As the object of Branson’s altered view, Slater grinned and waved.  
Branson reluctantly waved back, as Slater gestured his intention to pass around to the front. 

Even more reluctantly Branson moved off the terrace and walked to the front door to let Slater 
in.

Branson was a decorated soldier, structural engineer and valued member of the Ethiopian 
diplomatic corps.  While he technically provided design and construction consulting expertise to 
World Bank sponsored public works projects, he was also his country's security and intelligence 
observer to the East African Community headquarters in Arusha, Tanzania.  He split his time, 
traveling the East Africa region as well as the Middle East and North Africa.  

The son of real estate brokers, Branson grew up among the educated and favored in the 
walled off high-rise districts of his crowded capital city.  Addis sunk under its human population, 
topping thirty million people.  More than eighty percent lived in high-rises, not as exclusive as 
Branson's family home, but all piled up vertically on narrow gaps of available land.  The country 
had been developing rapidly for decades, but not as fast as the population had been growing, and 
this mismatch was an ongoing threat to infrastructure and services.  Like all the great 
megalopolises around the world, Addis flowed with its people, crawling up, around and through 
the compact space in a continuous and grounding anthill of activity.  Branson went to private 
schools, followed by university in England, before accepting his current employer's offer to 
represent the country around the world.  He knew Slater well, but could not imagine why he had 
shown up personally in Mallorca to speak to him.

Branson reached the front door, opened it and waited.  Slater quickly came around the 
corner, his hand outstretched as he arrived and stood in front of him.  "Hello old friend," he 
warmly greeted him.

Branson did not smile as he shook Slater's hand.  "Hello," he reluctantly responded.
"Ouch, an icy reception."  Slater feigned crushed hopes.
"Well somebody invited me to my favorite spot in the world, but you've shown up.  I believe 

I have been set-up."
"Oh you are so mean."  Slater moved around him to enter the room.  "May I come in?"
"I guess."  Branson reluctantly turned towards him as he closed the door.



"You like it here?"
"Yeah a lot, but you already knew that."
"I did.  But I would also like to make sure you are comfortable."
"I'm fine.  What do you want?"
"Oh come on, be nice."
"This is me nice, Slater.  What do you want?"
"I called you here."
"I have figured that part out."
"We need your help."
"For what?"
"The Alliance is looking for a few good men and women, to help us with a problem we are 

trying to solve."
"What kind of problem?"
"One requiring thinking."
"Thinking?"
"Yes, using human brains.  We need to reach past the data The Network is giving us to 

figure out and quickly resolve this problem."
"Okay sounds sufficiently weird."
"The thinking part?"
"No, The Network part.  How do we work without Network analysis?
"Exactly."
"All available information is on The Network."
"Exactly."
"We would be...what...breaking the code?"
"There is an idea.  You see, thinking.  The Network would never tell you to break its code."
"Yes it would.  That's the whole point of having all of our knowledge on The Network."
"We do not have all of our knowledge.  We have data.  There is a huge difference.  The 

Network knows what we know, but not, the information we have not electronically 
documented."

"What have we not documented?"
 "Exactly."
"What does that mean?"
"What have we not documented?"  Branson shrugged.  "Come on my friend, think."
"Obviously intangibles, how we see things, how humans react differently to situations, 

whatever.  But we've documented the general ideas.  We just don't know why we react as we do, 
what our natural instincts mean."

"Exactly."
"Stop saying that!"
"All right fine, but you are on the right track.  We have documented a lot, but not the why or 

the individual meaning.  We need people who understand, who think along those lines, who can 
help us use thinking to solve a problem."

"What problem?"
"Can I count on you to say yes?"
"To what?"
"To coming to work with The Alliance on solving this problem."
"The Alliance?"



"Well unofficially yes.  But officially, you will work for U.N. Special Command."
Branson groaned and ran his fingers through his hair.  "The Alliance?  Really, what are you 

doing now?"
"We have some issues, and we are trying to determine solutions.  We believe if we put the 

right people together, you may be able to see what The Network does not see.  The issue no one 
has been able to see because, well...because they do not know how to look."

"Sounds bizarre."
"Will you join us?"
"And my job?"
"Taken care of."
"Really?"
"Yes, do not be alarmed, but they will not miss you.  Or I should say, come looking for you. 

You have been temporarily re-assigned to Special Command."
"I've been—"
"I mean, if you accept, you will be temporarily re-assigned and gratefully compensated."
"Seriously?"
"Look at where you are?"  Branson looked around.  "Generously rewarded to help save the 

world, what else could you want?"
"To stay alive, to stay healthy."  Slater shrugged and Branson relented.  "Okay, let me see 

the details."
"I will upload the information to your com.  You can enjoy yourself here for a few days, or 

go to London to learn more about the information I send you.  If you say yes, I shall see you next 
at the team's rendezvous location."

"I can enjoy myself here?  Are you giving me a last blast before I surrender to danger, 
possible death, or similar peril along those lines?"

"No, consider your sojourn a thank you gift from The Alliance for signing on.  Are you in?"
"Well with a bribe like this, why wouldn't I be?"
Slater smiled and punched a code into his com.  "Thank you Branson, you will not regret 

your decision."
"I hope not."
Slater turned to leave.  "Enjoy your time here."
"I'll try."
"See you soon."
"Yeah I'll check my com to find out exactly when."  Slater smiled and walked out the door. 

Branson picked up his com and began to concentrate on reading the data.

Chapter Ten

The second incident had fallen under a blanket of fog and wind prepared to smother the 
capabilities of any movement sensor.  When the error message had displayed that day, the 
warning was ignored.  

On the rolling North Sea between Scotland and Norway, the natural disruption scale 
provided a six-country public-private consortium sufficient consistency to operate a wind turbine 



electricity generation grid at sea to power a third of the immediate population's energy needs. 
The spiked white tails of the turbines floated above the turbulent waters like a forest of resolute 
steel trees.  As the blades spun to the demands of ferocious air, the turbines generated electrons 
returning to the European continent with steady, reliable precision.  With determined force and 
range, the natural elements aided the push of the invisible circuits making modern lives possible.

No human was required out at sea for this process to deliver its bounty, and only one was 
employed on nearby land.  As the night shift had unfolded, violent winds had slipped around the 
grid's operations building on the Scottish coast north of Aberdeen where Allie McDuff was 
working in the Control Center.  Her job was shared, with four shifts over 24 hours.  Each 
employee worked six months of the year, rotating every other week, a total of only eight people 
assigned to maintain the delivery of power to millions.  

A hefty, brash woman of 45 with four children, McDuff had arrived on site three minutes 
before midnight, greeted her passing colleague with an impish smile and a dirty joke, and settled 
in behind the console to watch police dramas.  The winter winds always reminded her of where 
she was and the bounty the turbine grid was producing.  

Around the sea and at strategic military bases inland, dozens more pairs of eyes joined the 
monitoring.  The offsite human monitors were barely aware an operational substation existed at 
the end reach of a British isle, and neither was McDuff aware of their scattered existence all 
around the continent's northern edges.  But at any moment, if a problem was detected, all 
monitors were able to access a screen capable of displaying the red letters of an error alert 
message. 

McDuff's com had automatically switched from home to work mode as soon as she had 
entered the building.  Her primary screen became the employee monitor for the building's data, 
and a smaller split screen displayed the locations of her husband and children, with a blank 
section below for text messages.  Every night her routine at the building was defined and 
operated by The Network.  Coffee had already been brewed to her preference, and a meal had 
been ordered from a nearby restaurant to be delivered by a drone directly to her workstation. 
McDuff had not selected the food she would consume.  Instead, data analysis from a lifetime of 
selections she had made at grocery stores, cooked at home, and ordered in restaurants, had been 
calculated by The Network to generate a preferred foods meal plan.  McDuff practiced calorie 
control.  Food ordered by The Network was to a specific portion size.  But she was also a 
snacker, and her workstation drawers were full of bags of candies and chocolates.  McDuff 
considered her shift to be tedious and uneventful, and not to be completed over six hours without 
indulging in at least one or two sweet treats.

As she had risen to retrieve her first cup of coffee, her com had sensed her motion and 
automatically paused the police show.  As she sat down, the program began playing again. 
McDuff's eyes had been aimed at the screen, though the volume was set at a speaking level, she 
registered little else.  When the system error had begun, she had been lying back in her chair, 
resting her feet on the console, enjoying her beverage and a snack, and focusing on the storyline 
in front of her.  

The substation status screen did not change when, around the six-country grid, the lights had 
briefly flickered, and no one had noticed.  Out in the darkness of the sea, in one section of the 
northernmost wall of wind turbines, a purple-lit drone had moved into position parallel to the 
center of a spinning blade.  No monitoring station around the entire region had detected its 
presence.  As a triangular box with wings, to a distant naked eye the drone would appear to be a 
large seagull, flying too close, as often happened around the wind farm.  But upon detailed 



inspection, the sighting would have clearly indicated to an observer that the turbulent movement 
above the waves was not a natural bird, but an active machine, operating on instructions. 
Apparently without provocation by another unsuspecting Santino, the drone had turned on a 
revved up whirring sound, and had aimed a distinct red beam at the center of the blade.  Within a 
minute, a flash and direct strike emanated through the beam to the turbine.  The blades had 
stopped spinning, and around the North Sea countries, the lights had flickered again.

The second disruption had prompted McDuff to briefly look up as her program stream had 
distorted and registered a broken continuum.  Instinctively, she had looked around, passing her 
eyes over the status monitor.  The screen was quickly flashing messages, an effect she had never 
seen before.  Standing up to pull her chair closer to the monitor wall, she had grown excited at 
the prospect of an unfamiliar visual to observe.  McDuff did not really understand how the wind 
farm worked.  She knew the wind turned the blades to generate electricity, but the details of the 
process were never part of her training.  Her role was to respond to instructions on The Network. 
The words moving with urgency across the monitoring screen made little sense to her.  The 
Network was recalibrating, resetting, and sending a signal from one turbine to the other 
demanding more power, and some redundancy or another had switched on, and she surprisingly 
noted, sent a request for a coal energy source.

"Coal?" McDuff had been stunned, as she questioned the empty room.  "Why does it need 
coal?"

Nearly 500 miles to the south, outside north London, another previously bored monitoring 
technician had also noticed The Network's request for coal.  With equal shock, he had reacted as 
McDuff had, but with deeper understanding.  "Oh no!" he had exclaimed.

British authorities no longer released coal to the public as an energy resource.  Pockets 
around the country, in isolated and distant towns and villages, could purchase the dry black 
carbon at a few select and controlled sites, but few did.  Two coal-fired energy complexes 
remained on the island, only to be used as distant emergency back-ups that could rapidly connect 
to the grid in the event of an irrevocable disruption.  

For security reasons, every country needed to have an immediate energy resource available. 
An indigenous fuel source was more expedient than a stockpile of oil, or another imported 
product most believed would never be used again.  The British soaked in their traditions had put 
coal on stand-by.  No government official expected the wind farm grid to rely on the restricted 
resource, but if circumstances initiated the process, the responsible department had to be 
immediately informed.

Within fifteen minutes of noting the coal request, the unfamiliar ringing sound for an 
Aberdeen station contact projected into the Control Center room.  The jangle had startled 
McDuff into falling from her chair.  "Oh my God," she had spoken directly to her com, as she 
crawled on her knees seeking to steady herself against the console with one hand, while 
retrieving the chair with the other.  Her heart pounding in aching recovery, she had reached up to 
the monitor to touch the icon for the station's main communications line.  "Hello," she had 
breathlessly answered.

"Aberdeen substation?" a voice had requested on the other end.
"Yes sorry, Aberdeen substation, this is Allie McDuff."  She had pushed through the words 

in uneven haste.
"Oh hello McDuff.  Hey listen, are you seeing any error messages?" the technician had 

asked.
McDuff had scrambled to reset her mind as she sat down again.  'Error message?' she 



silently thought.  She did not know the difference between an error message and any other. 
"Ahh, no, no I don't think so.  Let me look again now," she had replied while glancing at the 
screen in front of her.

"What's your monitor say?"
"Umm."  McDuff had squinted at the screen before slowly replying, "Status reset?"
"That's what mine says too.  But The Network requested coal…coal, of all things.  But I 

don't see why."
"No, I don't either."
Both had independently watched the screens, waiting for The Network to alter the message. 

"Damn, I need to know why," the technician commented with a trace of panic.
"Oh I see."  McDuff had tried to sound sympathetic.  The investigators were not going to ask 

for her explanation.  She was a night tech in a distant facility.  The higher-ups were the ones who 
needed to answer questions.  "Well sorry, I only see the words I see."

"Oh I know," the technician had responded.  "I can see your screen too.  I only 
hoped...maybe there was some sort of information I did not have.  But I guess not."

"I'm awfully sorry."
"No, no, not your fault McDuff.  But I have to find the error."
"Okay."
"Well if you see an unusual message or what have you, make sure you report back."
"Ahh...sure."  McDuff had no idea how one 'reported back,' but she hid her inexperience. 

She assumed if a report were necessary The Network would provide her with instructions.
"All right then, thanks."
"Okay, bye now."  She had signed off and slid down into her chair.  Overwhelmed by 

movement on the screens, and a contact from the outside, she had to stop to catch her breath. 
'But what now?'  With no further information to contribute, McDuff had hoped no other 
inquisitors would contact her.  They could see the monitor information she saw, displaying only 
data providing absolutely no answers.

The mild concern of the London technician had turned to horror and fear when satellite 
images had shown a broken wind turbine with missing blades.  The government and consortium 
investigators were swept into disbelief by the photos.  Military ships equipped with camera 
drones for human verification were sent to the site.  Scans of the sea found no trace of the blades. 

One angry military General had proclaimed, "We can't have turbine blades spinning around 
on the open sea, that's incredibly dangerous.  We have to find it."  

But the officials had no idea where to look.  Meteorologists had calculated the wind, at that 
hour, could not have generated sufficient force to lift the blades and prevent a direct descent to 
the sea floor, or prolong a roll across the water.  In all likelihood the weight of the blades would 
have pulled the pieces down to the bottom.  The search had continued beneath the waves, but an 
international warning had to be issued to every state using the North Sea.  Within the scope of 
the warning message had been a brief note about the wind farm grid recalibrating for back-up 
resources by requesting coal.  That information had generated fitful media discussion, until re-
use of coal had become a source of endless public speculation.  

Endless speculation about a technical error on a multi-country power grid always found its 
way back to The Alliance.

An Alliance technician, working for a non-grid country, had spotted evidence in the satellite 
images the other official investigators had failed to see, traces of charred remains.  With photos 
captured for the analysis of an incident, a Network application could define and report the 



results.  The forms, shapes and color changes in each picture were digitally cross-referenced 
against others, known and similar, and The Network reported on the variations.  Millions of 
combinations of possibilities were considered, but the analysis would take only a few minutes.  

When a trained human looked at the pictures, the data undetected by The Network may be 
uncovered by the individual looking more keenly, and over more time.  The Alliance technician 
had looked at the areas of the images where The Network description had been inconclusive, 
either too few, or too many, possibilities had been reported.  The human determined, from the 
specs in view, that the blades were not tossing about the North Sea waiting to rip a fishing boat 
in half, but were long gone, incinerated by a fire.

"What kind of fire?" a General had demanded.  "Those blades do not just burn."
"We do not know, General," the technician had responded.  "But the incident definitely 

appears to have been a fire."  This diagnosis, classified for limited dissemination, did not 
alleviate any concerns.  To avoid confusion, the warning about turbine blades possibly flying 
around was not repealed.  The Network knew a turbine was down, but the system did not provide 
an explanation.  

Like a split in time, there was a before, when all of the turbines were functioning properly, 
and an after, when the grid had one destroyed.  The in-between had no comment.

While McDuff had received no further communications from outside the facility, The 
Network had immediately ordered a replacement turbine, and over a week, the process played 
out with only slight human intervention.  To the government's relief, the coal-burning complex 
remained on stand-by and did not need to be switched on.  As The Network had rolled additional 
power into place, the lights were never completely extinguished.

But the darkness persisted over information.  The Alliance and other investigators found no 
further evidence.  The destroyed turbine was taken to a facility for analysis revealing a laser had 
started the fire.  The experts concluded that the most efficient method for concentrating the 
required amount of laser power on a turbine was with a drone.  

But where did the drone come from?  
The investigation team independently reached for the same evidence the solar technician in 

China had for Botswana, they decided to check the satellite images taken before the incident.  At 
the highest resolution, the pictures revealed the damage was the work of intruder drones, as in 
Botswana, and as they were soon to learn, also at Grand Rapids.  But photo evidence could not 
determine whose drone had launched the attacks.  

That information was located within the digital trails being mapped on a part of The 
Network no average investigator could find.

Chapter Eleven

To speak to one of the most public people on earth, Slater had to trade more favors than he 
would be able to remember.  Dominique Dorth did not tolerate government officials in her realm. 
She lived on a free island for a reason: to strictly protect her freedom.

A pharmacist by training, Dominique could pursue her profession in any location in the 
world, and she had chosen the densely crowded, rapid pace of the Yangshan Island free trade 
zone near the megacity of Shanghai, China.  Having studied Mandarin Chinese for many years, 



she preferred to be in a location where she could use the language every day.  
Dominique had come out of Marseille in southern France with ambitions to journey the 

world, and her travels for work and pleasure had taken her to every corner of the globe.  In and 
around China, she came to realize how her profession derived its origins from ancient practices. 
Although modern pharmacists mixed chemical compounds to create drugs to cure ailments and 
diseases, in China many still utilized three thousand year old recipes to combine plants, herbs, 
spices, bark, and roots, to provide faster and broader remedies than synthetic brands.  

Dominique was a global expert in the merging of modern and traditional techniques to treat 
medical aliments.  She continued to travel globally, as a speaker and valued scientist.  But her 
preferred location was her lab, located next to her pharmacy in one of the island's gold-plated 
skyscrapers.  Exempt from import-export controls, she could order any legal ingredient, invent 
and test a new vitamin or supplement, and market the product to willing buyers around the 
world.  Her lab included a production studio where she produced promotional and instructional 
videos for her products.  With millions accessing her content as a consistent global audience that 
nicknamed her, 'Dr. Dorth', she was one of the most viewed people in the world.  

A French North African who had grown up speaking Arabic in the broken banlieues of 
integrating France, she fluently conversed in seven languages, and possessed an infallible 
memory.  Defined by her independence and multiple allegiances, Dominique had two children, 
no partner, a few boyfriends in different cities, and a range of global friends and contacts.  The 
world she lived in was envied, and unlikely to be copied.

But within her circle of friends and clients was a prince or two who relied on government 
agencies to protect his person, and his fortune.  Personal appointments with Dominique were 
virtually unheard of, but she did enjoy dining in restaurants, and would meet friends at favorite 
haunts all over the world.  Today she was in the capital of Malaysia, Kuala Lumpur, and so was 
Slater James.

Among the prettiest of Asia's megacities, KL as the city was popularly known, had a 
dazzling Islamic art influenced maze of a skyline that could be navigated by monorail rolling 
above the generally congested traffic flow below.  Slater wound from line 3 to line 11 to find the 
French restaurant, Le Pardis, on the seventh floor of a commercial high-rise in the southwest 
corner of the city.  Dominique had a weakness for French food, only the best, wherever authentic 
chefs could be found.  Her dinner companion was a still friendly, ex-boyfriend, Angolan Prince 
Enano Kabinda, but when Slater appeared and joined their table, the Prince instantly became a 
permanent-ex.

"Dominique, please do not be angry with me," Kabinda graciously announced when Slater 
appeared as his invited guest.  "This is Mr. Slater James from British Intelligence."

Dominique glared at her dinner partner.  'What an idiot,' she thought, 'trading a friendship 
with me for some stupid government official.'  She ignored Slater's outstretched hand, while 
disdainfully remarking, "British Intelligence?  What could you possibly want?"

"He has a request," Kabinda meekly answered.  "Please forgive me, but they forced me to 
tell them where you were."

"A request?"  Dominique turned to Slater.  "I do not accept requests."  She stood up to leave.
Dropping his outstretched hand, Slater jumped up with her.  "Please allow me a minute to 

explain," he quickly stated.  "I work for The Alliance."
"The Alliance does not exist."  Dominique dismissed the comment while immediately 

assessing Slater through his British formality, and deciding he was probably not lying.  Her rapid 
observation noted his steady hands, and the absence of perspiration even in the uncomfortably 



warm restaurant.  'Should be careful with this one,' she thought.  'He knows how to control his 
emotions.'

"I am quite sure you know the organization does exist."  Dominique did not reply, but she 
stopped moving away from the table.  "I work for The Alliance.  The world is having some 
issues with The Network, and we were hoping intelligent thinkers, such as you, could assist us."

Dominique gave him a puzzled look.  "The Network?  I do not work in technology, 
Monsieur James.  I am a medical professional."

"Yes exactly.  We do not know if this problem is only a technology issue."
"What do you mean, you do not know?"
"We are trying to determine the source of The Network's reactions, and we need people who 

can think through the issues.  This is the most serious problem we have ever seen.  The search 
for a solution has to be managed differently than in the past.  If more diverse thinkers could 
provide insight, we may have a chance."

"But what can I do?  I work in medicine, you understand, yes."
"Exactly, but you constantly look for new processes, new connections.  We need to look at 

this problem from various angles.  Frankly, we are stuck.  We could truly use alternative ideas."
Dominique stared at Slater as her natural curiosity battled her anti-government instincts. 

"Why?  Do you think there is a biological issue?"
"Possibly."
"Chemical?"
"Maybe."
"Or physics, would it not be physics?"
"We do not know."
Dominique shrugged.  "I doubt this is my field."
"Please allow me to send you the information.  If you are interested, you can join us.  If not, 

you have seen the last of me."  She stared at him.  "I am sure you might be interested."  He held 
up his com.  "Please allow me to send you the information."

Dominique narrowed her eyes, but yielded to her own inquisitiveness.  "All right I will look. 
But that is all."

"That is all I need."  Slater punched a code into his com.  "Thank you, I am sorry to have 
disturbed your dinner."  Kabinda who had been standing throughout the exchange, sheepishly 
smiled in the hope the end to the uncomfortable conversation would also lead to the continuation 
of his date with Dominique.  But when she gave him an angry stare, he realized he was done. 
"You should have the data now, thanks again."  Slater turned to leave.

"Monsieur James."
"Yes."
"Is there anything specific I should be looking for?"
"No, that is the issue.  We do not know what to look for.  That is why we need you.  We 

want the insights you independently develop.  If you are still uncertain after you have read the 
data I sent, please contact Commander Laltanca.  She could probably explain our request better 
than I."  Dominique nodded.  Slater stretched out his hand, which she briefly acknowledged with 
a glance, before reluctantly accepting to shake.

A day later, after reading Slater's files, Dominique contacted Kade via com.  "I do not really 
understand, Commander," Dominique honestly stated.  "Why do you want me on this team?"

"Please call me Kade," Kade replied.  "You know, you use The Network for much more than 
anyone I've ever seen."



"And I'm Dominique.  But my use of The Network does not make me a technologist."
"Your work makes you much more than a technologist.  You use The Network as a lab, 

running programs analyzing chemicals and plants, hoping to create new compounds.  You use it 
to manage a business, tracking all of your customers' purchases, and your trade.  You use it as a 
communications device, broadcasting to millions providing education, and some would say 
entertainment material.  You believe you are the human in control Dominique, but you are more 
inter-connected to The Network than just about anyone could be."

Dominique did not respond.
"I'm not trying to insult you," Kade quickly contended.  "Your experience and expertise are 

the reasons we need the insight you have.  We want you on the team.  Your inter-connectedness 
with The Network will make you a valuable participant.  You bring a perspective no one else 
has.  You don't have to join us of course, but I'm asking, on behalf of the world.  I think you have 
a lot more to offer than you have considered."

That sentiment disturbed Dominique more profoundly than she had ever thought possible. 
"All right Kade, I understand what you are saying.  But I'll have to be able to leave this team of 
yours at any time I choose, yes.  If I do not believe I'm contributing, I will not continue.  I do not 
like working in groups.  I can only perform well, if I really know I'm making a difference."

"Absolutely," Kade agreed.  "I would expect nothing less."

Chapter Twelve

At 64 million square miles, the Pacific Ocean is the largest unbroken spread of water on earth. 
The unequaled expanse appeared obvious to a keen observer looking at a globe.  But to 
financiers and industrialists, backed by more than one government, the Pacific's scale offered not 
water, but money.  

In pursuit of that prize, under a speck of the ocean's expanse off the South American coast 
near Chile, the private U.S. industrial submarine mining vessel, The Omaha and a similar 
Chinese vessel, The Dazhou, cut semi-circles around each other as they explored below 
international waters.  Called subvees for short, the giant submerged vessels resembled the 
offspring of a cruise ship and a submarine.  The typical subvee was the size of six of the largest 
passenger cruise ships, stacked two-aside, and one under another, covered in a continuous steel 
skin.  Each carried the infrastructure of entire towns to the depths of the ocean floor.  

Equipped with mining equipment, seismic sensors, mini-subs, and science labs, the vessels 
and their crews spent months below the sea searching for, and picking apart, the last unexploited 
resources.  Beneath the water lay a mirror of the complex geography of the land-based world - 
mountains, valleys, cliffs, plains, rivers, canyons, caves - and in and beneath those spectacular 
configurations were resources - minerals, gases, oils, rocks, sand - that could be used in 
technology, industry, and for managing human lives.  Once unexplored and ignored, the Pacific 
Ocean floor had been transformed from its tranquil existence to a dredged and surveyed 
industrial quarter.  

The 20th century constraints of the Law of the Sea Convention were being worn to shreds, 
as technology and demand prompted one country after another to ignore the document's tenets in 
favor of an unnegotiated understanding.  The exploitation work continued in international waters, 



first come, first serve, under the finder's keepers, and money rules crafted in another era.  Ocean 
floor exploration had become vital to many nations' economic progress, leading time and again 
to a battleground in diplomatic discourse.

Within the existing treaty's framework, and the ongoing global discussions to rework its 
rules, an edgy peace was maintained among states choosing to search for resources within the 
same geographic area.  Geological survey results were not shared.  But spying had no patent, and 
once a country knew another was in a specific region, their flagged subvees would soon follow. 
Countries grudgingly agreed to be friendly to one another, to let private enterprise flourish, and 
to communicate before suspecting hostility under any circumstances.  

The two giant ships had followed common protocols, signaling their presence to one 
another, with each professing a search for civilian resources.  The Omaha had been under the sea 
for two months, The Dazhou for five.  As long-term industrial subvees, either vessel could be 
equipped for a year.  Thirty decks deep and the length of six football fields, each vessel housed 
an onboard population of over 20,000 people including children.  

Technically, no humans were required for the physical work of deep-sea mining.  The 
scientists and technicians could have stayed onshore, and managed the process using robots, 
remote-controlled drones and mini-subs.  But to own the ocean floor, countries needed 
settlements, whole towns to stake a territory, thousands of people at a time.  The subvees 
contained study halls, sports facilities, shopping centers, restaurants, and agricultural areas to 
grow food under artificial sunlight, nightclubs and weapons.  Escape hatches with mini-sub 
lifeboats were located in every section, and were tested in tandem with the daily release of 
exploration vehicles.  

For crewmembers, life on board was rigidly organized.  Every adult was employed and had 
specific tasks to complete each day. Carrying coms was mandatory.  Surveillance cameras 
blanketed every public corner.  All onboard were continuously tracked.  For safety and 
efficiency, no steps could be missed.  Detectors surveyed every section of the vessel for any 
issue, including the two most terrifying potential problems, water leaks and dormant air 
circulation.  Only inside personal quarters were employees visually out of the sight of The 
Network. 

On-board recreation options were limited.  But cities around the Pacific Rim supported the 
trade by building tourist recreation centers for the sunshine deprived crews.  Only a few ports in 
the world could accommodate a docking of the enormous vessels.  When the subvees surfaced 
for re-stocking, the layover was at a specific locale typically offering a full compliment of 
facilities for enjoying several days of rare outdoor relaxation and unlimited diversions.  The crew 
on The Dazhou would soon have the run of Puerto Concepcion, a southern Pacific city in Chile, 
and most could not wait to see natural daylight again.

On The Omaha, Captain Lyra Ellis knew the sense of anticipation as well as any deep-sea 
worker.  She had spent twelve years travelling the world, diving and surfacing from subvee 
docking locations.  Throughout her career, she had been promoted to supervise larger and more 
valuable exploration finds for increasingly longer time periods.  After years of exemplary 
performance, Hudor Global Resources gave her command of The Omaha, the third largest vessel 
in the company's system, and she was in complete control.  

Every day, Lyra rotated through the Main Control Room, and three smaller facilities located 
on the other sides of the vessel.  The operational centers were lit up with artificial sunlight 24 
hours a day, and hundreds worked at the controls.  Unlike on land, subvees employed more 
humans than necessary at every task, four per 24 hour shift.  With their support, Lyra monitored 



and managed any section of the subvee from the Control Rooms, or one of 86 control mini-
stations scattered over the decks, or for the most part, from her com.  

Leaning against the window of a mini-station overlooking a playground where her children 
were playing in sand, Lyra was suddenly prompted to turn around when an alert simultaneously 
buzzed her com, the room's status panel, and two desk monitors.

"What is it?" she asked the closest technician.  He did not respond.  His eyes were focused 
on the screen.  "What has happened?" she repeated, glancing at her com.

"Hmm…sorry Captain…ahhh," the technician hesitantly stated,  "The Network does not 
have a report.  But..."

"But what?"
"There's some kind of drone outside."
She looked up.  "What do you mean, outside?"
"People can see it through the window."
"Let me see."  She walked towards him, and with a gesture, he stood up and she sat down. 

"What are you looking at?"
The technician pointed at the screen.  "That's a...drone, I guess.  But there's no report."
Lyra stared at the image on screen.  "Where are the cameras?"
"They're on it."  The technician pointed to another screen.  A camera was broadcasting the 

scene outside the subvee.
"There's no report of an incoming drone on The Network?"
"No Captain, no detection, no report, nothing."
As she turned to look at the technician, a voice came through the speaker.  "Captain, we 

have an unidentified drone hovering outside the Main Control Room window.  We can see the 
unknown machine, but signals are not being detected by The Network."

"Yes I've been informed.  What do the readings say?"
"It's unidentified—"
"No, no, the sensors, what is being recorded?"
"Nothing.  There is no visual or sensor detection of any unknown equipment or machine 

within that range of the vessel.  But the crew can see it."
"We have a drone outside with no recorded signal?"
"Yes Captain," the voice on the speaker cautiously replied.
Lyra turned and pointed to the technician next to her.  "Send me all the reports and video 

feeds on this, right now.  I'm going to Main Control."  Several other people had gathered around 
the screen.  She stood up.  "And keep this situation within the walls of Control Rooms only."

"Yes Captain," the technician anxiously responded.
Lyra turned and walked out the door.  A transport was hovering in the hallway, and she 

stepped into the waiting vehicle.  On subvees, transports were flying sleds, open to the air, with 
two cushioned seats between handrails on either side.  The controls were on a flat panel at the 
passenger's feet, but the vehicle, if it was not pre-programmed, could be directed from an 
authorized com.  

Lyra's com automatically registered her speech to determine voice commands requiring 
additional action, and responded immediately to its analysis.  When she had said she was going 
to Main Control, the com interpreted the statement, and dispatched the transport, for the location 
and speed she was going to travel.  The transport appeared, hovering at an approved location, off 
the main walkway, and waited for her to climb onboard.  She did not have to repeat her 
statement.  Detecting when she was ready, the vehicle automatically pointed in the direction of 



Main Control.  If she had been within her preferred walking distance, no transport would have 
arrived.  But if she had said she was in a hurry, The Network would override the pre-
programmed command.  Settling into her seat, she said "urgent."  The transport reset to rapidly 
propel her to the front of the ship.

As a child, Lyra had often felt the four corners of her hometown enwrap and close in on her. 
She saw subvees, as a ticket to the grander world.  At seventeen, she had walked out of the 
sleepy outskirts of Jackson, Mississippi, and took bus transport to the Gulf of Mexico shore in 
Mobile, Alabama to obtain her subvee training.  Hudor Global was one of the few companies 
that hired people who had no post secondary education.  Earning her science degree in marine 
technology through a company program, she aimed her skills training at preparation to manage a 
subvee.  Hudor saw its corporate education program as security against employee turnover. 
Working on a subvee was not considered glamorous, lucrative or even fun, but the positions 
were stable, reliable and secure.  The company wanted employees who were interested in starting 
and ending their working careers at Hudor.  They offered education and guaranteed salaries to 
attract the most ambitious.  

Beginning in the Control Room as a technician, Lyra had worked her way through the ranks. 
Subvee employees were promoted on merit, and reliable crew who knew the ships were more 
valuable than any outsider.  Lyra mirrored her training and technical understanding on a mix of 
watching her predecessors, and adapting her own knowledge and style to the direction provided 
by the company, and by default, The Network.  Full of energy and capability, Lyra exemplified 
Hudor's reputation for ensuring that the top performers at the company were provided with 
unlimited opportunities.  Lyra was one of the best.  Although not military, the crew respected her 
every move, and depended on her knowledge and experience, as if they had trained under her 
command.

En route her com buzzed again.  "Captain, the Captain on The Dazhou is requesting a 
comment," remarked Annie St. Louis, the officer in charge of communications.

"A comment?" Lyra asked with uncovered surprise.  "Why?" 
"They say they want to speak with you."
"We have an incident right now."
"I think it's about that."
"I'll be there in a minute.  We'll use the central communication room."
Main Control occupied a two-story, 1,000 square foot space at the bow of the 20th level of 

the subvee.  The room was abuzz in nervous discussion when Lyra entered.  "Those on 
command," she loudly stated, walking towards a conference room near the back.  Several 
officers followed her and closed the door behind them.  "What's going on?"

Ryan Schaus, the second in command who had been summoned from the center of the 
vessel and was still traveling to Main Control, began speaking over a shared com positioned in 
the middle of a conference table, "The Network is reporting—"

"I know The Network is reporting no issues.  What do we know that it's not reporting?"
The officers looked at each other.  "We know the readings The Network is reporting," 

replied Justin Wakefield, the officer in charge of The Omaha's internal connections to The 
Network.

Lyra frowned at him and took a deep breath.  "There is a conflict between the report and our 
visuals."

He cleared his throat.  "Yes."
"On that conflict, what do we know?"  The room fell silent.  The officers looked at each 



other, the walls, and the floor.  "Have we investigated?" Lyra forcefully repeated.
"We only know The Network—"
"Stop speaking of The Network."  Lyra tried not to shout.  "We know there's a drone out 

there.  Have we examined the exterior?  Do we know if it's military or corporate?"
"We can't look at the drone because The Network does not know it's there."
"What do you mean you can't look at it?  People already have."  She took another deep 

breath.  "Okay, the people who first saw the drone did they comment on its appearance or 
behavior?"  The officers looked at each other again.

"Well we could not get a report because The Network did not—"
"I told you to stop mentioning The Network.  There is obviously a problem with the system. 

You'll have to speak directly to the crew.  Ask them what they saw.  Document all findings.  Ask 
if the drone reacted when it first arrived.  How did it move?  Are there any distinguishing 
markings?  We need all the information we can gather."

"I'll speak to them right now," offered Amanda Ducharme, the supervising officer in Main 
Control when the incident began.  Taking the chance to escape, she walked out.

"The Dazhou?"
"Should we connect now?" Schaus asked.  
Lyra considered the suggestion.  Under the ocean, civilian industrial vessels did not have 

informal chats with their foreign-flagged counterparts.  Normally The Network would open 
communication channels only at initial arrival notification or if an emergency arose.  But in this 
case, Lyra had an override code.  Her company had wanted the ability to move quickly in the 
event weather or other forces would require a warning or discussion with a nearby ship.  Because 
the number of states operating in the ocean had grown exponentially, the communication 
protocol did not distinguish among nationalities.  Lyra had the authority to speak to all vessels 
from around the world.  "Yes, let's speak to them," she replied.

St. Louis activated the communication panel for the room, and entered the protocol for 
signaling The Dazhou.  The command crew sat down at the table.  "Visuals on?" St. Louis asked.

"Yes," Lyra replied.  "Let's see their faces."
The room instantly changed lighting as screens descended from the ceiling.  They waited for 

the Chinese vessel to respond.  When St. Louis had entered the protocol, The Network detected 
the other vessel was Chinese, and conformed the communication devices to automatically 
translate from English as soon as a crewmember spoke to them.  The Chinese had the same 
technology.  They would speak naturally in their own language, and the command team on The 
Omaha would hear their voices in English.  After a few minutes, they were on.

The Dazhou's Captain slowly began speaking, "Good day Captain, my name is Captain Ren 
Kexin, I am the commanding officer of The Dazhou.  We are a civilian industrial ship from the 
People's Republic of China, exploring peacefully in international waters."

"Good day Captain," Lyra responded following protocol.  "I am Captain Lyra Ellis, 
commanding officer of The Omaha, a civilian industrial ship from the United States of America. 
We are also exploring peacefully in international waters."

"Thank you Captain Ellis.  On behalf of my employer and my government, we respectfully 
request an explanation as to the unexpected drone that has appeared outside our vessel."

"Outside your vessel?"  Lyra tempered her surprise.
"Yes Captain, we can see the drone even though you have managed to prevent The Network 

from detecting it."
"Captain Ren, we have an unidentified drone outside our vessel."  She pointed to Wakefield. 



"Bring up a picture," she commanded while hitting the 'mute' icon.  Turning 'mute' off, she 
continued,  "Captain, we can only take standard pictures, and there is no report.  The Network is 
not recording the visual here either.  But we can send you a picture of the drone we can see."

Silence enveloped the space between them as the image appeared on the screen.  "Oh, yes I 
see.  One moment, Captain."  The Chinese activated 'mute' on their end.  Returning after a few 
minutes Ren offered, "We shall do the same Captain.  We will show you pictures."  Ren signaled 
to an officer on his side, and within another minute a picture of the other drone was displayed.

"What is this?" Lyra said aloud, sounding a little too unnerved for both sides.  Using the 
table controls, she expanded the pictures.  The two drones were alike, black boxes the size of 
matching bedside tables, with a double-rudder underneath for balance.  Both were glowing 
purple, but had no visible markings.  Without a Network camera, the crews could not see all 
sides of either machine.  "Captain, did you or your crew notice any identifiable markings?" she 
asked Ren.

"No Captain, did you?"
"No."
"Did you try moving your vessel away from it?"
"Yes and the drone moved with us.  We rose fifty meters and it stayed within the exact same 

coordinates.  Extraordinary really to have that much precision."
"Oh I see.  Did you engage?"
"No, of course not.  We have to agree.  We are on a civilian mission.  You are the closest 

ship within cooperation range."
"Yes of course."  Silence filled the room before Lyra finally remarked, "We will 

communicate with our headquarters, and contact you again."
"Thank you Captain, we will do the same."  He prepared to sign-off.
"One moment please Captain," Lyra quickly said.  "Between you and I, we agree we have 

not sent a drone to you, and you have not sent one to us."
His hesitation was brief.  "Yes, we agree."
"And if you find more information you will share the details?"
"Yes...as required by international law."
"Captain, we are under the ocean with 40,000 people.  I would like to believe common sense 

would help us determine how to respond.  We do not know the situation we are dealing with."
"Yes."
"Then we are agreed?  Share information?"
The Captain hesitated again before concurring, "As required to protect lives."
"Okay, thank you, we'll speak soon."  She signed off and the screen went blank.  Lyra turned 

to her team.  "Ideas?" she hopefully asked.
"Well, they've seen our pictures," Schaus answered as he entered the room while the rest of 

the crew was viewing the pictures.  "They know we didn't start this."
"A couple of pictures will not prove our innocence," Lyra responded.  "Do they suspect 

something?  Maybe assume we're spying on them?"
"They're bound to suspect something."
"We have to speak to headquarters."
At the communications panel, St. Louis looked at Lyra and asked, "I'm sorry Captain, but 

who?"
"Whoever we're supposed to contact."
She stared without reacting.  "I'm sorry but..."



"Try the emergency protocol team as if we have been attacked," Lyra demanded.  "Hudor 
headquarters, head of operations, the Chilean coast guard, whoever is on the list in The 
Network."

"But The Network—"
"Look up the protocol in The Network and contact them all manually."
"Oh."  St. Louis swiftly turned around and began working.
Lyra dropped back into her chair to wait, as Schaus sat down next to her.  "Contact them all 

manually?" he asked.  "Excuse me Captain, but this crew has never done that task before."
"I know," Lyra lamented, staring at the image of the drone.
"We have no detection, so we will have no Network instructions."
"I know," she repeated with growing exasperation.  "But we have to take action.  We don't 

know what that drone is or what it wants.  We can't ignore its presence."
"I understand.  But the crew is not used to—"
"The crew has a crisis on its hands.  They have to know how to react in a crisis."
"I'm not sure they ever thought they would have to."
"I know that too."
Nearly two hours passed before St. Louis had an adequate cross-section of representative 

officials respond to a non-Network request, and wait on stand-by for a conference call.  Hudor's 
vice president of Pacific Ocean operations was in San Diego, California, a Chilean military 
officer, the second responder for subvee distress calls was at a military base near Puerto 
Concepcion, and a U.S. junior military officer for the South Pacific Ocean was at the Pentagon in 
Washington, D.C.  The three had been the first live humans who responded once St. Louis put 
manual emergency requests through The Network.  Lyra did not argue with the credentials of the 
assembled team, within minutes of revealing the current situation, the incident would be 
escalated.  

She slowly and deliberately went through the sequence of events beginning with her crew's 
first visual of the drone, through the conversation with the Chinese, to where they were now 
awaiting further instructions.  "There's been no change," Lyra explained.  "We tried 
communicating with the drone, but it did not respond.  The machine just hovers at our window. 
If we move, it moves, maintaining about a three foot distance.  The Chinese have not responded 
with any new information.  That's where we are," she concluded.  Complete silence greeted the 
end of her discourse, and continued several minutes longer.  "We would like your help, 
suggestions...assistance."

"I'm sorry Captain, but the issues with The Network, have you had them diagnosed?" asked 
Captain Megan Coyne, the U.S. military officer.

"The Network diagnoses itself, and it says there is no drone, and no error in reporting there 
is no drone."

"This drone people claim to see, could the image be a projection from the Chinese?"
Lyra looked out the window at the looming drone, before patiently replying, "We've 

uploaded pictures.  You can see the machine is three-dimensional.  To project an image under the 
ocean you would have to account for the waves, sea creatures, sand, debris, it's not a blank wall 
where the image would hold steady.  The Chinese have a similar drone outside their window, and 
it looks very real.  Why would they project one to us?  No Captain, we cannot imagine it's a 
projection."  A hush fell again.

"Well then," Coyne finally commented.  "We probably have a protocol..."
"Maybe you should surface," Hudor Global's executive Brooks Dugan stated.



"Surface?" Lyra inquired, startled.
But over their coms, the officials began to agree.  "Yes, yes.  Surface and see if it stays with 

you," they simultaneously commented.
"But we've already tried moving, and we know the drone will move with us," Lyra 

interrupted.  "Besides, we have people out on subs—"
"Recall them, get everybody back into the vessel and surface," Dugan continued, 

increasingly assured by his own suggestion.
"But the Chinese?" Coyne interrupted.  "What if your surfacing is the reaction they wanted? 

Maybe they will go after whatever you are mining."  The agreement quieted.  "Is there any 
reason to think the drone will attack?" she continued.  "Are defense shields on?"

"Defense shields?" Lyra repeated with alarm.  "No, we're a civilian vessel.  We cannot 
activate defense shields without government approval.  All security precautions are a Network-
controlled function.  We would have to be under threat of imminent attack.  There are 
international protocols to protect people."

"Oh yes, yes."  Silence again.
"Can you send a camera drone to check out this...intruder drone?" Dugan asked.
"We have internal cameras on it," Lyra responded.
"Yes but maybe use one of those pick-up drones, the ones with arms."
"They're all controlled through The Network.  We could program one using an override, but 

we'd manually be trying to get The Network to grasp an object it does not see."
"Well do you want to send divers to check it out, maybe try to disable it or whatever?"
"We have very few technicians who could—"
"Well from here then, from a base, maybe a neutral country so the Chinese don't complain," 

Coyne added.
"Who?"
"We'll put the request on The Network."
"But under what protocol?  There is no drone being officially detected outside either subvee. 

But we want to send maybe, military divers to disable it?  How can we request that action?"
"Well the military can override or whatever," Dugan said.
"Who?" Lyra asked.  "We are a civilian industrial vessel."
"But this is now an international incident, right Captain Coyne?  We need help so there 

should be some authorization to do this."
"Yes, there should be," Coyne non-committedly replied.
"I am asking all of you to please go up the required chain of command, and come back to us 

with an idea for our next actions," Lyra demanded.  "And an official statement for the Chinese."
"Yes Captain, I think we understand, but we need a starting point.  What exactly are we 

reporting needs help?  The higher command will want a Network report."
"We don't have a Network report.  Send them the pictures.  We have pictures of a drone The 

Network is not detecting.  Photo evidence should be enough for them," Lyra pleaded.
"I can't send a General a bunch of pictures.  I don't have the authority."
"Find the authority."
"And the Chinese?"
"Exactly.  Tell them we need to control a potential global conflict right away.  We are facing 

the Chinese and they are suspicious."
"Can't you send a distress signal and get official attention?"
"Only The Network can send a distress signal."



"Really?"
"Yes Captain, the system only works on verified issues."
"True, that's how it's supposed to work."
"Until today," Lyra observed.
For a decade, The Omaha had operated without flaw, broadcasting protocols to the 

command crew, and deploying and retrieving equipment every day.  After sorting, the mineral or 
rock or ore or sand, the crew had collected, The Network was updated and the physical product 
was placed into the vessel's storage containers, or sent by a drone to a processing center onshore. 
In a matter of days, the stored material would be offered for sale, with the caveat that the refined 
minerals may not be delivered for up to six months.  Lyra had the responsibility to ensure the 
cargo reached its destination safe and intact, along with her dedicated crew.  "We have an 
international incident down here," Lyra tried explaining again.  "Please contact the appropriate 
officials.  Find the people who can work with us on this and authorize action."

"You want us to tell them the story you told us?" Coyne clarified.
"Yes exactly.  Tell them we want to avoid a war.  I'll tell the Chinese we are working on an 

approved plan to use our people to go out in a deep-sea mini-sub to look at the drone, and to try 
and bring it in.  They could take the same action."

"You should say the issue has been escalated to the U.N. or another multilateral, sounds 
more neutral.  Don't tell them you're only talking to the U.S. military."

"Okay."
"How long do you think this will take?" Dugan interjected.
"That's up to you.  I can ask The Dazhou to wait, but if they get authorization to check their 

drone out before we do, we'll ask to monitor their cameras to see what happens."
"Oh, good idea."
"Okay well, all right we need to have our instructions as fast as possible.  Please prioritize 

this, remember we need help down here.  This is an international incident even if The Network 
does not think so."

Chapter Thirteen

The untimely contact request reached Madison Alan as he slept in his apartment near United 
Nations headquarters in New York City.  But his com overrode silent mode for incoming specific 
numbers including British Intelligence.

"Maddy, are you awake?"  A voice, made familiar from a lost year at Oxford, hurriedly 
asked.

"Slater?" Madison demanded.
"Yes, my friend," Slater replied.
"What do you want at this time of the morning?"
"Perhaps your hot body and even better brain."
"This better be good."
"It is."
Madison sat up in his bed.  "What do you want?"
"All right first, the easy part.  Two civilian industrial subvees operating near Chile, one 



Chinese and one American, are both claiming there is an unidentified drone hovering outside the 
window of their main Control Room.  Both are blaming the other for this drone, for spying or 
what have you, and both deny the accusation.  The Network has not detected these drones, only 
humans have reported seeing the looming machines.  Both vessels have uploaded standard off-
Network pictures that look legitimate.  Both want to send teams outside their vessels to, 
well...arrest the drones.  But since there is no Network report, there is no authorization to activate 
this activity from a civilian ship in international waters under the Pacific Ocean.  We need an 
official with the right security level, to believe the claim of human visual proof, and override The 
Network."

"What?"
"We are requesting you wake up the Chinese."
"Seriously, that was the easy part?"
"Yes, we all know you are good friends, and even better, you are one of their long-arm 

Intelligence officers.  You must know the exact fellow or lady who you can directly contact, and 
talk them through this incident."

"Someone I can contact, who will accept a human story with no Network report, and 
approve of...U.S. law enforcement action on a civilian site in international waters?"

"Yes.  See, you are awake."
"Are you nuts?"
"No, I am serious.  This is called an international incident.  An unprecedented one.  One we 

cannot see.  One systems cannot react to, we need you.  You can handle this."  Madison stood. 
The always-on neon lights of New York City flashed him an endless pattern of glee as he 
struggled with the details Slater had told him.  "Once you have saved the world, I need you to 
come and tell people about your triumph, and help prevent another incident from happening 
again."

"Why do I get the impression the second part was already planned?"
"Because it was.  Come now Maddy, my friend, I know you love a challenge.  Do these 

deeds for the world.  Find a Chinese official who will listen and override The Network."
"I'll try."
"I am sending you the data.  I know you will do more than try."  Slater signed off, and 

Madison looked at his com as the file arrived.
Singaporean by nationality only, Madison was at home in a range of densely populated 

urban environments.  Born in the crowded city-state, the son of fashion designers, he grew up 
mostly in London, sometimes in New York, occasionally in Milan, now and then in Paris, and 
when necessary in Shanghai.  A citizen with his impeccable global credentials captured the 
attention of his government, and after a U.S. post-secondary education, he was recruited into the 
Singaporean Foreign Service.  On posting first in Beijing, then in Paris, now at the U.N., he was 
the definition of a high flyer.  A traveler who could see the world in multiple dimensions that 
crossed The Network barriers to a genuine connection with humans.  Madison had an individual 
contact network with few bounds, and friends like Slater James, because he was also a much-
valued member of The Alliance.

He stared at the pictures of the drones, and considered Slater's details.  'How could drones be 
completely undetectable by The Network's eyes?  Unmanned flying machines must have a 
signal.'  

Projecting a screen and enlarging the pictures, he noted, no visible markings, only a sealed 
box which could contain any electronic configuration.  'What would happen if law enforcement 



tried to 'arrest' the drone as Slater implied.  The machine could be programmed to acquiesce or 
self-destruct.  

Or the more likely possibility for unauthorized, unknown technology, the drone could fight 
back.  Then where would they all be?'

Chapter Fourteen

"You know I'm annoyed with you," Kade said to Roman.
"But mi amor, my suggestion made perfect sense," Roman begged as he sat at her feet in her 

Washington, D.C. condo.  "Think of all the time we'll have together."
"I was on my way to Istanbul."
"This is better."
"Better than managing relations between Europe and Asia?  I don't think so."
"Okay maybe not at this moment, but it will be."  Kade glared at him, passing her glance 

over his head to the view of the U.S. Capitol building on display through the window.  
After departing separately from Aspen within a day of each other, he had gone on to 

London, and she, to Washington.  But on arrival, Kade received confirmation from Slater that 
undetectable drones were attacking energy production sites around the world, and alarming 
security personnel on every continent.  The Security Council received a recommendation from 
Western Hemisphere Defense Command to have Special Command organize a separate team to 
immediately investigate and execute on a solution.  A day later, Roman had texted a flash 
message that he was on his back to her.  As he arrived, he launched his defense to suggesting her 
involvement.  "They need you, the world and I, need you on this."

"But what is 'this' exactly?  Special Command is a whole operation.  We don't put together 
one-off tactical teams."

"But you routinely draw in thinkers whenever you need them.  We have never seen this 
situation before.  You can approach the investigation in any way you want.  No one has claimed 
responsibility.  Rogue techs are not bragging online.  Every government says they did not 
instigate the incidents.  We have a major global issue.  We need thinking people to figure out a 
solution.  You're the head of Special Command.  It's a global team, and global teams need a 
mediator.  You're the diplomat.  You're in the best position to manage this."

"I appreciate the flattery, but—"
"C'mon girl, you're Emperor Hadrian."
"Stop that reference.  You know I hate it."
"But your name cracks me up."
"My imaginative parents got engaged at Hadrian's Wall."
"And he was a controversial Emperor, just like you.  And considered to be wise and 

virtuous, just like you.  They want the best people Kade, and you are the best people."
"Is sucking up to me part of your job?"
"I hope so."
"What about my other assignment?"
"After this you'll be able to go anywhere you want."
"Anywhere?"



"Of course."
"Okay I'll keep that in mind and hold our organization to its promise."
"So you're accepting?"
"Yes of course, I'm accepting.  I've actually already started.  I just wanted to see you 

squirm."
"Oh really, I can think of better ways to do that," he licentiously responded.
"Of course you can."  She smirked at him.
"Like make-up sex?" he moved towards her and kissed her.
"Oh that's romantic."
"I could be one of Hadrian's soldiers and drag you off to the bedroom," he jokingly stated.
"Or maybe you could gracefully sweep me off my feet," she countered.
"That too."
"Okay."
"I love you and don't worry everything is going to be all right."

*

PART THREE - THE DEADLY STAND-OFF

Chapter Fifteen

The Chinese on The Dazhou received clearance from Beijing for an operation against the drone, 
before the Americans on The Omaha had received a single return communication from 
Washington.  

The fracturing of command structures within historically Western democracies had led to 
complete decision-making gridlock, whenever an issue arose requiring unity and mutual 
agreement.  America's most populated and powerful states, California, Texas and Florida 
demanded to be pre-emptively informed of any major national activity in any sphere that could 
prove to be critical.  And the most important feature of their concern was the national 
infrastructure based on the reliable functioning of The Network.  

The conventionally Eastern world countries operated completely differently.  China had 
swept over the region with economic investment and trade power backed up by military strength, 
and country after country had 'voluntarily' accepted the Chinese offer to take the lead in regional 
security issues.  Information often only had to be sent to the Chinese, and was quietly spread as 
needed to their sphere of influence in Japan, Korea, and the countries of Southeast Asia. 

Lyra had done her part in informing the Chinese crew on The Dazhou of the various options 
being discussed for engaging the undetectable drones, and they had immediately moved ahead. 
The legacy ties between industry, the military and the government in China circled around all 
protocols.  

At the U.N., Madison had also done his part.  He did know whom to contact, and his 
connection knew who needed to be woken up.  Their discussions and parameters for action had 



been approved through the already progressing workday in Beijing, where government officials 
were anxious to discern the latest details about the drone deliberately hovered outside the Main 
Control windows of The Dazhou.  

But the efforts to find American officials willing to talk through the night fell to silently 
flashing coms.  The lower level functionaries, who were expected to act as liaisons to the 
decision makers, did not have the nighttime mute mode of their coms overridden for any number 
except the White House.  Only Washington's incessantly whirring warning sirens slapped around 
the quiet of the darkness, but officialdom was used to sleeping through that commotion as 
background music to their fevered dreams.  

When The Dazhou communicated with The Omaha to report they were ready to send a team 
to check the drone, Lyra had no choice but to agree to cooperate on behalf of the entire Western 
world.

"You'll have to move forward, if that's the request of your government," she told The 
Dazhou crew when their faces were projected on screen again.

"You would like us to go ahead without you?" Captain Ren asked.  The mistrust in his voice 
hinted of concern, as if he needed to verify that his crew was not proceeding into a trap.

Lyra hit 'mute' on the communication panel and turned to her team.  "The Chinese are 
suspicious of the delay," she anxiously stated.  "They think we're trying to trick them."

"No they can't be, Captain," Schaus retorted, alarmed.  "They just want us to agree with their 
plan."

"They are wondering if we are setting them up," she noted.  "This is very dangerous.  Has an 
official from Washington replied yet?"

"No Captain, no one," Ducharme bleakly answered.
'We're on our own!' Lyra thought as she returned the communication system to speaker 

mode.  'This is unbelievable.'  
Speaking again to The Dazhou, she carefully stated, "Captain, I am sorry we are not yet 

prepared and cannot move forward.  Without an authorization code, my hatches will not open.  I 
cannot use the mini-sub without a destination indicating there's a problem, or a previously 
recorded find a human needs to look at again.  Right now we do not have either.  But we could 
support your analysis.  If you permit us to view the feed from your cameras maybe we can help 
identify this drone."

The other end went silent as the Americans waited for a response.  Schaus reached over and 
selected 'mute' again and asked,  "Excuse me Captain, but how does your request reassure them? 
Sounds like we want to watch the drone do whatever they think we set it up to do."

"We have to see their visuals.  We need the intel."
Captain Ren came back on the line.  "The Network will not provide authorization for the 

feed," he carefully stated.  "But we are prepared to provide the data manually.  We will take 
pictures for display on a screen you can access.  You should be able to see what is happening."

"Thank you Captain," Lyra replied again on speaker.
"We will communicate again when we are ready."  The Dazhou signed off.
Schaus shook his head.  "What if that machine attacks them?" he asked.
"Then we may be in trouble," Lyra replied.
The Dazhou was less than twenty miles from The Omaha in a valley trench blocked on 

either side by sheer cliff walls of dense sand and rock.  The crew could exit the vessel from over 
200 emergency hatches, but only ten had been authorized for daily work processes.  Both 
military and civilian mini-subs were stored on board, each with seating for one to one hundred 



people.  For the capture operation, a two-person explorer sub would be released with two 
military officers inside.  As the Captain was not prepared to risk human divers, their internal 
equipment would be minimal.  But the sub's external mechanical arms and cameras would allow 
for manipulation and adjustments of the drone, as well as video and photos.  

The Chinese team prepared in silence, there was little to say.  Each crewmember had all of 
the available information, and could only predict the mission would yield more.  Officially, the 
plan was to disable and retrieve the drone.  But in reality, no technician had experience executing 
the proposed process.  The idea had never been previously tried.  No one had ever needed to 
even attempt it.  The subvee did have a bombproof room where suspicious finds could be safely 
disassembled, but the safeguard hardly felt sufficient in the circumstances.  After analyzing the 
drone for weapons, the team would carry the machine through the hatch closest to the protective 
room and dismantle the box.  While these straightforward plans resonated with the inexperienced 
crewmembers, others including the officers on the mini-sub, did not anticipate a simplistic ride.  

Neither did Lyra.
"If the intruder drone turns on them before they have had a look at it, they will automatically 

assume the plan was a set-up," she said.  "If it turns later, they'll probably think the same thing. 
We can't win.  We need more time to prove that machine is not ours."

"How do we know it's not ours?" Schaus asked.
"What do you mean?"
"There's no data either way.  Our Network says that drone does not exist.  Maybe it is ours 

and someone is testing us, or the Chinese."
"Testing us?  For what?  We are at the bottom of the ocean.  We will probably be returning 

with millions of dollars worth of minerals.  If the Chinese are provoked, or vice versa, there 
could be war down here.  Who wants war?  What point would a conflict make?"

"I don't know and I don't know," Schaus conceded, limping away from his comments. 
"This makes no sense.  Two unidentifiable drones managed to get to this depth of the ocean, 

and just happen to hover around American and Chinese subvees at the same time.  You know we 
should think about who could have instigated this incident."

"Who?"
"Yes who?  Let's run our own diagnostics on the data we have, maybe we can come up with 

potential hostile suspects."
Schaus hesitated.  "I don't know.  All the information is on The Network."
"I know, but I'm talking about trying to work out our own ideas."
"Oh I don't know, Captain.  The Network has run the scenarios and not reported any 

required action.  What could we do that the system couldn't do?" he laughed.  "I mean that's, 
excuse me, but not even realistic."

"It's not realistic for humans to think through a problem on their own?"
"Well not like that.  The Network manages the boat.  It works fine.  I just do not see—"
"Officer, we have two drones humans can see and The Network cannot.  How is the boat 

working fine?"
"Well, you know...I mean…in general."
"We do not know the origin or capabilities of the machine facing our main windows.  We do 

not know what it wants.  How is that fine?"
"What do you mean, what it wants?"
"Suspicious drones always have a task.  They don't fly around for no reason.  The intruder 

hasn't moved from a radial angle adjacent to us.  It could be waiting to execute on an 



instruction."
The junior officer fell silent, before whispering, "But could...I mean..."
"Could what?"
"Well it's...I don't understand.  Why isn't the drone's presence indicated on The Network? 

How can it not be seen?"
"Those are my questions too.  Now do you want to try and figure out some answers?"

Chapter Sixteen

The first level of people The Omaha crew needed to wake up in Washington, D.C. were heading 
to their morning exercise workouts by 6 am, including Slater.  But by the time the 
communication reached him at the door to his Health Center, he was on his way out.  Ignoring 
his transport, he slipped into a narrow alleyway between two buildings, looked around to confirm 
no one could hear him, and continued with Brooks Dugan on com.  

The service allowing a junior executive in an energy company to reach the ultimate fixer in 
Global Intelligence could only have come from The Alliance.  Slater's guess, as he accepted 
Dugan's incoming contact request, was Madison had facilitated the connection.  Within the 
operational competence of The Alliance, members did not have to work through handlers. 
Dugan was en route from San Diego to Puerto Concepcion with two soldiers, on loan from the 
U.S. military, who could monitor the drones from Chile's Command Center for the area.  To 
throw Dugan off Slater's British accent, he had been told Hudor Global had hired an international 
security organization, and their representative was based in London.  The young executive did 
not bother to check with his own headquarters as to the validity of the backstory.  He contacted 
Slater without another question, and told him all he knew about the situation with the drones.

"But wait Mr. Dugan, I would recommend you do not support the Chinese intention to 
approach the drone," Slater suggested in response to Dugan's update.  "If the machine shoots at 
them, the Chinese may get the impression the action was ordered."

"We have no choice," Dugan grumbled.  "The Omaha's crew tells me, the Chinese are ready 
to move."

"Damn," Slater muttered under his breath.  He could not speak to this level of a civilian 
corporate executive about the other intruder drone incidents, but he hoped to stall the Chinese 
action.  "All right, as of now, who is waiting for authorization?"

"The Omaha is still waiting for an override code to use one of their mini-subs to go out to 
the drone, and check it out."

"Does your company have any military back-up arrangements in the region?  There are 
children on your subvee."

"We do.  But we have no way to activate official assistance.  I mean we're a mining 
company.  Military vehicles can only be contacted in response to an emergency, a disaster, an 
official S.O.S.  But no incident has actually happened.  I mean, at least as far as The Network is 
concerned.  We do not have the security levels to authorize an override.  And anyway, I doubt 
the Chinese would accept U.S. military vehicles going down there when they are so far away 
from their own bases."

"Do they not have resources in Puerto Concepcion?"



"You mean Chinese military vessels on the coast of Chile?  I hope not."
"I mean any sort of Chinese vessel.  They have extensive mining operations in the region."
"Right, but they would need another deep sea sub, probably from another subvee.  The only 

one nearby is at the dock in Puerto Concepcion.  I don't know how their protocols work to do 
equipment exchanges.  For us, sending extra vessels would take at least a day."

Slater shook his head.  "I really do not think your people should try and engage that drone."
"What should they do?  Do you want them to surface, and see if the drone follows them to a 

military base where we have a lot more equipment, and a lot more people who can manage this?"
Slater rolled his eyes.  "Maybe, eventually.  But you may also wish to wait until the Chinese 

try to disable their drone underwater first, and see what happens.  I do not imagine you would 
want to come up to land and put more lives in jeopardy."

"Oh yeah."
Slater briefly closed his eyes, and reluctantly stated, "I am afraid I am going to have to 

recommend you do nothing.  If the Chinese decide to engage with that drone, you should wait to 
learn the outcome." 

"Really?"
"Well yes, that would be my recommendation.  But this incident is still escalating.  You 

could stand-by, within an hour the latest information will be with U.S. Military Intelligence, and 
we shall see."

"Okay we'll wait and watch the Chinese, until we hear otherwise."
"Sounds good.  We will get back to you."
Slater signed off.  He had decided to shower and change at the Health Center, but he was 

dressed in jeans and a t-shirt, and informal clothes, signaled informal man to Defense 
Department cameras.  Rushing to his transport, he would retrieve a suit, and request five minutes 
with the Secretary of Defense.  

Slater had access to high-ranking U.S. military officers for only one reason, he was The 
Alliance's point-man in Washington.  But the organization's point person for global diplomacy 
was a woman, and his next contact would have to go to her.

*

"It's Slater," Kade said to Roman as she picked up her flashing com.  They were sitting 
across from each other at a table in her airy kitchen.

"I know you're not really happy with him, but you should answer," Roman responded, 
instinctively pushing her hand to move the com towards her ear.

Kade's physical com could be located anywhere, she wore a hear-and-talk device behind her 
ear.  When a communication request was received, she initiated her response, live or recorded, 
with a voice command.  Throwing the handheld device at Roman, she activated her earpiece with 
a toneless "hello."

"Kade, how are you?" Slater greeted her.
"I've been better."
"You have made the right decision.  We need you."
"What's happening, Slater?"
"Where is the closest secure office you can get to right now?"  She raised her eyebrows at 

Roman.  Their coms must be masked for Slater to not realize they were back in Washington.
"We're here, in D.C."
"We?"
"Yes, Roman's here."



"Oh…"
"Slater…" she warned, her voice taking a sharp turn. 
"What?  I did not utter a negative word.  Of course Roman, he is tall, handsome, athletic, 

intelligent, of course Roman is there, in your life."
"Slater, stay on point," she demanded.
"Can you both go over to D.C. control?"
"Yes we can."  Kade gestured to Roman, mouthing, "We need to go.  Contact transport." 

Reverting back to Slater she promised, "We're on our way."
"Okay we will be speaking again in minutes."
Kade and Roman walked out of the building where a transport was waiting to take them to 

Special Command's D.C. office, located inside an unremarkable office building on the Potomac 
River.  

At arrival, they joined Slater in a conference room, and activated a secure communications 
protocol to begin a global conversation with a team he had organized with Madison, who was in 
a private office at U.N. headquarters.  

From under the ocean, Lyra, her second in command Ryan Schaus, and supervising officer 
Amanda Ducharme were projected on a screen displaying The Omaha communication room. 
The CEO of Hudor Global Energy, Claire Amster had responded to Brooks Dugan's insistent 
texts, and signed on from her office inside her family's residential compound outside Denver. 
With Slater's help, Megan Coyne had convinced the General of her South Pacific Ocean 
command division, Jonathan Crosby, of the seriousness of the situation.  She signed on with him 
from his office at the Pentagon.  Minutes earlier, Coyne had been named the military's official 
point-person for the incident.  At Puerto Concepcion Command, the supervising Chilean military 
officer on site, Dante de la Fuente was on with his number two.  Continuing en-route to Puerto 
Concepcion on a military transport plane with members of the U.S. military, who had technically 
been assigned as advisors to The Omaha, was Dugan, who signed on from the sky.

When the participants had confirmed their connections and finished their introductions, 
Slater began the discussion.  "The first part of the information I am going to convey is 
classified," he cautiously stated.  "For those of you who do not officially have clearance, if you 
can still hear me, you have now received it.  Do not repeat the details of this meeting to any 
individual who has not been authorized by Special Command to receive the information.  You 
are being told about this only to help you understand the context of the second part of the issue 
we will be discussing.  

This first information has been shared with the U.N. Security Council, therefore China has 
also been advised.  The issue you should all be aware of is that, this is not the first incident of an 
undetectable drone.  There have been at least three others, each more dangerous than the last. 
We do not know who has sent these machines, where they are coming from or why.  No one has 
claimed ownership or responsibility.  Commander Laltanca has assembled a global team to work 
on the issue, and they need all of the information that can be uncovered.  Which brings me to the 
second part.  We are not going to object when the Chinese decide to engage the drone.  We have 
never seen humans try to interact with these undetectables.  We have some information contact 
has happened, but we have no details.  We will let them go ahead.  Their government is aware of 
the risk.  We can only assume if they go forward, they have received authorization.  This is a 
completely unknown scenario.  To be frank, we will have to wait and see the result, and react 
accordingly.

There are a couple of possible scenarios.  The Chinese pick up the drone and carry it home. 



We would be in the dark.  But at the same time a successful retrieval should be enough for us to 
confidently pick up the drone outside of The Omaha for our own examination.  They could also 
engage, and the drone could fight back.  From previous incidents, we can expect confrontation is 
the general experience with an unauthorized drone.  Also in the past, when law enforcement has 
encountered an unauthorized drone, the machine has been weaponized.  The difference, of 
course, was those ones were detectable.  If this one starts shooting...well, again, we will have to 
wait.  If the Chinese believe the drone was sent as a trap, you will have to continue to defend 
against their accusations.  Either way if that machine begins firing, we have to see how long the 
battle continues and analyze all subsequent actions.  If the drone starts firing at both vessels at 
the same time, or only at The Omaha in response to the Chinese engagement, we will have that 
reaction to analyze also.  We will recommend being prepared to shoot back.  The intruder looks 
like an ordinary box drone, but a machine that size has several options for weaponry.  We cannot 
risk 40,000 lives.  You have to be defensively ready, and respond as soon as you think 
necessary."

"But sir," Lyra asked, "how can we shoot back?  The Network has not authorized weapons."
Irritated, Slater replied, "Captain please, let us look at this situation.  We cannot use The 

Network.  We are going to have to think around the system."
"Captain," Kade interjected.  "We all know this is an incredibly volatile event for you.  We 

do not know exactly what you're dealing with, and we cannot give you an exact reaction 
response.  We'll have to think about this together.  If you were not constrained by The Network 
or the need for overrides, what would you do?"

"You want me to think without The Network?"
"Yes."
"By myself?"
Kade looked at her com and scrolled through a personnel report.  "With this whole team. 

You're a marine engineer?  Years of service on The Omaha, you can think this through with the 
best people around you.  You've got 20,000 lives, no Network, you can decide the most 
appropriate actions."

A silence fell over the communication.  Lyra was astonished and embarrassed.  Although 
she could give orders to use all available tools to complete assigned work, she did not, as a 
matter of course, analyze situations towards selecting an option.  The Network had that broader 
task.  If a decision was required, she could look at The Network selected viable process.  But she 
had never in her life tried to work around The Network.  No one she knew ever had.  After 
letting three more minutes tick by, Lyra rose to the challenge.  "Yes, okay," she assertively 
announced.  "In the event the drones act to shoot at us, I'll have people waiting nearby with 
weapons."

"What are you considering?" Kade asked, impressed by the relatively quick response.
"I can let crewmembers out manually in solo-pods.  Usually we only use single-person subs 

when one of our scientists wants to look closely at material a Network camera cannot clearly 
analyze.  That's why we can have a manual process.  The Network does not have to trigger the 
action.  The equipment is kept in accessible rooms.  We can suit up and open hatch doors from 
the room.  I'll let a team out with weapons.  We don't have many options, but we've got 
attachable mini-missiles.  My team can wait near the drone, and if it turns on us, they can react 
quickly, and shoot."

"What if the Chinese see them?  They'll know there's another plan."
"I'll try and find a spot for the team close enough to the drone but with a cover, an overhang, 



or a cave that would be difficult for cameras to spot."
"They might still be detected."
"We'll have to take our chances."
"Okay yes you're right.  Good plan, Captain," Kade declared.  "Really good.  Who are your 

team?"
Lyra briefly hesitated.  "We'll be going with junior officers from our security team.  We 

don't have identified military personnel on this vessel.  Our security force is civilian and well, 
they all have limited experience."

"Okay you decide."
"Wait," Claire Amster exclaimed from Denver.  "Shouldn't the military do this?  You are 

talking about using employees from Hudor Global to shoot at a...I don't know what."
"Ms. Amster, we do not have enough time to transport military personnel to The Omaha's 

location," Slater interjected.  "This is happening now."
"That's fine, but you are asking our employees to engage with—"
"We are asking them to be ready.  Please allow me to remind you that the only reason you 

have mini-missiles on your subvee is because you have a security plan supported by the U.S. 
military.  They have done their part to cover you, to provide protection for your investment, and 
now Ms. Amster your crew has to respond."

"I think it's all right, Ms. Amster," Lyra added.  "Our people on the security team have been 
trained, and they know they have to respond to emergencies.  It's just that...well...since we have 
never had an emergency, they do not have any experience."

"Yes I see," Amster continued.  "But The Omaha is a very expensive vessel—"
"Searching for a lucrative reward," Slater added.  "I am sorry Ms. Amster, but this is 

happening.  Your vessel belongs to the interests of global security right now, not to your bottom 
line."

The communication fell silent again.  "Okay," Kade continued, "are there other comments, 
any other thoughts?"  She looked at Slater, who shook his head.  On the screens in front of her, 
and from the speakers embedded in the table, the unresponsive team immobilized with the tense 
anticipation of not being required to contribute to the plan.  "All right Captain Ellis, there are no 
other comments.  You're right there.  You can see what's happening.  We'll take our cues from 
you."

"All right, we will need to get organized," Lyra responded.  "I have to identify the personnel 
and brief them.  We also need a camera feed to you that the Chinese cannot see.  We have to 
hurry, they're getting ready to go out at any minute."

"Yes, hurry.  Get back to us when you're ready to go."
"Yes Commander."  Lyra signed off.
With the impasse, Roman followed Kade to the coffee table.  "You've had your initial warm 

up for the actions you have to take next," he said.
"What do you mean?"
"You have to get an entire team to think about how we're going to solve this."
"I expect mobilizing prepared thinkers will be more straightforward.  Our team is made up 

of people who were selected specifically because they know the situation requires an uncharted 
approach.  We did not select Captain Ellis, and she has not had any experience making her own 
decisions.  Like most people, she responds to instructions.  She follows the commands The 
Network provides to her."

"Well it's easier to live that way, which means, it's easier to give up, and to give in."



"That's okay.  Only the individually aware can afford to make their own decisions.  Their 
workday is not rigidly controlled by Network commands.  They can take advantage of identified 
opportunities in the broader world to stay alert, and engaged in the activities of society.  When 
they are constrained, they know it, but when they are free to reason, they know that too.  For 
people like Lyra who are constantly battling the instinct to push against The Network, this 
incident is an unexpected opportunity to align with thinkers in confronting an unprecedented 
task.  I think she'll break the daunting complacency governing her reactions in her pre-
programmed world.  I expect she can rise to the occasion."

"I hope you're right."
"I'm certain I am."

Chapter Seventeen

Less than thirty minutes after last signing off, Lyra re-opened communication with the Chinese 
crew on The Dazhou, Kade, Roman and Slater at Special Command in D.C., Madison in New 
York, Clare Amster at home for Hudor Global, Puerto Concepcion Command onshore in Chile, 
and Megan Coyne and the slowly still assembling national security team listening from the 
Pentagon.

"Any other questions Captain?" Kade asked after the global team had stepped through the 
intended plan.

"No Commander," Lyra confidently replied.  "The Dazhou crew will be exiting in five 
minutes, stand-by."

Inside The Omaha's Main Control, the monitor screens were lit up with live video feeds of 
the Chinese command team inside The Dazhou, the Global Intelligence teams in each onshore 
location, and satellite views of both the Chinese and American subvees.  Water penetrating 
images from classified advanced military satellites were being broadcast, but not as clearly as the 
limited number of viewers would have hoped.  Another screen displayed the camera feed of the 
unmoving drone outside The Omaha's main control window.  Two more images were from the 
cameras of the two security officers from The Omaha, who would venture out with mini-missile 
holsters, ready to attack if the lurking drone turned on their vessel.  

Waiting in chambers located inside a hatch door, the crewmembers were locked into solo-
pods, bubble-shaped underwater transports used only for a single passenger.  At a signal to 
depart in unison with the Chinese mini-sub, the sealed hatch doors would open, and the solo-
pods would launch into the life-threatening water pressures of the deep ocean.  Although the 
personal transports would not be as safe as a fully weaponized undersea vessel, a crewmember's 
ability to maneuver, and stay out of sight would be severely restricted in a larger mini-sub.  The 
global team was not prepared to risk the Chinese discovering The Omaha had a back-up plan to 
shoot at the drone.  Instead, Lyra's crew identified a restricted geographic formation where larger 
vessels would be at a disadvantage, and cameras were unlikely to notice, and programmed the 
solo-pods to travel to the specific coordinates.  The crew would continue explorations at close 
proximity, with the solo-pod operating like hovering transport.  Waiting for this scenario to be 
implemented, minutes ticked by as if the earth were slowing down, while the cramped, but 
functional equipment pressed on its occupants.



Lyra sensed the sound of the crew's breathing speeding up and rising louder, as each 
moment brought them closer to the confrontation with the drone.  Suddenly she wondered where 
her children were, and considered whether she was facing a crisis day that would end in disaster 
or peace.  She looked at her com and accessed a private camera view locating the common area 
of her cabin suite.  As she zoomed in on the image of her children studying, a thought occurred 
to her that she should have found a moment to retreat home to see them.  But it was too late.  

On an industrial subvee, parents and children did not worry about where the other was 
located.  Her children could track her on their coms, and she could track them.  At any moment, 
if she was needed, they could alert her.  If facing a problem with an unpredictable outcome, she 
could reach them in a matter of minutes.  But those scenarios were only for routine days.  Today 
if one of the children tried to contact her, the communication request would be automatically re-
directed from her com to her partner.  Lyra had never previously considered the emergency 
protocol override, and the idea of its existence made her feel slightly ill.  The Network allowed 
mothers to maintain supervision of their children at all times, even if not physically.  Parents 
were not accustomed to having no control over the activities of their children, or the resolution of 
their concerns.  

The situation of an undetectable unauthorized drone, and an absence of Network feedback, 
was forcing Lyra to concentrate on only one activity.  The limitation surprised her as she felt the 
constraint of avoiding parallel actions for the next several hours.  She looked at her com again, 
this time checking on her partner who sat comfortably at the table with the children.  Over a 
background of unknown fears, he was entrusted with their safety, as she laid plans to either 
extend or end the quiet life they had all enjoyed onboard The Omaha, right up until the moment 
the unknown drone had appeared.

Interrupting Lyra's thoughts, Captain Ren came back online.  "As promised Captain, we 
have provided access to the screen where you will be able to see the feed from the mini-sub 
camera," he stated.

"Thank you Captain."
"They are exiting now."
In the Control Room, officers leaned closer to the monitors as if propelling their bodies into 

the water.  Lyra silently signaled 'go,' to her mobile team waiting by the exit hatch.  She watched 
the launch through the camera in the hatch tunnel as the solo-pods passed through the darkness, 
and into the dim exterior of the waters.  

Deciding to concentrate on the drones, and possible reactions as the humans drew closer, 
Lyra eyed only two screens.  The Chinese mini-sub slowly travelled approximately two hundred 
feet to approach the drone from the port side of The Dazhou.  The intentionally prolonged ride 
guarded against a concern the drone might react before the crew had a chance to prepare.  As the 
creeping silence enveloped the underwater teams, Lyra surveyed the mini-sub's view through the 
Control Room monitors.  Surrounded by murky salt water, bright sea creatures, and the openings 
of caverns stretching into the void, the voyage appeared as a darkened undersea documentary 
ride until abruptly, the mini-sub's light fell across the drone.  

The unidentified machine did not move.  On the other side of the trench, The Omaha's solo-
pod team advanced their transports from a few feet above the ocean floor.  Pressed against the 
side of the subvee, and trying to avoid stirring sand or other actions drawing attention to their 
location, they followed an overhang jutting out from a cliff wall.  A few minutes later, they came 
up under The Omaha's drone and waited, refraining from moving closer to avoid video capture 
by a satellite or camera.



Outside The Dazhou, the mini-sub's light cast a sweeping brilliant projection over the 
unauthorized drone.  If the intruder functioned similarly to other box drones, the machine should 
detect another moving object in its vicinity.  When the mini-sub was close enough to extend its 
pincer arms to capture the drone, the officers came to a stop.  Planning to first obtain a multi-
dimensional picture of the drone by manipulating a high-resolution camera to take photos from 
all angles, the officers launched a camera-equipped arm from the vehicle, and began inching the 
lens forward towards the drone.  The Omaha Control Room crew again leaned inwards to the 
monitor screens to simulate a ride on the camera's movements for more accurate analysis.  

After several wide shots of the area, The Dazhou mini-sub crew stopped the camera within 
an inch of the drone.  The arm began slowly moving around the box machine as the crew 
captured the planned visuals.  Simultaneously Network applications on both subvees analyzed 
the images, cross-referencing and matching to known records, hoping to uncover a clue to its 
origins.  The video showed a black box, the most common color and shape of a civilian drone, 
but at an estimated four feet square, larger than the machine used for an average package 
delivery.  The drone appeared to be seamlessly sealed along all edges.  As the mini-sub's white 
light clashed with the drone's purple glow, no holes or openings for a weapon were visible. 
Neither could they observe simulated wings or legs, only semi-retracted rudders projected from 
the underside.  Although durable stabilizers were required to control a drone on its descent into 
fast-moving ocean water, the intruder had no identifiable support.  As the camera continued its 
movement around the box capturing video and taking hundreds of images, the drone remained 
motionless, suspended in the water.

The Dazhou was communicating between the subvee and the mini-sub, but the Chinese crew 
had turned off the audio feed to the Americans on The Omaha and to the global team.  Only the 
drone images from the camera, flashing on screen as each was uploaded on a three second delay, 
were available to be recorded by Lyra and her team.  While the crew continued analyzing the box 
in as much detail as they thought necessary, those listening on com waited for the next move. 
With each circumnavigation of the intruder drone, Lyra's team saved the pictures and created a 
copy of the images for the U.S. military to scrutinize.  The minutes seemed to incessantly tick by 
as neither side shared comment on their observations.  But when the images abruptly stopped and 
the mini-sub's two pincer arms unfolded from each side, the human spectators instinctively 
straightened in their chairs and aimed their view to another set of screens.

With sufficient pictures and video to evaluate, the Chinese crew had decided, without notice, 
to launch the operation to capture the drone.  The activated steel pincer arms were each ten feet 
long, bendable in four places with eight tentacle fingers on each end.  The silence deepened as 
the teams were swiftly reminded of the intended expectation of the mission, to secure the drone, 
place it in the mini-sub, and return to the subvee for analysis.  As the pincer's tentacles reached 
the intruder and opened up to make the grab, the humans uniformly tensed.  But when the 
dangling metal fingers stretched to grasp opposite ends of the pointed corners of the box, the 
silence collapsed with the sharpness of a brief whistle.  After being moved less than two inches, 
the drone started emitting a whirring sound that startled the silent viewers into a unified gasp of 
alarm.  The warning was captured by audio sensors on the camera drones, and heard by all 
connected to the scene, except the oblivious officers inside the mini-sub.

From her place at the communications panel, Annie St. Louis, stated over the shock, 
"There's a noise.  Must be from the drone."

"Yes okay," Lyra responded.  "Keep recording."
Undaunted, the Chinese tightened the pincer tentacles' grip on opposite corners of the drone. 



But as the arms continued to move the drone towards the mini-sub, the machine let burst a bright 
yellow light, blinding the two officers inside.  To the spectators, the image appeared as a flash on 
the monitor, obscuring the water scene.

What happened?" Lyra remarked.  "Did the mini-sub go offline?"
No response came as the light went to instant darkness with a suddenness that forced the 

mini-sub crew to blink.  The Chinese officers slowly reset their vision.  
The proffered view was the tip of a red laser pointed through the glass, directly at them.  
The image projected on the monitors in the Control Room was one end of the drone's aimed 

beam.
"Oh no!" Lyra stated alarmed.  "Get our team back in.  They have no idea what's happening 

over there."
"Wait," Coyne warned.  "If the other one goes hostile too, we need them to shoot it down."
"Our drone is not moving," St. Louis commented.  "No lights, no reaction, nothing."
"I don't want them out there," Lyra said.  "I don't think their presence will help."
"Wait," Coyne demanded.
Reluctantly the viewing team turned back to the monitors displaying the red beam.  But as 

the human viewers refocused their attention, the scene was irreversibly altered when the screen 
abruptly lit up with a flash of red light.  

The images stopped uploading.  
The global team waited, voices silenced.  Lyra looked around at her crew, shocked eyes still 

staring at the final bright red image, frozen in their panicked disbelief.
"The other drone?" Lyra asked, breaking the terrified room's stillness.  "Any response?"
"Negative," St. Louis replied.
"Did it react at all?  Move?"
"Not to our knowledge.  But we can go back through the manual images again."
"Yes, quickly."
Main Control continued a silent vigil, with each person occasionally glancing at the 

communication screen or the com speaker.  But there was no word from The Dazhou.
"Should we contact The Dazhou?" Schaus asked, backing away from the final image, and 

walking towards Lyra.
"No, we'll wait," Lyra replied.
"Satellite shows The Dazhou looks okay, but no sign of the mini-sub, only flying sand and 

debris."
"Oh damn," Lyra whispered on behalf of all.  "What about the crew?"  No witness 

responded as the team continued to wait.
"I think we should contact them," Coyne weighed in after another fifteen minutes had 

passed.
"Commander," Slater said to Kade.  "Maybe Madison can attempt offline contact."
Kade sadly looked at him.  "Yes, Madison sign off for a moment," she stated into the 

speaker, stepping away from the table while entering text into her com.  Coming back a few 
minutes later, Kade announced, "Madison will contact us when he has an update."

The rooms fell silent again.  As time ticked on and the image continued to hold on the 
screen, Kade realized the drones had not altered their hovering positions.  The attempted 
engagement resulted in no change, except to the crew of The Dazhou.

After fifteen more minutes, Lyra ordered her mobile team back in.  She did not ask for 
permission.



Another thirty minutes later, Madison signed back on.  "Captain Ellis, you'll hear from The 
Dazhou soon.  Sadly the mini-sub crew is gone.  Their deaths are not yet official, but the cameras 
show no signs of life.  They've gone out to try to retrieve the bodies, but we can assume they did 
not survive."  The communication went silent again.

Another hour would slip by before The Dazhou opened the communication lines to speak to 
The Omaha.  "Captain Ren, can you tell us what happened?" Lyra began as contact was 
established.

"The drone attacked," Ren angrily replied.  "Killed our men.  Blew up our vessel.  You 
could see the explosion."

"You have our deepest condolences."
"Yes Captain, we accept if you are sincere."
"We are Captain.  We do not know what that machine is or where it came from."
"Well now you know what it can do."
"But we do not know why."
"No, we do not know why.  But the drone is still there, outside our window, more plans may 

still be to come."
"Yes," Lyra answered.  Thinking under her breath she wondered, 'But what?'  Aloud she 

stated, "Captain, once again our deepest sympathies to your crew and their families.  Please 
allow me to confer with our people and to contact you again later."

"Yes," Captain Ren signed off.
Lyra hit the shutdown for the link between the two vessels before turning to those in 

command back onshore.  As the initial shock had faded and analysts returned comments on the 
images and the drone's reaction, the previous conversational silence had transformed into 
incessant chatter.  Lyra broke into the discussion.  "Are there any additional instructions for The 
Omaha?" she asked.

The other voices stopped talking, but Kade understood the intention of the question. 
"Captain, we suggest you relieve your team until further notice," she replied.  "We will continue 
to work on this situation and speak with you later.  If the drone's behavior changes, contact us 
immediately."

"Yes, Commander."  Lyra shut off the U.S. connections and turned to her team.  "All right, 
now we know.  We are down here at the bottom of the Pacific Ocean, with 40,000 people and 
two deadly drones.  Our responsibility is to maintain calm and to determine how to resolve this 
situation.  Do you understand?"

"Yes Captain," Schaus answered for the command crew.
She stood to leave.  "I'll be in my cabin.  I'll monitor outside from there, and contact you 

when we need to reconvene."
Lyra walked into the hallway and climbed onto her transport bound for her cabin.  As the 

vehicle took off away from the view of Main Control, she closed her eyes.  While flying towards 
her home, the transport would avoid all people and other vehicles.  She would open her eyes 
again upon reaching her door.  

But two minutes later, her eyes instantly re-opened, as her thoughts continued to evolve. 
'The drone was on an undetectable network of its own, and the only way to shut it down would 
be to find the source of control,' Lyra decided.  'Whoever this team is Commander Laltanca has 
put together had better know how they planned to fight back.'



Chapter Eighteen

Wordlessly, Kade and Roman lay facing each other on reclined leather seats as a transport 
carried them towards Kade's Washington condominium building.  Bottles of water bounced in 
the armrest holders between them.  "Your brain is on fire," Roman whispered.  Kade smiled at 
him, but did not move.  Staring at her, Roman ached to touch her, to pull her into his arms, to 
make love in the back of a government controlled transport.  But he was under restraint.  There 
were too many silent witnesses, and none were particular friends who had access to the scenes 
from the vehicle.  "Fall asleep, I'll wake you up when we get there."

"We'll be there in a few minutes," Kade responded.
"That's a few minutes of sleep.  You cannot do more this evening.  We'll work on the 

incident in the morning."
"We might not have until morning.  The Chinese might decide they're going to settle this 

right now."
"They know the attack wasn't an American provocation."
"Not for sure they don't.  And frankly neither do we."
"Why would they react unilaterally?  These days we have unfathomable peace among 

nations.  Why would any country want to break our ties now?"
"There are many volatile issues.  We may not be in a state of outright war, but the current 

geo-political wrangling is certainly not total peace."
"Baby, go to sleep," Roman muttered, leaning forward.  "Go to sleep.  We can't really speak 

here anyway."  Kade rolled over.  A screen in front of them was displaying the evening news, 
volume muted.  She watched the images flash by.  No media organization had a report of killer 
drones under the Pacific Ocean, 40,000 lives in jeopardy, and the United States and China on 
high alert, in a state of shaky cooperation.  Living in the most information saturated, overtly 
connected city in the world, and no journalist had the story.  Kade closed her eyes.

"Tomorrow we'll have the whole team here, and we can finally get some movement on this," 
Roman commented.

"I know you think you know what 'this' is," Kade responded in a low voice.  "I can tell by 
the way you're acting."

"How am I acting?"
"Like you know more than you're saying."
"We can talk in a few minutes."  He gestured towards the ceiling where cameras and 

recording devices were on.  Late at night few transports traversed the roads, but as they reached 
the residential skyscrapers dominating Washington's northwest quadrant, the transport slowed 
down to navigate through the densely populated area.  Kade officially lived in New York City on 
assignment to the U.N.  Roman's expected address was in London with British Intelligence.  In 
Washington, Kade had bought the condo for both to stay in on official business.  Moneyed 
couples usually maintained their getaway home in the Caribbean or the Mediterranean, but Kade 
and Roman knew if they did not put their shared residence in a location they always had to be 
visiting, they might never see each other.

The transport pulled up to the front and the doors automatically opened.  As Kade and 
Roman stepped out and approached the building's glass outer doors, a face scanner picked up 
their profiles, and instantly cross-referenced their pictures to the building's records, which 
prompted The Network to open the doors.  Expensive residential buildings had unobtrusive 
security, complimented by the facility's ability to display the residents' wealth by hiring humans. 



A security guard stood in the lobby, and a cheerful concierge greeted them from behind a low 
counter.  They walked past her to an elevator waiting to automatically take them directly to their 
floor.

As they exited the elevator, the condo's front door opened.  Another scanner had already 
confirmed their identities.  Inside the heat had been turned on, and a fire ignited.  When they had 
left the office, Kade's com registered the transport destination setting as 'Home.'  At the same 
time, with winter winds blasting cold, the condo's rooms were automatically set to heat up to her 
preferred comfortable temperature.  Dim lighting had been turned on in the living room, but the 
hallway leading to the bedroom was fully bright.  Roman removed his coat and shoes as he 
moved directly from the door to a sideboard liquor cabinet.  

The city skyline shown into the room, but he hardly noticed the sparkling lights.  In general, 
Kade enjoyed the views, yet she kept the shades down in all other rooms in deference to paranoia 
about peepers, even on the 48th floor.  The condo's features were set to Kade's personal 
preferences, which overrode Roman's.  His 'home' profile would never have activated a fire if he 
were alone.  He was already feeling too hot.  After pouring two glasses of red wine, he followed 
Kade to the bedroom, put one glass down on her side of the bed, the other on his, and lay down 
next to her.

After a pause, thoughts of discussing hovering drones wordlessly dissipated as Roman's 
hand instantly moved to her chest, and under her shirt, kissing her neck as he proceeded.  After 
resting a hand on her breast when she did not respond, he rolled up beside her, squeezed harder 
and began kissing her on the mouth.  Kade knew he would not sleep until they made love.  She 
had no trouble relieving him of this feeling, but was unresponsively tired which Roman knew, 
but he kept going.  He kissed her harder, while quickly taking off both sets of clothes.  'This man 
and the way he can get in and out of clothes,' she thought, 'like a stripper, working multiple 
shifts.'  

Despite her fatigue, he prolonged, intent on satisfying her, which he half-jokingly 
considered his moral duty.  He claimed perfecting his attentions was part of his heritage to 
emphasize his mother's Latino genes, and to not embarrass his people.  As far as Kade was 
concerned, his people were more than well represented, as he proved yet again.  Letting go, he 
continued to lie on top of her, until she shifted beneath him.  Looking down into her eyes with a 
longing that ached to start again, he dropped his mouth towards her face before she could move 
out from under him.  He had decided she wasn't going to sleep, until he was completely assured 
his people were taking an encore bow.  Afterwards, she rolled away, staying between his arms 
until she drifted off to sleep.

Hours later at 5 am, the opening notes from a randomly selected classical music shuffle 
began rising from a low volume to high, as automatic wake-up music filled the bedroom.  Kade 
and Roman opened their eyes at the same time, blinked and separately re-calculated where they 
were.  She picked up her com.

"What's our report time?" he asked, his head on her chest.
"7 am," she replied, running her fingers through his hair.
He leaned up to kiss her.  "Hmm, seems like ages from now."
"It's not.  Let's get into the shower."
"Do you want to go for a run first?"
"Absolutely not!"
He laughed.  "I do.  I feel like I need to workout."
"You are on your own, my love.  I'm still feeling last night."



"So am I."  He laughed as he kissed her.
"Go run."
Roman stood up and walked into the closet, coming out a minute later in workout gear.  "I'll 

see you in 25 minutes."
"Right."
He walked out.  The condo building's gyms were at the end of each hallway.  In January the 

private enclave was where Roman preferred to exercise.  He would be gone long enough for 
Kade to shower, dress, and eat a little breakfast before he came back in, soaked in sweat.

They reunited in her kitchen.  "You know, we have to make independent decisions over the 
next few days that might keep us apart," Roman began speaking, with a cup of orange juice at his 
lips.

"I know," Kade responded.
"You're in charge of this investigation.  If you need me to go somewhere, anywhere in the 

world, you have to send me."
"I know."
"Don't hesitate.  Whatever happens, I love you, and I will find a way to get to you, I 

promise."
Kade stared at him.  "What do you think is going to happen?"
"I don't know, my love.  We've got some really bad guys on us.  I think they have been 

waiting for years to try out these undetectable drones, and they damn well know their plan is 
working.  I mean how do you get those undetectables to that depth of the ocean?  How do you 
know both the Chinese and the Americans are in the area?  We've got serious trouble."

"Yeah I have thought that all along too.  But no one can believe it.  The Network has worked 
so well for so long.  The system can always see what we see.  But now this.  No one understands 
what's happening."

"But you do?"
"Not yet."
"But you have an idea?"
"Let me keep thinking.  I don't know if I have an idea.  These drones, Grand Rapids, the 

mini-sub, these are weaponized drones with incredible power."
"Yeah like military."
"Which military?"
"That's the question."
"Or not actually the military, maybe a related organization, or a breakaway group.  I'm 

guessing they come from an organized structure, but operate completely unofficially, on their 
own."

"Yeah I agree, these incidents are not, officially, a government."
"Someone or many want to start a war, disrupt our way of life, damage our energy supplies. 

The question is for which reason?  We know we have enemies.  But who is attacking this time? 
And how are they doing this?  What is this technology?"

"Exactly how?  How have they managed to do this?"
"We're actually looking for concentrated brain power."
"Not a computer program?"
"Well humans with a lot of programs.  People who figured out how to not be seen by The 

Network, even though they must have some kind of signal to be able to fly around."
"They can be on off-ramps.  But they still need to use The Network to execute a software 



function to be undetectable.  We are all accessing the same set of airwaves."
"Are we?"
"Yes, technically yes."
"Okay, okay, that's where we are right now.  Let's get the team together and see where we go 

next."
After they finished eating, Roman cleaned up, and left without her.  He exited by the 

underground garage and walked to the street to take taxi transport to the waterfront office where 
they would meet the team.  

Kade had an official transport waiting for her.  Her com signaled a notification when the 
transport was in front of the building, and also an alert that another passenger was already 
waiting inside to depart.  Kade locked onto the vehicle's internal camera and saw Slater patiently 
sitting in a passenger seat.

'I wonder what he wants,' she thought while gathering her belongings and departing.  As the 
door closed, her com turned off the heat and the coffee.  A human service with robot support 
would arrive later in the morning, to clean the dishes, make the bed, run laundry, vacuum, mop, 
dust and tidy clutter.  Since robots were too clumsy for all forms of housework, domestic chores 
were one service unseen by those who could afford the indulgence, but yet to be completely 
unmanned.

Kade reached the transport a minute later.  The vehicle was programmed to pick her up and 
proceed directly to the Special Command office, but Slater had intercepted and overrode the 
automatic internal recording devices.

"Shouldn't I be allowed to authorize whom I travel to work with," Kade stated, adjusting in 
the seat next to him as the vehicle moved away from the building.

"No, because you might choose a foreign agent and people would be upset," Slater teased.
"He's no more of a foreign agent than I am."
"No, he is more and you are less.  But you both still are."
"And you are?"
"I belong to everyone, the world."
"Oh, really?"  Kade rolled her eyes.  "Well did you come over for this ride to harass me 

about him?"
"Only a little bit," Slater confessed, lowering his voice.  "I know you would not let his 

presence change any decisions you have to make about personnel use.  I am sure you do not have 
to be reminded about conflicts—"

"Slater!" Kade warned, annoyed by his insinuation.
"I am only saying."
Changing the subject, she demanded, "Why did you want to ride in with me?"
"I know you have thought out initial ideas for this investigation.  Since I manage activities 

behind the scenes, I can…let us say…'get the ball rolling,' before you have your briefing in front 
of the entire team."

"Ahh the limitless reach of The Alliance, so much easier than official Washington."
Slater smiled.  "We are here to serve."
"I have been thinking we need to do our own investigation at every attack site," Kade 

continued more seriously.  "I know each location is completely different - sun, wind, water - but 
I still want to see if there are any similar factors."

"All right done, we can send the team out.  I will set up the logistics."
"Another option is to check for civilian pictures of the drones."



"Civilian?"
"Yes, The Network has no record of the trajectory or arrival of the drones.  We only 

retrieved satellite pictures of the exact spot of attack.  But like at the subvees, people might have 
noticed the drones go by."

"But nobody is going to be interested in a drone flying by.  Black box drones are the most 
common.  What are you looking for?"

"Events.  Special events people would have been attending and taking pictures.  We might 
be able to catch a drone flying through in the background.  Outdoor events have air traffic 
control protocols.  An unauthorized drone is not on The Network and would not get the message, 
so to speak.  Yes they are common.  But we should have a record of every other authorized black 
box drone passing through the area, at each specific time of the day.  At a big event, authorities 
would have to react to an unauthorized flythrough.  But at smaller ones, if a drone flew by, no 
attendees would care.  We are looking for a gap, where a drone is in a picture at a place or time 
where no drone was detected, but also none were supposed to be."

"Okay like events in parks, a lot of parks enforce flythrough bans."
"Yes, I'm guessing whoever is controlling these drones would initially check official no-fly 

warnings.  But check for security changes announced about 24 hours before the drone was seen 
at the site.  Look for photos from smaller events.  We can alter the examination of satellite 
surveillance.  I realize all of these attacks were in isolated locations, but maybe the drones passed 
over populated areas at some point.  See if we can time out pictures in 360-degree circles 
backing away from the attack site.  We need to see where this machine came from."

"Interesting approach.  But full coverage will take some time."
"Yes, we have to start at the last place we captured a drone image and work backwards.  We 

take each location where an incident occurred, and trace a circle out as far as might make sense, 
to see if there were any events taking place.  Keep looking for pictures, see if there is any pattern 
to where the images picked up the drone in the background, and cross-reference those with the 
known records of drone movements."

"All right, I will move on organizing the analysis immediately.  And?"
"Check every military for retired or discharged officers, tech or big money pros only, and 

see where they are now and what they are up to."
"Every military?"
"Whoever is doing this is weaponizing with military strength lasers.  You can prioritize from 

most to least likely, but check them all.  Countries have many cooperating and sharing 
agreements these days.  Officers can talk to each other across borders without raising suspicion. 
We are in the midst of a thousand year war.  Do not assume friends are friends, and enemies are 
enemies.  We need to cross reference each potential lead."

"All right, I am now going to stop asking for more instructions."
"Yes well, should be enough for you to start."
"Yes, a few tasks will keep me busy for a moment.  Now you, how do you feel about all 

this?  I mean these are excellent ideas you came up with, but how do you feel about working 
without The Network?"

Kade considered the question.  "I had not really thought about it.  We use The Network for 
diagnostics all the time, but in my job we always have to think on another level.  That's why my 
job exists."

"And why you are the best person for this job."
"This incident falls directly into Special Command's mandate, Slater.  Using attack drones 



The Network cannot see is another level of directed hostility at U.N. member states."
"Yes it is, and you are going to solve this global problem."
"Thanks for the vote of confidence."
"I have always had confidence in you.  I just...well I ruined us, I believe.  I should have done 

all I could have to stay with you."
"Slater don't."
"No, I am going to speak now, because who knows when I will get another chance.  I loved 

you then, and I love you now.  And frankly, I hate Roman Francon.  You know he is a playboy 
and a complete asshole right?  You should absolutely end your relationship with him right now. 
I am not saying this because I want you back.  If there had been any hope of making us work, I 
would have already taken action.  I know we...were not aligned.  But I am your friend, a very 
close friend, and I am telling you, that guy is not a good idea."

Kade looked at him with sympathy, caring, and absolute annoyance.  "Slater, part of me will 
always love you, but we were done long before we said we were.  There's no going back, really."

"I am not saying we can go back.  I am warning you, as a friend, off a guy who is not right 
for you."

"Don't say any more about him."
"Because you love him?"
"Because I do not love you.  Not like that, not anymore.  And I really cannot believe you do 

not have another agenda."
Slater stared at her and smirked.  "This is not about me.  Do not ever forget how I feel about 

you.  This is about protecting you Kade, your feelings.  End your unofficial ties to Roman."
The transport stopped in front of Special Command's D.C. waterfront office building, and as 

they stepped out, Kade did not respond.  The low-rise glass and steel office tower had an 
extended terrace stretching from the front doors to a riverside boardwalk, but during winter 
months the outdoor chairs and tables were stacked inside.  The building's doors opened for Kade 
and Slater as they stepped through.  

In the U.S. economy, only half of the people who could work in office buildings actually 
did.  Employers were split between the need to maintain a culture of camaraderie, and the 
enormous cost savings associated with avoiding the maintenance of permanent infrastructure. 
With job-sharing, childcare logistics, energy costs, and enhanced technology, the once-a-week 
working-from-home shift beginning in the 1990s became, within a few decades, a permanent 
transition.  The Network could track employees' commitment to work, and the number of hours 
utilized, separately from personal activities.  Office space was only required when employees 
needed to collaborate or use additional advanced equipment.  People working in security services 
or information privacy fields usually worked in separate buildings.  Advertising groups, 
architects, consultants, and engineers who used floor-to-ceiling electronic whiteboards or 
enhanced processing power also stayed close.  All face-to-face contact like escorts, and services 
where people had to check in or pick up physical products like flower deliveries, had offices. 
The waterfront building contained the expected assortment of professionals and workers, with 
many people moving in and out of different doors, engaged in a myriad of activities.

Kade and Slater walked past the bank of elevators, and slipped through a door next to the 
stairwell.  Inside was another door, Kade stood with her face to a monitor screen, the door 
opened to let her in, and immediately closed behind her.  A minute later, Slater came through. 
Inside they rode elevators down to a lower level, and the doors opened to a lounge area fronting 
a large conference room.  Several people were gathered around the coffee and snacks laid out on 



a table, and more were mingling along the walls.  Special Command employed analysts from the 
world's militaries, Foreign Services, and private industry, to provide logistics, administrative, 
operational and communications support to Kade's team.  When they saw Kade, every person 
switched their demeanor to polite good mornings, including Roman who, from his vantage point 
behind the boardroom table, had watched her enter with Slater.

"You know Branson," Slater stated, pointing to Branson Miracolli as the two approached the 
middle of the room.  Kade reached for his hand.

"I do," Kade responded.
"And Isabella."
"Wonderful to see you again," Isabella said as she walked towards Kade, and the two 

women hugged.
"This is Dominique Dorth," Slater commented, stepping to the side, and pointing from one 

to the other as Dominique approached.  "Dominique, this is the Commander of Special 
Command, Kade Laltanca."

"It is a pleasure to meet you, Kade," Dominique sincerely stated, shaking her hand.
"And you Dominique," Kade responded.
"I have confirmed your reputation."
"Hopefully for the good."
"Yes, quite stellar."
Kade smiled.  "Thanks, good to know."
"We've all introduced ourselves," Slater advised.  "Only Madison is not here yet.  He is on 

his way.  He has been dealing with the Chinese."
"And?"
"He will tell us when he gets here."
"Okay."  Kade walked over to the coffee, and on to the conference table.  Others followed 

her lead.  The screens encircling the room were broadcasting the delayed updating pictures of the 
drones outside the subvees, and the vessels' status report, which did not change.  Real-time 
satellite images also displayed both vehicles on the ocean floor.  The U.S. military had 
overridden emergency protocols to train probing electronic eyes in the sky at the water below, 
but the video provided little comfort.  

Although confidential reports to selected governments were issued when Network 
oceanographic sensors had detected the explosion of The Dazhou's mini-sub, no outside 
communication lines had been opened to the U.N., Brussels or even the Chileans.  The Special 
Command team, and a handful of others, had to speak privately, before they let the rest of the 
world in on the next plan for confronting the drones.

Slater leaned towards Kade.  "Madison is in secure transport.  He will contact us now, and 
we can start."

"Good."
"Everyone take a seat, we are ready to begin," Slater announced.  The officials sat down, and 

looked at Kade.  She could feel their eyes pressing into her.  Of all the people in the room, she 
was the one required to display no panic, to behave as if she was prepared with strategic tactics 
for proceeding.  All of the military, Intelligence officers and scientists were present to provide 
feedback, advice and tactical assistance, but they were not expected to lead.  Kade was required 
to synthesize all of the input, and state the process they should implement.

"I don't have to tell you this is unprecedented, so the discussion we are about to engage in 
should be too," Kade began.  "Our immediate need is to decide what to do about those drones in 



the ocean, and to understand the ones that have already attacked.  But with these undetectables, 
our typical approach, to look for analysis on The Network...is a dead end.  We are on our own. 
We need a strategic plan for managing the situation in the Pacific, and a technical plan for 
capturing and disabling those drones.  Let's start with the subvees.  Madison, what are the 
Chinese saying?"

"They are highly suspicious," Madison answered as his image appeared on a screen.  He was 
conversing from a high-flying transport, smaller and quieter than a helicopter, and made secure 
for communication by a ground station around Washington airspace.  "But at the same time they 
believe us.  I think the way the drones suddenly appeared in front of both subvees, and hovered 
in unison was enough to understand we were not conducting an experiment.  I think they knew 
that was not a normal attack stance.  When they first made contact with The Omaha, the 
command crew sounded surprised enough to question the original assumptions."

"Are they going to wait for word from us?"
"No, unfortunately they want to go to the Security Council to get support for activating their 

defense shields."
"That is an extraordinary request," Slater commented.
"We'll have to do the same," Megan Coyne interjected from the Pentagon.  She had been 

invited by Kade to provide background information to the team.
"Do you want to be fifteen miles from a Chinese vessel with defense shields activated?" 

Slater asked.
"We do not have a choice."
"Yes you do.  You can deny them Security Council approval."
"But how will they interpret that reaction?"
"They can go ahead," Kade exclaimed.  "And the U.S. too.  Both sides will have to activate 

at the same time."
"What?  Seriously?" Claire Amster suddenly spoke up.  The Hudor Global CEO had 

sufficient government connections to receive approval directly from General Crosby, to hear the 
plans for protecting her company's multi-billion dollar investment.  "Commander, you're not 
authorized—"

"I'm not authorizing.  I'm providing Special Command's recommendation which I suspect, 
based on my experience, will be implemented."

Roman smiled without being noticed.  'She's so good at this, such a turn-on,' he thought.
"What about another attempt at capturing the ocean drones?" Madison asked.
"We could send another drone in to try and disrupt its signals," Coyne suggested.  "And a 

bigger military dive sub, a weaponized one, ready to fire back.  We have authorized the vessel to 
be sent from Puerto Rico."

"The dive sub is scheduled to pass by Punta Arenas within a day," Slater advised.
"Yes that's the one.  We can go down, and see if we can disrupt the drone's signal and 

capture the box."
"And when the drone turns on you?" Kade asked.
"Well, since we've seen the likely reaction, we will be prepared to shoot back," Coyne 

replied.
"Another bigger disabling operation?"
"Commander, we cannot let those drones drift around us."
"But we do not know the extent—"
"Excuse me, but we have to learn what they are capable of.  We've got to make a move."



"What about the Chinese?"
"We can walk them through the whole plan," Madison added.  "This time the U.S. is taking 

the risk.  I suspect they will be as curious as we are to see how our approach unfolds."
"When that drone attacks, we are talking about machines engaged in a laser-fight right next 

to a subvee full of people."
"Two subvees full of people."
"But there's no way a drone that size has the power to take down The Omaha," Coyne added. 

"The intruder must have shown up for another reason."
"The Omaha has a nuclear power source," Amster carefully stated.  "If a directed weapon, 

like a powerful laser is aimed at the correct spot, and has enough time, the ship can be blown 
up."  The coms went silent.

"Why would anyone want to attack a U.S. subvee?" Madison asked.  "What's being mined 
down there?"

"The answer to your question is not the answer to our problems," Amster replied.
"Look, we need to find the trigger for the attacks," Slater intervened.  "Maybe there is a 

connection between the previous incidents and the subvees' location.  We need to investigate all 
of the sites to look for evidence to reveal the root of these incidents."

"What about terrorists, anarchists, have we followed up on all the possible suspects?" 
Branson asked.

"Yes all known and suspect groups are being investigated worldwide."
"We are going to start to try and figure out the aim of these attacks, and where the drones 

came from by looking at the attack sites," Kade pronounced.  "We do not want to see more 
people die."  The room did not comment as she continued, "The team will go out to the attack 
sites.  I'll be requesting additional U.S. military support be on stand-by in the Pacific."

"Are those locations random?" Amster asked.
"What do you mean?"
"Have you found any data connecting those exact incident locations?"
"All of the locations are renewable energy generating sites.  That is the only connection we 

are aware of so far," Slater explained.  "There is no other connection with the geography or 
business ownership.  Well, except all three countries are members of the English-speaking 
Commonwealth of Nations, but old colonial ties are not really of interest.  Considering the 
sophistication of the undetectable drones, I would venture the use is also tied to a complicated 
strategy that would never be made obvious to connect."

"The Omaha is not an energy-generating site."
"Maybe not as we see its function.  But we do not know the weight of our assessment in this 

situation."
"What do you mean?"
"Maybe the intruder is interested in the site itself, the soil, the minerals.  The connection, if 

there is one, is not evident without further investigation."
"Okay we've covered the outside.  What about the inside?” Kade asked.  "Where are we on 

the issues with The Network?"
"Seems like we will need to override the military production functions of The Network," 

Isabella responded.  "We need to find the protocols to tell the system a drone is out there, and to 
run analysis.  Is that possible?"

"Not that our techs know of," Roman replied.  "We've tried the protocols we've got, but The 
Network deals with real data, information entered or generated by direct input, video, photos, 



audio feeds, whatever the cameras see or hear or read, and cross-reference.  The true purpose 
would be defeated if we forced the system to recognize an object when there is no recorded 
evidence supporting our claim.  The information would appear illogical to the programmed 
algorithms."

"But there is an object there."
"The Network has eyes.  But its eyes are not recording recognizable data.  Any Networked 

camera sent out to scan the area would record all of the pictures, and run analysis on all images 
in the picture.  But in this case, the output simply would not understand the image of the drone. 
The system is not registering a drone because there is no signal to cross-reference.  There is 
actually no report.  The camera does not even record a black box image, because when the 
program cross-references, the only black boxes that can be suspended in the sky or underwater 
are drones, and drones have signals and...well, you follow..."

"Like a ghost," Branson seriously added.  "You cannot take pictures of a ghost either.  Even 
if you can see the image with your own eyes."

"Okay," Kade interrupted.  "We are talking about a sophisticated drone not emitting a signal, 
or at least not one The Network can detect.  The intruder's software must also be avoiding The 
Network's code for picking up living creatures without electronic signals, the sensors for 
flapping wings, vibrations in the air, or movement interpreting how an object is to be identified. 
This drone knows not to reveal any of those indicators."

"Whoever is doing this has all the technology for all drones, plus other programs they have 
personally invented," Slater added.

"How does new drone code get introduced to The Network?" Isabella asked.  "How does the 
system add upgrades?"

"The Network is auto-programmed for updates.  New code, applications, and protocols are 
based on the constant analysis of already existing code, applications and protocols, and human 
interactions with the software.  The process is designed to develop and integrate evolving 
information in real-time.  I really cannot remember the last time a human had to directly enter 
any form of instruction, for or about The Network, into The Network."

"But if only The Network is developing new code," Kade cautiously observed, "could this 
be—"

"The Network?" Coyne responded alarmed.  "The Network is attacking us?  No way!"
"Well maybe not exactly attacking.  But if the system writes its own drone code, and 

humans do not, where is this defensive drone code coming from?  An unidentified application 
could be running."

"These attacks are being led by a human controlling those drones," Slater insisted.  "I am 
saying we...humans...have not entered any direct code for standard instructions, upgrades, 
changes humans consider routine.  But I only mean officially, the military, law enforcement or 
governments.  That does not mean a rogue technologist has not tried to create attack code, or 
industries have not invented programs that may have been corrupted.  There are plenty of people 
who could have figured out an application such as this."

"To defend infrastructure?  You sound very sure.  But how do we know?"
"These attacks could very well be The Network," Isabella added.
"No, not possible," Roman contended.  "The Network may have all of the instructions for 

manufacturing weaponized drones, but a law enforcement official still has to create the order.  A 
human has to say use X drone for Y reason."

"Not really.  Who does their own ordering?  Almost all products in the world are 



manufactured without a human actually instigating the order.  Why not drones?"
"Because officials do instigate orders, by their requirements and laws which are all on The 

Network.  These drones are weaponized, a feature only ordered by the military or police forces 
for a reason.  There is no spontaneous manufacturing of drones to fly around the world and 
attack civilian sites.  There would have had to be an original instruction, the programming has to 
start with one first order."

"The initial program could have started with one order," Branson interjected.  "But the 
request could have been ages ago.  A subsequent instruction could have been created from 
existing instructions.  The Network does that all the time, based on protocols.  Many applications 
are designed to manufacture enhanced products based on feedback and use of the old one.  The 
instructions are already in The Network."

"But those instructions are for simple options, civilian goods or consumer products like 
more copies of a popular toy or app," Roman responded.  "Not for military grade weapons.  The 
military systems are not auto-programmed."

"Maybe this program is not military."
"Because it is a criminal, human," Slater considered.
"Or maybe not a human criminal," Isabella said.  "And not military.  Maybe an industrial 

drone made in a factory."
"Okay, we have enough starting points," Kade stated to halt the discussion.  "But we need 

hard facts, not endless speculation.  We needed to start this investigation yesterday.  Dominique, 
Branson, you two will go to Botswana to look at those solar panels.  Isabella, Roman, find what 
you can see and learn in the North Sea.  Madison and I are headed to the Pacific, and we will 
oversee the next drone capture operation."  Roman looked at her, but betrayed no emotion. 
"We'll also follow-up in Grand Rapids.  Use all resources you think are necessary, and 
communicate as soon as you find a connection, and we’ll go from there.  Captain Coyne, can we 
count on you coordinating military support and resources?"

"Yes of course," Coyne responded.
"Run all military support requests under my authorization.  Ms. Amster, I do not have to 

remind you these discussions are classified, and that is what you tell your Board of Directors."
"Yes Commander," Amster concurred.
"Thank you everyone.  We'll let you know when we need to speak again."  Kade signed off 

before a contrarian could respond.  The meeting broke up, and several people walked towards the 
food table again before walking out the door.

"What do you think is at work here?" Roman asked Dominique who was standing near the 
coffee.  She was the least official, but possibly the most differential thinker in the room.  He had 
watched her intently listening to each individual's comments, while not saying a word. 
"Whoever is doing this has the exact same airwaves we do.  How are they avoiding us?"

"They may have figured out an advanced method for using existing resources," Dominique 
responded.

"Like what?"
"Like splitting the airwaves in a way the average human cannot detect because we also do 

not know the split is possible.  Like Mr. Tesla with electricity, yes, he invented a vital product 
we cannot even see.  We do not see the opportunity around us even if it's right in front of us. 
Our eyes cannot detect the possibility.  Imagine if there were a cave or crack, your intruder, 
whatever it is, can slip into.  The process can be out of our range of observation and therefore 
recognition, like drones that cannot be detected by sensors, nor picked up by cameras."



"Why would anyone besides terrorists need that functionality?  We've had four attacks but 
no boasting or demands.  What kind of terrorist makes no demands?"

"One who wants to disrupt the world without drawing attention to himself?"
"Interesting."
"Why?  Because that could be any one of them?"
"No, the opposite.  That could only be a handful of people."

*

PART FOUR - THE UNWIELDLY SEARCH

Chapter Nineteen

The cobblestone streets of old Dublin muffled the footsteps following paths soaking up the 
lingering scent of whiskey spills.  Ireland's demographic crash had ended forever the balance of 
the Irish on the island, turning the national capital into an unruly pan-European party town.  In 
search of jobs, Irish youth had scattered to every edge of the earth where they managed to 
preserve and promote their culture in all other lands where their mythic history would be 
recognized.  

In Dublin, the twisting stone ground is reserved for the tourists, and the economy thrived on 
the mingling of foreigners and returning descendants who avowed to lose all inhibitions, in the 
nonjudgmental narrow roadways of the once proud city.  The regions of the city not reserved for 
visitors were, for the most part, abandoned factories, closed in the trade for cheaper labor 
elsewhere.  Only rain still fell freely on the Emerald Isle, incessantly providing energy and fresh 
water, and those two restricted commodities supplied jobs for those who stayed behind.  A 
transient population filled the balance of the employment ranks.  They came from all over 
Europe, Africa, even America.  Ireland was a weigh station, effortless to enter, painless to leave. 
People who needed an unobtrusive place to claim a future, even if only for a short while, could 
choose to go to Ireland.

For Zylen Blain, Ireland was an attractive magnet with a tight but gentle pull.  A rocking 
cradle filled with comforts and securities for a hungry man who thrived in a legacy technology 
infrastructure with an unobstructed reach out to the world.  As Zylen walked through the streets, 
his shoes leaving no sound or mark on the pavement, he maintained a vigilant eye on his 
surroundings.  He lived in a non-descript rented townhouse five minutes outside the old city, and 
he always walked when he was in town.  Preferring to avoid the eyes of The Network, he did not 
use public transport.

Zylen did not care for The Network.  Unlike most people, he zealously guarded and enjoyed 
the right to think for himself.  At the age of eight, he had become aware of this difference when 
he inadvertently selected the 'Account' view on the computer screen where he had been 
completing an education lesson in a study hall in his hometown of Melbourne, Australia.  

For the first time ever, he had noticed an 'Options' icon.  Zylen had never before seen the 



word 'option' on a computer menu.  Highlighting the term, he had selected the dictionary feature. 
The definition had appeared as 'Option - the opportunity or ability to choose something or to 
choose between two or more things.  Something that can be chosen; a choice or a possibility.' 
(Merriam-Webster Free Dictionary)

'The opportunity or ability to choose something?'  Zylen had been puzzled.  He knew he 
could choose between a banana and an apple for his lunch.  He could choose whether to play 
with his toy cars or soldiers, but he had no idea he could choose actions on a government-
controlled education computer.  He had wondered if choosing on a computer had the same 
meaning as his fruit selections.  Upon touching the 'Options' icon, the screen had opened up to 
reveal various words, with accompanying drop-down lists for language, color, speed, brightness, 
level, time, post-secondary preference, employment preference and other details.  Zylen had been 
amazed, and had instantly recognized the selections were categorized for him.  The display 
language was English, and the screen banners were blue, his favorite color.  The post-secondary 
preference had displayed 'Technical School.'  'What insolence,' he had thought.  His parents were 
computer programmers who had earned their credentials at a technical school.  But Zylen was 
aiming for a challenge, and had been thinking about applying to attend the prestigious and 
competitive Massachusetts Institute of Technology in America.  He had wondered why The 
Network displayed he was destined for technical school.  To learn more, he had touched the 
drop-down indicator.  Instantly a warning message had appeared which read 'You do not have 
authorization to make changes on this page.'  Zylen had been heart-broken.  If he had no personal 
authorization to choose his own options, who did?

Returning to the math lesson he had been working on, Zylen thought through where the 
authorization could lie.  As an online-only student, he had no specific teacher.  The large study 
hall supported thousands of people of all ages.  Human monitors roamed the aisles more as 
overseers than as educators.  In Australia, as in most developed countries, the entire state 
requirements for the mandatory public school educational curriculum, pre-kindergarten through 
twelfth year and college preparatory advanced courses, were freely available online as lectures, 
learning games, exercise modules and standardized tests to be started as soon as a child was 
ready to learn, and completed at his own pace.  

To maintain a student's interest in the lesson content, The Network cross-referenced and 
integrated the individual's social media, shopping, recreation, food, and other preferences into the 
applications.  An individual who enjoyed skiing would receive math problems to calculate the 
slope of a ski mountain.  Reading segments would include the names of the individual's friends 
and family, or references to preferred entertainment programs.  Individuals worked through the 
material at all hours of any day, and families took vacations when convenient.  Throughout the 
country, separate school buildings and formal academic years were rare.  To prevent fraud, 
online-only learning individuals were required to report in person, at least once every 90 days, to 
a testing location where they would be administered their level tests under strict security.  If 
scores deviated too far from those already recorded by The Network, the student would be 
required to attend a traditional, physical school facility for at least the next six months before 
being permitted to continue online-only again.  The Network also recorded the deviation, and 
stored a notation in the individual's permanent profile.

If a student had continuous difficulty in progressing through the subject exercises, a human 
instructor would provide assistance.  Zylen had noted these instructors used separate lessons on 
their coms to directly teach the students.  After a human session, The Network would allow the 
student to try online again.  Friends who had instructor intervention had told him their lessons 



were straightforward, but also made slower by repetitive questions.  
Human interaction slowed down the process of moving up from one level to the next.  But 

students like Zylen, who completed the work without assistance, continued on to more advanced 
academic challenges without interruption.  The Network had not been seen to adjust aesthetic 
features, but the programs always reset the academic difficulty based on a student's performance.

Zylen had wondered how he could prompt The Network to adjust his options.  He had 
thought about this challenge continuously before coming up with a testable idea.  For any online 
activity, whenever available, he would change his preferred color selection from blue to green. 
The practice had been difficult to implement at first.  Deciding to start with product purchases, if 
The Network defaulted the selected color to blue, he would use options to change the order to 
green.  On Internet shopping sites, when an offer popped up 'This item also available in other 
colors,' he would select green.  After a few orders spread over half the year, Zylen had realized 
the experiment would be long and tedious.  He did not often shop online, and after manually 
resetting his color preferences on consumer and social media website pages offering options, 
there were few other selection possibilities.  But with no other ideas for changing The Network's 
default, he had continued to persistently maintain his green selections.

Nearly three months after he had started selecting green for every available color-defined 
purchase or display, Zylen had logged in to his education website, and all of his page banners 
were in green.  Almost screaming aloud with excitement, he had realized the experiment had 
uncovered The Network's mandate to set preferences based on the activities and selections in his 
life.  This had been the first time he would be aware of the system's reality, and the beginning of 
his assault on the inner functioning of The Network.  

For once his euphoria had faded, he had wondered how to proceed with his revelation. 
Besides color, there were not many other life variables he could influence.  Even setting his post-
secondary preference to a foreign university seemed beyond a manipulable reach.  The Network 
recorded all levels of achievement, and automatically provided details to university recruitment 
and employment databases.  The data was designated as non-identifying information, but 
students often wanted high-ranking post-secondary institutions, and desirable employers to know 
whom they were.  

If a child had routinely logged on at 7 am to start education lessons, a future employer could 
obtain the fact from his Network education profile.  To prevent discrimination, the law restricted 
gender and ethnicity information to government or law enforcement purposes.  This control 
significantly changed the demographic balance in higher education and employment.  Only the 
truly meritorious students were recognized, and they represented approximately the same 
percentage at the top of every demographic group.  They no longer had to complete college and 
employment applications, as acceptances to higher learning institutions and job offers would be 
automatically, and frequently, sent.  

An individual could complete the state's education requirements at any point, receive a 
diploma, and be eligible to go on with the rest of life.  Some continued with advanced university-
level classes, and skipped the cost of the first one or two years of post-secondary education. 
Zylen knew students who consistently achieved the highest percentile rankings in education 
lessons received numerous university acceptance offers, but he had also noticed the offers came 
only from national universities.  He had not heard of a student receiving an unsolicited 
acceptance from another country.  People had gone to school in other countries, but he knew they 
directly applied.  He had thought about that process.  Maybe directly applying or requesting 
information changed the preferences.  But he had also known he could not apply early in his 



education.  He was certain he would need to complete a higher level of grades.  The Network 
would definitely tell a student with records only completed to fifth level, that he was not yet 
qualified to apply.  He had to think of another route, which turned out to be an approach almost 
never tried.  

He would ask.
Questions directed to the state educational authorities could only be sent by electronic mail. 

But since a bureaucrat on the other end would not likely respond to a random e-mail from a 
student, Zylen did not think a direct approach would be a valuable use of his time.  Hindered by 
this reality, he had tried his parents.  

Like most working people, Zylen's family lived vertically in one of the thousands of high-
rise residential buildings dominating the Melbourne skyline.  For millions of city residents, it 
was economical for the individuals and more efficient for the government, to settle in skyscraper 
towers providing all municipal services.  Energy use was strictly monitored, waste efficiently 
treated, and water consistently recycled.  

For a contrast relief, Zylen's parents enjoyed taking the family out to scattered rural 
settlements to appreciate the dried away, faded beauty of the Outback, and the pounded hard soil 
reminding them of the once unlimited potential of natural lands.  The empty countryside was by 
far Zylen's preferred part of his homeland.  He hated the press and prying eyes of the city, and 
more specifically The Network managing it all.

When he had returned home on the afternoon after changing his screen colors, his first 
question to his parents had been about choice.  He had told his parents about the 'Options' icon. 
But they had never heard of the selection.

"The preferences are on my 'Account' page," he had explained.  They had never heard of an 
'Account' page either.

"But I don't get it?" his father had asked.  "Why do you need an 'Option' icon?"
Instinctively believing in his right to personal choice, Zylen had not previously considered 

the question.  Pressing on, he had explained, "I want to change my uni preferences.  What if I 
want to go to MIT in America?  The Network has me slotted for technical school?  I don't know 
if I'm missing important educational information if my preference says tech school."

"Nothing wrong with tech school."
"No, there's nothing wrong with the education selection, except it's not my preference.  Who 

has the authority to change my preferences?"  His parents had looked at each other.  "I guess not 
you two."

"No, not us."
"So who?"
"Don't know."
Afterward, Zylen had been determined to find out where ultimate authority of The Network 

was held.  By sixteen, he was working as a journalist obtaining access to government 
information as he tried to piece together the complete story of how The Network functioned.  But 
he had always hit a dead end.  Bureaucrats would refer him back to The Network.  No official 
ever sent him forward to speak to a human with authority.  After a few months, he had switched 
gears.  Having tried a direct application to MIT, which had been rejected because his secondary-
level course selections were not sufficiently advanced to be considered adequate preparation for 
the school's minimum curriculum.  With that result he had, in fact, gone on to technical school as 
The Network had suggested, and successfully obtained his credentials.  Comfortably supporting 
himself as a computer engineer, he had only formally worked part-time, and spent the rest of his 



waking hours trying to decipher The Network.
But The Network knew when its processes were being analyzed.  Since the structure of 

online education software was part of the foundation for data integration programming, 
governments created Network applications for pattern-matching capabilities obtained from 
mimicking all stages of human behavior.  Initially, teenagers had prompted the cross-referencing 
of Network data by agreeing to link their entertainment, shopping and social media online 
accounts to enhance and familiarize their education lessons with activities and celebrities they 
preferred.  The learning apps, which had started the process as an option, were eventually 
defaulted into an automatic feature for all students.  

The seamless crossover was extended to parents and other adults, and once the average 
consumer had opened the door, The Network took over.  The system connected and cross-
connected every link an individual made, and cross-connected those links again.  The 
connections were used by The Network to make decisions, and those decisions were embedded 
in memory and used for more decisions.  Repeated requests for information were aggregated into 
decipherable behavior blocks.  

Zylen's requests to The Network, for information about how The Network operated, were 
being tracked and organized, as unofficial and intrusive.  Since The Network had tried to cut him 
off by looping him back to sites he had already visited, Zylen had used multiple IP addresses and 
aliases to access and search data servers belonging to the education ministry, internal security 
department, and popular social networking sites.  But every name had a record on The Network, 
and every record could be analyzed to trace its origin and connections.  Throughout the world, 
millions of fake names, usernames and password combinations were collected.  Law 
enforcement analyzed the data whenever they searched for a suspect who followed a pattern, 
even one who had tried to make the effort look random.  When data crunching finally identified a 
real person, the police issued warnings, and Zylen went on the run.  Unauthorized trolling of 
government sites was illegal.  Although Zylen had not disturbed any of the data he had found, his 
intentions were not benign.

Chased out of Australia, Zylen had to re-establish in a more discreet location.  The 
patchwork of states labeled across the African continent had produced a governance hybrid inter-
locking the centralized understanding of the eastern world, with the autonomy demands of the 
western world.  Zylen landed in Brazzaville, the capital of Congo where he could work with 
impunity in a state fighting to survive.  Several African nations were routinely attempting to 
stabilize their democracies, in tandem with the bitter realities of natural resource constraints.  

Little money was available to extend the advanced Network to dominate and order life as the 
system did in developed countries.  Only the globally-facing infrastructure of international 
airports, resource mines and agricultural complexes, or foreign investor-driven high tech offices, 
retail stores, hotels and residential buildings maintained a surveillance structure.  In struggling 
countries, the capabilities of wireless com remained attached to the local working people more 
than to governments.  This fact ironically conceded inherent freedom to the population living in 
the pockets of the continent lingering in poverty, while dominating the lives of those in stable 
developed economies that had implemented omnipresent Network control.  In nearly every 
section of Brazzaville, Zylen could find a home to work without notice or disruption.  

In an integrated world, foreigners attracted little attention.  Most African capitals had a 
significant Chinese community.  But in Brazzaville, Chinese nationals and their locally born 
offspring were nearly half the population.  The working language of the streets was more often 
Mandarin than the French enduring from the colonial era.  But French did remain the language of 



the wealthy elite in the country, and in other corners all around the world.  The legitimate 
demonstration of an extended education, thoughtful upbringing, cultural sophistication, 
professionalism or comfortable wealth was the ability to speak French.  If a working person, or a 
rogue technologist, lived in a historically French region, speaking the language did not draw 
attention, and fluency was vital for reaching around the pre-defined limitations of those who 
lived off the streets.

A technologist operating in French in a nominally French-speaking country could blend in to 
the neighborhoods, while having access to the elite through a connection that had been 
completely overlooked.  Wealthy French speakers did not program their own computers.  

In Brazzaville, a skilled freelancer could pick up an outdated computer, programmed by 
technologists for French speakers, and open up communication into a world where he had no 
direct access.  Arriving in the sweltering tropical country with only the settlement advice he had 
read about online, Zylen had taken a room near the hostels sheltering backpackers launching 
Congo River expeditions.  Among the tourists, no one had noticed him arriving, or that he never 
left.  

In the back of one of Brazzaville's electronic stores, he had found discarded computers 
marked for recycling or fixing.  Identifying dormant links did not take long for a man of Zylen's 
technical capabilities.  Exploiting the digital traces an influential selection of French-speaking 
people had inadvertently left open, he had uncovered their secrets, and gained a route through 
their locked doors where he was able to offer a lucrative exchange for the one intangible they 
were most prepared to employ...his brainpower.

Brainpower that attracted the attention of his backers in Ireland.  
Backers who were now on edge about a global crisis threatening to destroy their secret 

world.

Chapter Twenty

The level, dry plain of the Okavango Delta spread across the middle of Botswana as an 
unoccupied, desolate hinterland.  Dominique and Branson stared out of their private jet windows, 
separately, but simultaneously, wondering about the lost sightings of complete packs of lions, 
leopards, hippopotamus, elephants, giraffes and wildebeest roaming freely across the land.  The 
inland waterway's alluvial flow had suddenly failed years before.  The once dazzling cascades of 
migrating animals that had drawn the admiration and wonder of the world had been left to starve 
and die.  Rich on minerals and sunshine, the country had maintained its hope, but few tourists 
came to search for wildlife.  Safaris had become futile.  

Efforts to repopulate the area were relentless.  A suspicion survived that the animals were 
still there, hiding away from the humans who had, in the quest to preserve the region, taken over 
their natural homes.  But when the plane touched down outside of the capital city of Gaborone, 
only the shadows of a few scattered zebras and antelopes were sketched into the ground as 
Dominique and Branson climbed out into the invigorating southern African sunshine.  The two 
teammates had barely said a word to one another on the long trip from D.C.  

He sensed she did not like him.
"Do you want to go straight to the site or freshen up first?" Branson queried.



Dominique glanced at him.  'This is going to be interminable,' she thought.  Having agreed 
to assist in an investigation taking her away from her work, children and home, she was still 
ambivalent about joining a global team to search for answers to questions she only superficially 
understood, with people she normally would not have bothered meeting.  Dominique appreciated 
men of culture and intellect, which in her opinion, Branson was not.  

After immediately assessing his personality type as the paper-thin replica of an 
advertisement for clever, fashionable wonder boys who never measured their contribution to any 
discussion, she was afraid he would torture her for days with banal conversation.  In her opinion, 
the team was soaking in these men, Roman defined the profile, Branson was its model, Slater its 
advocate, and Madison, well he probably could be tolerated, but she was still evaluating him.  

Dominique operated in a world of science and experimentation, searching for specific results 
to aid millions of lives.  To her, these men played on their coms, and tossed ideas around a table 
as if talk alone led to workable solutions.  But in her world, ideas had to be defined, 
implemented, seen to work, or buried as appropriate.  She wondered if a simpleton like Branson 
could understand the complexity she preferred to manipulate and observe.  

"Let us go along to the site," she replied, secretly calculating, the faster they completed the 
work, the sooner she could go home.  "We should begin to work right away and report back to 
the Commander."

"Oh, okay," Branson acknowledged.  "Let's go."  They stepped into a waiting car, controlled 
by a human driver.  In Botswana, local people did not trust vehicles moving without visible 
human intervention.  Aged superstitions equated the sight of driver-less transports with unsettled 
dead souls.  But the insistence on a human driver did not discount The Network's conveniences. 
Despite the presence of the silent older man poised at the steering wheel, the car's computer had 
been programmed with coordinates for their destination, and would inform the energy complex 
team they were enroute.  As the vehicle moved away from the airport terminal, Branson turned 
back towards Dominique.  "You know we should talk about our planned schedule."

"We have our instructions."
"I'm pretty sure you don't follow instructions."
Dominique had to inwardly smile, 'first intelligent comment the simpleton has made since 

we met,' she thought.  "We can start with the information they have given us, and build from 
there," she told him.

"Sure, do you want to look at the briefing docs?"
"I already have."  She glanced at him, thinking 'lazy too.'  But stated aloud, "I know the tasks 

we are expected to carry out upon arrival."
"Oh."  Branson awkwardly looked at his com.  He had not read any of the detailed 

instructions, choosing instead to sleep on the flight, and personally think through the mandate of 
the team.  After a few minutes, he changed tactics.  "Why don't you tell me the approach you 
think we should take."

Hiding her exasperation, Dominique continued staring out the window.  "We need to look at 
the actual site, to see if there are elements around the location, like natural obstructions, 
disrupting signals, or places where a person could hide but remotely control a drone from close 
proximity."

"Okay."
"The Control Center should also be looked over.  They've gone through from top to bottom, 

every function, and they cannot find a problem."
"You want us to check again?"



"We are here to find the details they did not, yes?"
"But we do not have to go over the evidence they have already reviewed."
"No, we do not."
Branson realized he had answered his own question.  But frustrated by her aloofness, he 

switched tactics again.  "Look, we are supposed to be working together.  We can be civil to one 
another."

"I am being civil."
"Not really."
"I'm used to working alone."
"But you're not alone now.  I'm here, and we have been assigned to work together to solve a 

major problem."
"I'm aware of the assignment."
"Good so loosen up and work with me."
"Loosen up?"
"Yeah relax, be a real person.  Don't you have kids?  I can't believe you're so robotic with 

them."
Dominique narrowed her eyes.  "My children are not boring.  I value their company to a 

significantly higher level than yours.  No offense Mr. Miracolli, but I'm not interested in 
friendship, only results."

"I'm boring?" Branson exclaimed with genuine surprise.  "You have to be kidding me."
"What?  No woman has ever told you that?"
"No, because it's not true."
They stared at each other.  "Let's do the work without discussing your personality."
Turning their backs to one another, each resumed staring out the window.  The vehicle 

crossed the empty plains to reach the solar energy site.  Before the car came to a complete stop, 
Dominique got out and looked around.  Within the radius around the complex there were no high 
hills or tall buildings, not even trees.  'So much for an initial theory,' she thought, as she turned to 
walk towards the complex's Control Center.  Branson jogged to catch up with her.  Arriving 
precisely when calculated by the car's com, at the entry they had only a brief wait while the facial 
recognition technology ran through its sequence before a voice scanner said, "State your name."

Dominique approached first.  She faced the screen that appeared only as a mirror, 
"Dominique Dorth," she clearly stated.

A minute later the scanner repeated the command for Branson.  "Branson Miracolli," he said 
to the screen.

The scanner continued the instruction for three other people who were in the security area. 
When complete, the programmed voice pronounced, "Clearance received."  The door in front of 
the visitors suddenly opened.

Immediately inside, Dominique and Branson entered an extended hallway, with closed doors 
on either side.  Walking straight ahead and entering through sliding glass doors, they walked into 
a monitor-filled space.  A technician emerged from behind a console.

"Good afternoon," Elton Makembe greeted them.
"Good afternoon," Dominique and Branson replied in unison.
Makembe swept his arm around the room.  "This is our workplace.  If you have any 

questions for me, I'll be sitting over there."  He pointed to a chair and table on the other side of 
the room.

"Thank you," Dominique responded.



Makembe hesitated as if he should say more.  He was not accustomed to the formality of 
foreign visitors.  But he had been told this team had little time to see the complex before moving 
on.  Special Command had already cleared the authorizations for their visit with the management 
company.  Branson and Dominique had protocols, site maps and contact names updated to their 
coms.  After waiting another minute for further remarks, Makembe walked away.

Dominique and Branson began moving around the room.  Sitting at an empty console, 
Branson ran an advanced Special Command computer scanner across the complex's internal 
Network configuration to determine if there were unexpected programs or protocols.  But there 
were none.

Dominique surveyed the room, stopping briefly to clarify questions with Makembe.  The 
area had no unique or faltering surveillance or recording devices.  Within less than an hour, 
Special Command's two agents both independently realized they had noted little of interest.

"Let's go outside," Dominique suggested.
Branson nodded and punched a code into his com.  A two-person transport arrived at their 

side.  Appearing as an open air flying carpet with a metal base and manual controls on a 
dashboard console, the transport was designed specifically for the energy complex, and would 
travel only as far as the fenced perimeter of the site.  "We can go to the actual location where the 
incident first happened, and see where we want to go next," Branson offered.

"Okay."
They climbed on.  The transport took off in the direction of the panels, only briefly stopping 

to wait for wall-length glass doors to open automatically into the sunlight.  The solar farm was a 
horizontal land area filled with photovoltaic panels converting the sun's solar radiation into 
electricity.  Aimed upwards to the sky, the panels absorbed photons, the sun's particles, before 
converting to electricity, the human's current.  Lying in rows stretched to the end of a viewer's 
range, the panels' noticeable blue-silver linings twinkled under the free energy source.  The 
silence of the structure struck Dominique immediately.  Occasionally a panel would move to 
more directly capture the light, but the sound was virtually imperceptible.  Smoothly, the 
transport reached the scene and stopped.  They were hovering above the replacement panels in 
the southwest quadrant of the array.

"We can't get a good look from here," Branson commented, squinting down at the panels.
Dominique tried not to roll her eyes.  'Did he always have to state the obvious?' she thought, 

but said aloud, "I'm going to get out."
"What?  You mean onto the panel?"
"Yes."  Dominique reached out to the transport's manual override icon, and directed the 

vehicle downwards, until it was almost resting on a panel.  Gingerly, she stepped out.  While the 
separate panel was covered in a thin glass, and set in an aluminum frame, the entire array was 
built into a steel net bolted to the ground.  If she stood only on the steel supports, the array would 
hold her weight.  Branson watched as Dominique dropped to her knees, and crawled along the 
thin steel piping, trying to look through the edges between the frame and panel to the ground 
below.  After a few minutes, she stood up and shook her head.  Climbing back onto the transport 
she commented, "We have to pick these up so we can look underneath.  The gap is too narrow, 
and too dark.  I could not really get a good look."

Branson gaped at her with barely concealed admiration.  "Yeah sure, let's rip up a solar 
energy grid," he flippantly suggested.

'What an idiot!' she silently considered yet again, but said aloud, "We can remove the panels 
without disruption.  We will follow their established process.  I'll get the work organized." 



Dominique turned to her com and began entering text.  
Silenced, Branson sat back and looked around.
"The air here is very still," he remarked as a diversion.  "Almost unnaturally still."
"I noticed that too."
"I don't know if the observation helps us.  North Sea is notoriously wild, but northern 

Canada can be still."
"And in the ocean?"
"No air at all."  Dominique and Branson carefully turned away from each other, neither 

betraying the desire to think through the facts they were assembling.
Dominique broke the silence.  "Let's get these panels moved.  I want to see underneath."
They waited a day.  Taking two panels offline required activating override protocols at the 

energy company, Botswana government, Southern African regional government, and Special 
Command.  When the approvals had been checked off, workers arrived, and using cranes, they 
lifted the panels off the steel supports.  Dominique and Branson flew back over the site.  Keeping 
the transport above them, they climbed down onto the ground.

In silence, they looked at the dried, hard-packed soil.  The steel frame was built 
approximately one foot off the ground, on a land area of sand and dirt.  The sight surprised 
Dominique.  "Shouldn't they have built this onto a cement platform?" she asked.

Branson kicked at the dirt.  "They could have, but it would have been more expensive," he 
noted.

"Wouldn't leaving the foundation as dirt let particulates onto the cells?"
"The panels are covered."
"A dirt ground looks like a construction shortcut."
"The array builders must have accepted the plan.  The site was designed this way."
"Maybe this one is quite old."
Running their hands across the ground, they aimed flashlight apps from their coms to 

illuminate the space under the surrounding panels.  Nearby the dismantling team curiously 
watched as they waited for the instruction to put the panels back into place.

"It's a dead end," Branson remarked.
"I'm actually going to agree with you.  But let's run analysis on this soil anyway." 

Dominique took a plastic container out of her pocket, and scooped up a handful of soil.  After 
taking several pictures with her com, she looked around one more time as if to will a sign from 
the array.  Instead they returned to the transport, and signaled to the workers to replace the 
panels.

"Well that was our investigation," Branson noted, as they hovered in the transport at the 
entrance to the Control Center.

"I doubt we are finished," Dominique commented.  "Still air, natural ground foundations, 
there must be a feature about this array that makes the site different from others."

"You mean a reason why he targeted this one?"
"Or it.  Yes."
"It?  You think the intruder is The Network?"
"I'm not ruling out any possibility.  I'm a scientist.  I like hard facts.  And unfortunately, 

there is quite possibly a hard fact that The Network has the program for an unauthorized attack."
Branson sat further back into the transport.  "'Wow I hope not, but I agree.  A Network 

program we have not encountered is completely theoretically possible.  But we'll have a hell of a 
lot more trouble on our hands, if it's actually true."



"Because we do not know how to turn off the program?"
"Yeah, The Network was built to run as an automatic program.  The system looks after 

itself, fixes its own problems.  We designed the functionality to leave us alone."
"The Network fixes its own problems?"
"Yeah."
"Maybe the program thinks there is a problem."
Branson sat up.  "Like what?  What are you getting at?"
"The Network thinks it has a problem, and sends its own drones to get rid of the issue."
"But what problem?  And where are the drones coming from?"
"Well the problem could be related to the use of energy.  Even renewable energy, the use of 

the sun, the wind, the water to generate electricity, all of the factors could be having a negative 
effect on The Network."

"What?  The Network is a crazed anti-environmentalist?"  Branson laughed.  Dominique 
glared at him until he stopped before seriously asking, "And the subvees?"

"Disturbing the ocean floor, does that fit?  I don't know."
"Well we don't know what they're disturbing down there, maybe The Network does.  Maybe 

the program is trying to fix an error only it can detect."
"By killing people?"
"Does the system know about killing people?"
"Certainly.  The Network can detect humans."
"The Network can detect human forms and react accordingly.  But does the system really 

know the difference between a human and a tree?  The software only knows the pixel pattern and 
electrical signals emanating from a captured visual image.  Based on the identification and 
classification programming, the result matches to the human data record.  But there are no 
automatic instructions to avoid killing humans.  In fact, we have programmed the opposite.  

Law enforcement and military drones are required to have cameras for a human controller to 
decide whether to use the weapon based on the circumstances.  The Network definitely knows 
drones are used to kill humans.  Those instructions have existed for decades.  All of the records 
and circumstances when the commands are activated are available.  The system would know 
there are tens of thousands of kill reports and no pattern related to that outcome.  Drones in all 
variation of circumstances have killed every demographic of humans.  Men, women, children, at 
work, at school, going to a store, committing a crime, during wars, during civil unrest, during 
peace, The Network knows no one specific reason is required.  Sure if this is the work of a 
human, he's doing what he wants.  But if it's The Network, the attacks could be a reaction to 
recorded and analyzed data."

"But The Network is not weaponized to protect itself.  You still need authorization for a 
weaponized drone, no?"

"We think."
"That would be—"
"We need another program to verify this idea."
"Yes, a separate program searching The Network and looking specifically for variables in 

those scenarios."
Branson grinned.  "Ah oh, we're beginning to think alike."
"No we're not," Dominique snapped at him.  'You're finally waking up,' she thought but said 

aloud, "I don't know who could come up with that kind of program, but the work would have to 
happen quickly, yes?  We have no idea of the plan for those subvees.  If those vessels are 



attacked with 40,000 people down there, the story would be impossible to hide."
"One little drone could destroy a subvee."
"One or maybe more.  Is there only one?  We have no idea what it, or he, is planning.  We 

cannot be complacent about the potential capabilities."
"If The Network has learned to think like us.  We need to think like The Network."
"Right."
"Okay, why would The Network want to attack the infrastructure of renewable energy 

sources?"
The question lay suspended between them as they directed the transport to continue their 

exploration of the Botswana incident site.  Flying out further over the solar panels, patrolling 
again through the Control Center, and looking at area surveillance data at state police 
headquarters, they checked and re-checked all of the reports, photos, audio and video they could 
retrieve from The Network.

"I actually wish we could think like humans," Dominique lamented as they walked towards 
their transport near the end of the third day.

"What do you mean?" Branson asked.
"I wish we could remember, to be human, to be people."
"Ahh, we are people."
"Not really."
"Okay how did we get to this?  You're freaking me out."
"You know, while we're here, we should try and see the San, the indigenous people of the 

Kalahari."
"Indigenous people?  You mean the Bushmen?"
"Oh for heaven's sake!  Are you a hundred years old?  No one calls them Bushmen 

anymore."
"Why?  There's none of them left to be offended."
"Seriously?"
"I'm joking.  And I'm serious.  There are no more San people, at least not as I think you want 

to see them."
"Yes there are.  I have met with them once before.  They have extraordinary survival and 

healing techniques.  I would love to see them while we are here."
"Where did you meet them?  Here?"
"No, across the border in Namibia."
"Those are fakes.  They are set up for the tourists.  The real ones don't exist anymore."
"Let's try and find out for ourselves."
"Aren't we trying to save the world?"
"Do you have our next activity planned?  We have spent enough time around here.  We 

could use a different perspective, yes.  Let us go.  Don't be boring.  You can have a little 
adventure."

Before Branson could protest further, Dominique used her com to reserve an advanced all-
terrain vehicle and driver guide to take them away from the managed area of the solar panel 
complex, and the scattered villages of the countryside and national parks, to find the San people 
as they were still believed to be living.

The next day as they met the guide, he warned them, "San people, they are difficult to find, 
very difficult."

"That means give me more money," Branson whispered.



Dominique glared at him, but said, "Relax."
"Why do you want to do this?" Branson moaned, reluctantly climbing into the vehicle while 

checking his com.  "He says we won't find them."
"Give me the day," Dominique requested, desperately longing for Branson to stop 

complaining.  She had thought of leaving him behind in Gaborone, but felt his feeble mind could 
use an expansion by viewing a site he would never visit alone.

After hours of driving over terrain often failing to resemble roads, they arrived in a village a 
few miles west of Tshane in western Botswana, and let the driver leave them to search for help 
and another guide.

"Look around you," Dominique remarked as she climbed out of the vehicle.  No signs of 
human or animal life were visible on the pancaked land, fraying with crumbling edges as the 
terrain cast a haze of desert yellow for miles in every direction.  Only limp brush, twig-shaped 
trees and reedy bristles of bushes, swayed occasionally when a breeze slipped through an 
opening.  No water source sparkled.  No polluted or compromised air enrobed them.  This part of 
the earth had rolled past the sun, without alteration, for millennia.  "Can you believe places like 
this still exist?"

"No," Branson sincerely replied.
"You know when foreigners first encountered the San and heard them speaking in clicks, 

with clicking sounds I mean, they were totally amazed.  But imagine, we learned to speak to 
computers in clicks.  One click, two clicks, left, right, I mean we don't need the sound, but it's the 
same word, to our ears, almost the same idea.  Double click, single click, and each click is a 
coded instruction the computer can interpret."

"Okay and that means…?" Branson asked, losing the thread of her thoughts.
"I live in a city with, on a slow day, maybe fifty million people pushed up against each other 

in a hundred kilometer circumference, yes.  We have every technical convenience packed in 
tightly, carried in our hands," she lifted her com, "or on our sleeves.  We stare at screens all day 
long.  That's how we survive.  But out here, they have to look at the earth around them, at the 
grasslands and the trees.  They have to hope for rain, and the sun, and use their hands for 
hunting, cooking and building shelters.  It's amazing to think this is still happening."

"Amazing because it's not happening," Branson sarcastically said.  "This is the 22nd century, 
the San are gone, extinct.  Their descendants have been assimilated."

"While we are here in this part of the world, it's important to try and have a look for them," 
Dominique persisted.  "We should see other lives, at least to remind ourselves of the essence of 
human beings, and the history and evolution we are supposed to be protecting.  You mentioned 
those 40,000 people under the ocean.  Do we care about them because The Network told us to 
care, or because we know to care?  I want to be reminded of the right answer, yes."

Before Branson could respond, they heard a whistle and circled around the vehicle to see the 
driver waving to them.  Beside him stood two tall, lanky men dressed in dirt-colored cloths 
covering only their private parts.  Both were carrying spears stretching the length of their bodies. 
Dominique smiled.

"Oh you've got to be kidding," Branson commented with disdain.  "Aren't you a little too 
smart to fall for that?  Now we're in an amusement park.  If those two are not a set-up for 
tourists, I don't know what is.  They probably changed out of their shorts and t-shirts about five 
minutes ago."

"Shut up," Dominique snapped, walking on towards the group.
The guide introduced Dominique and Branson.  The men said they were from a nearby 



temporary settlement, and would escort the visitors there, for two hundred dollars.  "Told you," 
Branson whispered.

"You cannot blame them for wanting a little extra money to support their families," 
Dominique whispered back.  She accepted the offer.

"Right."
"Let's go."
They followed the men through the grass for nearly two miles before coming upon their 

settlement.  Branson wanted to laugh when he saw the cell tower in the near distance, but the 
guide responded before he could comment.  "Communicating tower everywhere," he explained.

"The tower is not theirs," Dominique remarked, dismissing the obstruction looming over the 
land.  She started walking towards two women who were cooking over an open fire.  "As in the 
rest of the world, the government invades traditional hunting grounds here."  The women greeted 
them as they reached the fire.  "They do all of their own hunting?" she asked the guide.

"Yes of course," the guide replied.  "Since forever."
"The San have been hunting and gathering forever," Dominique pensively repeated, turning 

towards Branson.  "We do not know how to independently feed ourselves.  But we have built a 
machine to shoot at us.  Are you sure you don't want to show some respect?"

Branson had stopped laughing.  Lying beside the open fire were the entrails from a hunted 
antelope.  He had never seen meat fresh after a kill.  To his surprise, he fought to control his 
stomach as blood dripped off a wooden table into the loose dirt below.  In contrast, Dominique 
melted into the scene as if she had always been there, and soon disappeared into a hut.

"She is talking to the women, very nice, okay English," the guide said.
"Yes," Branson remarked, quickly removing his gaze from the bloody scene.  "She is very 

nice."  Rushing away from the cooking fires, he walked idly around the settlement, staring at the 
handcrafted tools and rudimentary homes made of packed mud and fan branches.  

He stopped to watch young boys making spears, carving the wood with flints.  He had never 
seen the task practiced before, not even in an education program.  Realizing their small hands 
were genuinely talented with the implements, Branson ceased questioning the authenticity of the 
scene.  Even if they had arrived an hour before to impress the tourists, they were physically 
doing the work, highlighting a skill he knew no urban child had ever mastered.  In the context, in 
terms of individual capability, he could believe their way of life still existed.  The people greeted 
him warmly, with smiles and an invitation to try the task, and to share their food.  On the edge of 
their desert, the instinct to hospitality had not changed for thousands of years.

Dominique rejoined him.  "You see how they use their hands and eyes, and how they are 
completely connected to the land," she remarked.  "Like an extension of themselves."

"I guess," Branson responded, pretending not to be moved.
"They are integrated with the earth and we are integrated with a com screen."
"Well some people like the earth and some people like screens."
Dominique stared at him and sighed.  "Some people like the earth?  Are you a tour guide for 

Martians?"
"Look, stop hammering me.  What are we doing here?  We're supposed to be working."
"We are working.  In any setting, you can be thinking.  Sometimes it's better to be away 

from the obvious, yes.  We are trying to figure out how much human beings have changed, and 
these people are helping us."

"How?"
Dominique looked at him and sighed again.  "Look over there."  She gestured to a group of 



children playing a game in the shade of overhanging tree branches.
"Yes."
"Look at their hands."  Branson looked.  The children were repeatedly moving their hands to 

swat away flies and other insects.
"Okay?"
"They sense an insect bothering them, like a fly or mosquito, picking at their skin, very 

irritating.  They don't see the insect, but they brush it away, instinctively.  See the motion of 
swinging a hand to wave the annoyance away or even hit it.  They're not even looking.  They 
don't care to know, they only want to get rid of the irritant at this moment.  You see, you 
understand, yes?"

Branson was staring at the children.  From his distance, he could not see the actual 
mosquitoes or flies buzzing around them.  But he easily noted the reflexive swinging and waving 
of arms.  He also realized as he watched, where Dominique was going with her observation.

"You see the reaction—"
"A reflexive reaction to an irritant you can sense but not see," Branson finished the comment 

for her.
Dominique smiled.  'There was hope for him yet,' she thought.
"Are you telling me," he continued in unconcealed wonder, "we have waded through 

millions of terabytes of data, come halfway around the world to analyze the latest advances in 
renewable energy technology, but only now, here, among the world's oldest people, you figured 
out we should be looking for the digital instruction for swatting away a fly?"

"Well maybe, that's the idea," Dominique concurred.  "I was thinking about the motion, even 
when you do not have a flying insect.  We make these gestures all the time.  Reflexively, if we 
think we feel or sense an irritation on our skin, we intervene.  Try to stop it.  Sometimes we 
brush or hit or scratch or rub.  We attack the part of our body where we sense the problem."

"The Network is being irritated?"
"Maybe."
"And swatting away at an annoyance the system does not see?"
"Could be, no?"
"Holy shit!"
"This is only a thought."
"But a good one, Dr. Dorth.  We should talk to Kade."
Dominique was startled.  "But we need to be able to say more than a crazy idea that The 

Network may be swatting at flies, yes?  There is little she can do with that information."
"Ahh this is where I come in Madam Scientist.  Your observation is a big, fat clue.  You are 

giving the technologists a more specific guide to where to look in the code.  I'm sure they're 
already looking at the defense code, but they are going to be reviewing each command in 
isolation.  We are going to tell them to look for a response protocol closer to the idea of a reflex 
action.  One like...you know if you drop your com in water, and the device senses the penetrating 
moisture and automatically backs up to The Cloud.  We need to look at those types of Network 
instructions."

"Oh yes, makes sense."
"Absolutely.  I'm pretty damn amazed."
Dominique turned back towards the San settlement.  "I'm not.  The basis of all of our 

reactions, even the online activity, is likely embedded in the original code of our humanity."
Branson looked back with her.  "Yeah, but not everyone can see the connection.  Your study 



of all this is quite remarkable."
"Really?"
"Yes these ancient people, ancient ways or whatever, I have absorbed the lesson, 

Dominique, and it's really very, very impressive."
Dominique looked at him for a moment and smiled.  "Very well, okay, we can go back to 

the horrible world now."
"Oh."  Branson was unsettled.  He had been prepared to remain longer.
Dominique noted his surprise, but signaled to their guide, and waved to the villagers.  She 

left behind a thousand dollars, when she bought four pieces of jewelry and a carved knife from 
the women.  She noticed Branson being handed a wrapped package, a small spear that he 
carefully stuck under his shirt.  She wondered how much he had paid for the souvenir.

Their two original guides materialized to escort them back to their vehicle.  As they drove 
away, a curious sensation came over Dominique.  She could not help thinking, or imagining, an 
explanation the San would deliver if they interpreted The Network and computers, as if the 
machines were naturally part of the earth and bonded to human needs.  Likely they would be able 
to forge a justification for The Network's behavior, based on thousands of years of observation 
and passed down knowledge.  

Indigenous people had been trying to explain humans' ties to the earth since their first 
encounter with people who did not understand the concepts.  If there were a connection to their 
senses, the local people would likely be able to help save the world now, more directly and 
efficiently, than the descendants of a past world had ever tried to save them.

Chapter Twenty-One

"You're really pissed off aren't you?" Isabella remarked to Roman.  He glanced at her and did not 
reply.  North Sea gales gust around them as a Scottish crew maneuvered a winter-shielded 
speedboat-engine military ship to the wind turbine incident site.  

Despite being only a few miles from millions of people, the turbulent region isolated the 
ship crew.  Natural bounty from nature's disruptive elements was crucial to the wind farm's 
success.  The setting worked effectively for a fiberglass turbine generating electricity, but was an 
uncomfortable strain for humans dressed in all-weather raincoats and boots, standing outside 
facing winter's intensity head-on.  "You're so mad about being out here with me," Isabella 
continued through the hissing air's bitter cold.

"No I'm not," Roman responded, hiding his physical and mental discomfort.
"Yes you are.  You really do not like that your girl sent you out here with me as your 

partner."
Alarmed, Roman quickly asked, "What girl?"
"Oh c'mon, you think I need a sensor to realize what's going on between you and your 

Kadie?"
"There is nothing going on between Kade and me," Roman evenly stated.
"Except a little something, something."  Isabella laughed.  "But now you're stuck with me."
"We have a job to do."
"Of course, but you have to be friendlier to me.  She'll recall you at some point."



Infuriated without reason, Roman turned away.  Having already promised Kade he would 
accept any assignment decision she made, he was not permitted to complain about being 
dispatched on a military voyage in the North Sea.  But in his agreement, he recognized she had 
options, and possessively expected her to use her role to ensure they worked together.  She could 
have selected him to go with her to Chile, and Madison could be in Scotland.

"Tell me, are you madly in love?" Isabella asked.
"Kade and I are not involved," Roman repeated, increasingly annoyed.
"C'mon we are going to be out here for days.  Give me a hint, we're old friends."
"We are not really old friends, Bella.  As I recall, you dumped me."
"Oh c'mon, we were not serious.  Besides I knew you would hook up with Kadie."
"What are you talking about?  I had not even met her back then."
"But I have the powers of premonition mi amigo.  I knew Kadie and I knew you.  I guessed 

you would one day find each other.  Of course, I was right."
"You're not right.  And if you really knew her, you would know she hates that diminutive for 

her name."
"Not from me, she doesn't.  So the question is, why are you hiding your relationship?  She's 

a superwoman so I know you don't mind walking around with her on your arm.  There are no 
national politics between you two, friendly countries and all that.  You don't have to worry about 
promotions, because you two can have any jobs you want.  So what's stopping you?  And I know 
it's you, because no girl is hiding you if she's got you."

"There's nothing—"
"Oh no!"  Isabella switched from flippant to serious, prompting Roman to twist where he 

stood.  "Don't tell me you have another girlfriend!  Oh you fuckin' asshole.  That's your 
reputation, you know."

"Bella," Roman responded with an angry growl.
"You see I've got you.  If the answer to my question is yes, you're in deep shit.  If no, you 

and Kadie are together."
"No comment."
"Oh you're no fun.  I should not have given you a hint.  But you better not be cheating.  She 

can authorize weaponized drones you know.  Have you taken out in a second, and make it look 
like an accident."  Roman narrowed his eyes at her, but did not reply.  "Now you're scared, good. 
I'm watching you."  Isabella made a gesture, forming a V with two fingers, first pointing at her 
eyes and then at Roman.  "I'm not going to let you get away with shit.  And if I catch you—"

"Stop."
"Oh scared now."
"Just stop."
Isabella laughed.  "Okay scaredy cat, but remember I'm watching."
The ship reached the base of the recently installed turbine that had replaced the one 

destroyed by the defensive drone.  A transport materialized on deck.  Roman and Isabella 
climbed in for the direct ascent to view the center of the blades.  

The transport, a transparent enclosed plastic bubble with stabilizing wings, had to 
continuously reset to remain balanced as they bounced upward through air pockets.  Maintaining 
a safe distance from the spinning turbine blades, and readjusting to sudden wind gusts, Isabella 
and Roman disappeared into the swirls around them as the Scottish naval crew watched from the 
ship below.

"Look around," Roman gestured to their surroundings.  They looked around.



"Well I see wind turbines and wild winds making them spin," Isabella commented.  "But if 
we go a little further up, you can actually see the sun peaking through."

"Yeah that's hard to notice from the water."
"What are you thinking?"
"This site is not going to get us any answers.  I guess we had to show our investigative faces 

and see the scene for ourselves.  But we are talking about flying a drone in, undetected and 
blowing up a wind turbine.  We are in the middle of the North Sea, the intruder drone could have 
come from any direction."

"Yeah but the drone has to take off from a specific location."
"What's the longest distance a drone has been known to travel?"
"Around the world."
"On?"
"Solar power."
"Solar exactly.  What's the longest distance without the sun?"
"Well depends on the fuel source, most use hydrogen cells.  What are you getting at?"
"If you were coming this way, you would not use the sun."
"True, same for northern Canada and the deep ocean."
"Maybe we can eliminate solar-powered drone manufacturing sites."
"That's good for about thirty-five percent, only thousands to go."
"Well yeah, and I guess if we count the suspected number of illegal and underground sites, 

could be tens of thousands to go."
"Okay, we are supposed to be thinking as The Network would not."
"Legal drones automatically have GPS coordinates on, The Network picks them up 

immediately.  A rogue tech who is operating an illegal drone would also have to be able to pick 
up a signal.  He would use an off-ramp, on his own network.  But our satellite tracking would at 
least see this drone, if the eyes knew where to look.  The tracker should alert for an unauthorized 
drone and ignore only insects, birds—"

"Debris."
"Debris?"
"Yes, like a piece of plastic floating around.  The Network will record the lose material as an 

unidentified item, or even specifically list the trash as debris."
"But how does The Network identify debris?"
"When an object flying through the air has no electronics of any kind to detect and cross-

reference."
"Okay now we're stuck.  A flying drone cannot have 'no' electronics of any kind."
"Maybe they figured out a way to mask the signals."
"They?"
"Yes to be fair, I'm thinking through the people theory, not the machine theory."
"Okay, they masked their transmitters, using what?"
"A field of some kind."
"A force field?"  Roman half-joked.
"Well yeah."
"The drone is actually inside an invisible shield?"
"One allowing signals out, but not in."
"Okay if people have invented this shield, they are very advanced."
"Years of fighting the government will do that for you."



"No kidding."
"If the Cyber Army or their buddies are doing this, they have set a whole new bar."
The Cyber Army was the unofficial name given to suspect educated and professional 

technologists who, according to official sources, had gone rogue, had been pushing Special 
Command for decades by taking direct online action against governments. They typically 
broadcast a global mission to reclaim individual rights they determined had been eroded by the 
existence of personal data in government and corporate servers.  Their Internet off-ramps 
originated in every country, many operating as decoys to prevent governments from tracking the 
authentic secret networks.  Every attempt to make the activities illegal was met with a barrage of 
escalated attacks crippling systems, companies and government facilities.  When the sabotage 
became too high a cost, the government besieged the public, with internal and national security 
justifications to encourage support for personal information programs officials claimed were 
designed to protect the broader public good.

"They have either manufactured a new drone we have never seen before, or they've 
programmed enabling code into The Network," Isabella continued.  "Either way this is 
unprecedented."

Isabella and Roman looked at each other.  "Okay let's forget who we're fighting for a 
moment and look around again," Roman said.  "What are we or The Network not seeing, not 
registering?"

"Well there's the route the drone would have to fly.  There are only certain ways a flying 
machine could travel here, because it would have to avoid the blades and probably strong winds. 
That's about the only difference from the other sites."

"That and sun.  Okay let's go."  The transport descended, and they rejoined the crew on the 
ship.

"Did you uncover any new clues?" the Captain of the Scottish ship hopefully asked.
"Not really," Roman politely replied.  "We'll go speak with the technician in Aberdeen 

next."
"Yes of course, we are on our way."
The ship drifted back into the sea.  After reaching a safe distance from the turbines, the crew 

turned on the power and propelled on to Aberdeen.  Roman and Isabella settled into a secure 
room to contact Kade.

"You really have no new information collected from the site?" Kade stated, barely 
concealing her disappointment after their update.

"Not really," Roman replied.
"Okay, well let me know if the technician thinks of any other details."
"Sure, ahh..."
"Anything else?"  Roman looked at Isabella.
"No.  Good luck down there, we'll talk to you soon."  He signed off.
Isabella leaned towards him and whispered, "You could have told her you love her.  I don't 

mind.  We're on a dangerous mission.  That could have been the last time you had to speak to 
her."

"Bella, stop making idiotic comments.  We are not involved."
"I'm just saying, you're hiding your true relationship to what end?  You're wasting time if 

you're making decisions based on the reaction of anybody but you two."
"Thanks for the advice from a chick who doesn't date."
"I dated you."



"I'd hardly call our time together, dating."
"Actually neither would I.  But that's the polite term."
"ETA in ten," a sailor suddenly remarked above them.  Roman and Isabella guiltily looked 

up.  The soldier smirked as he politely nodded.  They both realized the insinuation and scowled.
At the Control Room in Aberdeen, Allie McDuff repeated her comments about the 

electricity disruption incident, and all details remained the same.  
After inspecting the facility and running diagnostics on The Network reports again, Roman 

and Isabella boarded a private plane to London.  Planning next to review files of suspects with 
British Intelligence, they knew more research was probably a futile exercise.  

The Network and humans had already analyzed every known bit of data, and used profiling 
techniques to cull the suspects down to three dozen technically advanced, and elusive, members 
of the Cyber Army.  As the day ended, Isabella and Roman were both considering the reality that 
the drone attacks were instigated by neither a human nor a machine the world already knew 
about, but one or the other, they could not readily define.

Chapter Twenty-Two

Along the stretched, narrow, dramatically distinct geographic formations of the country of Chile, 
the original city of Concepcion lay, a few miles north of the country's midpoint, not on the 
Pacific Ocean coast, but inland in a valley.  On the waterfront to its west, the Chilean 
government's Puerto Concepcion Southern Pacific Ocean Command Center took the name, and 
expanded the profile, of the largest urban area in the region.  The Center occupied a state-of-the-
art steel and glass trapezoid-shaped building anchored into the rocks of a man-made peninsula 
jutting out into the ocean as an extension of the natural design.  From floor-to-ceiling glass 
windows on every level, officials monitored activity in their southeast segment of the Pacific 
Ocean.  

As Puerto Concepcion was one of the few ports built for the docking and servicing of 
industrial subvees, the Command Center also tracked thousands of foreign crewmembers and 
their families, who landed as tourists throughout the year, to refuel, stock up and recall life on 
solid ground.  The Chilean government had built four docking platforms, as the largest in the 
world, to manage the demand for services supporting the unique specifications for subvees and 
their passengers.  Two docks were currently occupied, one with a German ship, The Freiburg 
which was smaller than average, with only 7,000 aboard.  The other was a Chinese subvee called 
The Gansu, which was much larger, with nearly 24,000 occupants.  As if to entice people from 
the interior to move towards the water and prepare to see the world, companies generally named 
subvees after inland locations in their flagged countries.

In Puerto Concepcion when vessels landed, the passengers and crew disembarked into their 
own divided world.  The Chileans had built a separate section forming a visitor chocked 
oceanside lobby away from the established inland city.  Defying engineering restraints, the rocky 
coastline had been dredged, and the land had been expanded out into the sea.  Hotel high-rises 
rose to block the view for the permanent inhabitants.  The beachfront was anchored on both ends 
with shopping malls.  Restaurants, bars, specialty shops, strip clubs, and dance halls lined a 
beach perimeter boardwalk meandering around the human-altered bay for more than ten miles.  



When the Chileans had first proposed developing the area to support subvee traffic, they had 
realized they would prefer a contained geography to manage the influx.  The chosen outpost was 
initially unattractive to tourists on every level, but billions had been spent to transform Puerto 
Concepcion into a global city.  Seafarers from The Philippines, Bangladesh or Australia jumped 
ship at the country's larger cargo port Valparaiso to the north, and took bus or train transport 
south to work for extended stretches in the busy subvee center.  Brazilians and Mexicans flew in 
from the edges of the hemisphere to invest in development projects.  Asians built hotels, and 
Europeans and Africans came to work in them.  In the fabricated city, a solo traveler could be 
lost on its streets, and The Network would struggle to clearly identify him.  

Puerto Concepcion was exactly the confused urban tangle Zylen Blain preferred to move to, 
when a location like Dublin became too heated for his own game.

Zylen could see The Gansu from his hotel window.  He wondered about the crew, managed 
and controlled by an industrial conglomerate.  He had gratefully avoided that life.  During his 
years in Brazzaville, he had built sophisticated off-ramps from The Network, and attracted the 
attention of programmers, both official and unofficial, operating in similar circumstances around 
the world.  But he was never interested in their repeated offers to join in the activities he 
considered primitive hacking, and the disruption of government functions.  As far as Zylen was 
concerned if people were too complacent to understand the hold their government had on them, 
they deserved to be under its control.  After all, they had been warned.

In most countries, as little as one half of one percent to no more than thirty percent of the 
population was made up of educated knowledge professionals, entrepreneurs, technologists, 
engineers, financiers, lawyers, executive managers, policy-making government officials, law 
enforcement specialists, artists, athletes, doctors, healthcare and personal service professionals, 
along with their heirs and heiresses, who by virtue of trained brains, diligent hard work, inherited 
money or all of the above, earned or bought, a life off the daily government control grid 
managed by The Network. 

In everyday conversations, among themselves, and those monitoring their progress, they 
were the 'pros,' the replacement for the lords and ladies of bygone eras.  They were not all in 
completely legal professions, mercenaries and drug dealers were pros too.  But they all held an 
acknowledged position, especially if they lived outside the extended periphery of the rigidly 
controlled skyscraper cities.  Depending on the country, pros were recognized and accepted, 
hidden and vilified, grudgingly between the two perceptions, or absolute rulers beyond 
judgment.

The business community only recruited trained individuals with a demonstrated Network 
record of study, high-test scores, references, community engagement, artistic or athletic talent, 
teamwork, or a related achievement-oriented online profile.  Many skills could be learned 
through The Internet, often for free, there was no excuse left for not trying.  But trying required 
effort.  

In contrast, for the vast majority of people, disappearing into the cities, to stare at their 
coms, and wait for instructions was uncomplicated and painless.  The government knew that 
even with the obvious economic disadvantages of being uneducated, large quantities of the 
population would not obtain essential technological skills.  Individuals were exhausted by the 
demands of an advanced urban life, they considered science and technology study too 
challenging, and entertainment programming and videogames had long ago smothered their 
natural curiosity about the world around them.  Their acquiescence was subtle and deliberate, 
allowing the government to continually claim full support for individual independence, while 



calmly putting the majority of the population under its direct control.
People who had money, or even more importantly, had access to people who would pay for 

their technological talent, created the world they preferred to live in.  If an individual did the 
work, an individual would earn the reward.  A complete meritocracy reigned among pros who 
were the first to build the off-ramps from The Network, before encouraging those of similar ilk 
among them, to ride off the known roads ordinary citizens and government officials traveled.

Zylen's programming skill had captured the attention of people he had wanted to notice. 
The most complex, best paid virtual construction projects were contracts to build increasingly 
more advanced off-ramps to avoid every next level of government detection.  A growing faction 
of freedom-thinking individuals desired a personal secret internet, connected only to a closed 
circle.  In a world of ten billion humans, the number who could afford an off-ramp was in the 
lower hundred millions, and they promoted each other's kindred ideas.  

Access to an off-ramp put individuals, and the techs who built the functionality, within a 
private online world.  No outside solicitation appeared, and more importantly, no government 
could track their activity.  All law enforcement efforts to stop the construction of off-ramps had 
failed.  The technologists left no evidence in the virtual clouds.  There could be no ban on online 
activities the government could not physically prove existed.  Every time a court reached that 
inevitable conclusion, Zylen received more orders.

Being virtually invisible for online activities inevitably led Zylen's clients to a vision for 
creating physical invisibility to The Network.  But technologists had no apps for hiding their 
bodily presence.  Camera video feeds, satellite pictures, audio recordings, and sensor date and 
time stamps instantly captured the movement of humans and objects around the world, as data 
stored on The Network.  Actions not directly recorded, through the tap of a credit card or the 
scan of a passport page, were visually detected and cross-referenced to individual profiles.  

Governments, businesses and law enforcement had millions of cameras on the ground, and 
thousands of eyes in the sky, blanketing the entire globe, gazing at physical beings, identifying 
their faces, and creating Network records.  Global law enforcement had readily won the ground 
level battle in the struggle for cyber dominance.  They created a more direct, and eventually less 
expensive, level playing field against the technologists who they were fighting online.  Policing 
off-ramps had stretched the governments' resources, officials could have tirelessly worked on 
detecting the secret roads in The Cloud, but they did not have enough time, nor the trained 
individuals or processing power, to make relentless hunting a viable exercise.  Total cyber 
vigilance was currently a fiscal, if not technical impossibility.  

But policing the asphalt roads, steel buildings, cement ports, and glass airports, where rogue 
techs and their clients needed to live, work and travel, became the official assurance, that in the 
end, no humans, not even the wealthy or celebrated, completely avoided being photographed, 
and recorded as existing within at least one government's bounded control.  

If Zylen's clients could create physical invisibility, an application making The Network's 
eyes blind to physical objects, and deaf to electronic signals, they would force a scenario capable 
of breaking government resources into surrender.  If The Network could not see a physical 
object, the satellites would be capturing images for which The Network could not generate a data 
reference.  If The Network had no data reference, the person or object would be unidentified, and 
the subsequent record would be blank.  Individuals could reclaim their privacy, along with a 
freedom that had withered and faded with a speed no one could have predicted.  Reversing, and 
eventually ending that certainty, was exactly the goal of Zylen's most recent, and currently only, 
client.



Almost two years earlier, the client had told Zylen, "Mr. Blain, there is an abandoned 
factory in Ireland I am considering buying.  You and your friends could work there, at whatever 
cost necessary, to develop The Network's... shall we say...virtual blindness."

Zylen had been stunned.  "You mean somehow blurring or removing recorded images?" he 
had asked.  "Figuring out how to break the integration with data in The Network, and not only 
masking signals?"  This was a concept Zylen had been thinking about for years.

"You are the technologist," his client had replied.  "I can only describe the functionality I 
want to develop and buy.  You and your friends can work out the details."

Zylen's client had flown him to the Caribbean island of St. Lucia to meet face-to-face.  The 
personal meeting had also been a first.  He had never previously met a client.  Work orders were 
managed online only.  But this client wanted to discuss the project details in person, and leave 
no, not even off-ramp managed, virtual record of their discussions.  

On a small island, they would not be watched by omnipresent surveillance.  Many 
Caribbean countries were exclusive, often private, tourist and residence locations for the mega 
rich.  The islands had a complete Network infrastructure, but with limited provisions for 
government use.  The economy was financed by the largesse of foreigners, and there was no 
incentive to keep track of the local population.  This environment provided the ultimate security 
of assured privacy, where Zylen's client could let him into her private villa with limited concern 
about who might notice.  In an air and sun filled garden room, with her actual name guarded, she 
had displayed an engineer's extensive schematics for the project.  She had obviously also been 
thinking about the possibility of the idea for years.

"We want to be able to use drones to deliver packages without being noticed," she had said. 
"You have been looking into this possibility.  Have you made any progress?"

Zylen had known not to act surprised that she was already informed about the parameters of 
his current programming activities.  "A lot of people are looking into the functionality," he had 
replied.

"And your work?"
"Well I have not done any real work on this, but I've played with various options."
"Do you want to stop playing?"
"Sure, if it's a good offer."
"It's an excellent offer, Mr. Blain.  I promise you."  She went on to explain her favorable 

definition of the word, 'offer.'
Zylen had flown out of St. Lucia on a private plane bound for Dublin.  His official story on 

arrival had been that he was a contractor looking into the viability of revitalizing the abandoned 
Kquanttech factory for a large conglomerate's expansion plans.  Desperate for economic growth, 
the Irish authorities had asked few questions.  Without explaining which conglomerate may be 
interested in the investment, Zylen had no trouble passing through border formalities, before 
making his way to the outskirts of Dublin to meet his team.

The Cyber Army technologists, and non-affiliated peers, who communicated with each other 
around the globe, rarely collaborated in person.  They knew each other only by the output of 
their work, signed with an alias.  Out of respect, they did not ask additional questions.  In 
practice, they had to operate on absolute trust and money, or projects would collapse.  When the 
client had told Zylen the names of the techs he would be working with, he had been astonished. 
This client not only had incredible financial resources, but also far-reaching connections.  To 
convince the level of talent she had gathered, to work on only one project had been an 
extraordinary coup. 



 The opportunity to create The Network's next nemesis had convinced several of the most-
skilled available rogue techs to sign on, physically and virtually, to the project in Ireland.  The 
team had a chance to build a drone most had only speculated about, and incentive propelled them 
to risk all they had been working on up until that moment.  Also not lost on any team member 
was the money they would be paid, which could keep each and every one of them in economic 
stability for the rest of their lives.

At Kquanttech, the first to arrive was Zylen's friend Jean Caller who came from Brazzaville. 
The next arrival he knew only by reputation, Sheldon Robine, most recently based in Estonia. 
To scramble potential trackers, Robine had zigzagged his way across the European continent, 
and entered Ireland through Belfast.  The others had trickled in over several days, but all were 
instantly on, in a communications format called Birdtail, permitting secured collaboration and 
testing as soon as they were ready.  

With specifications developed by Zylen, Robine and another onsite tech, Janie Prem, they 
had worked for over a year to forge and test the prototype drone in the vast and empty confines 
of the wounded factory.  On at least the first thousand tests, code had failed to perform as 
required.  

Their theoretical concept was to scramble The Network's attempt to analyze a visual 
recording of the drone.  The Network did not view and process information like a human brain. 
Cameras could not video a drone, and think 'drone.'  Instead, the digital instructions separated the 
visual image into its constituent pixels, and processed data by matching the pattern of the image 
against previous data confirmations.  If the program found a match between a recorded image, 
and data defining a similar image as a drone, the process repeated, cross-referencing the finding 
by matching the initial result against thousands or millions of other records, until its own 
acceptance protocol executed a result.  For physical invisibility to work, the team had to 
convince The Network, the data had no match.  

If they could mask the drone's electronic signals, The Network would have no cross-
reference.  

If they could intercept the video feed, there would be no confirmation.
After more trials, and more errors, the simulations had finally begun to respond, as they had 

desired.  With sufficient confidence to take the prototype on an official test in the city, the team 
had deployed into the streets of Dublin.  All major cities had thousands of drones flying around 
at all times, and another would attract no additional attention.  

But Zylen's team had to determine if their drone was detectable to The Network.  Although 
in general, no passing pedestrian would specifically query a drone flying by, if by chance law 
enforcement did view an unauthorized drone, one without detectable signals, they would try to 
capture the machine, or shoot it down.  To be successful, the team would have to determine the 
surveillance cameras and signal sensors were not registering the drone's flight-path.  

Developed as a plain black box with retractable wings, the prototype drone resembled the 
most common variety seen in cities, but one with its tracking signal on an off-ramp, not on The 
Network.  To start the test, the team had hacked into the city's surveillance grid, and searched for 
a detection of their drone's signal.  As the drone had flown over St. Stephen's Green, the team 
had monitored their coms for alert messages from law enforcement.  There were no alerts. 
Triumphant, they had tried several more safe tests in populated areas where they could blend into 
the crowds.  Once again, their prototype had worked flawlessly.  Detectors did not pick up a 
signal.  More importantly, the cameras and sensors did not cross-reference the image of an 
unexpected, unauthorized, unrecorded drone.  Realizing The Network would not trigger an alert 



unless prompted to process non-matching data, they had decided to identify a destination, 
organized and equipped to attract immediate human interest, a police station.

Watching from the second floor of a downtown office building directly across the street 
from Dublin's largest police station, the team had sent the drone to hover above the sliding glass 
door entryway which every few seconds revealed a continuous stream of uniformed officers, 
concerned citizens, the accused and the released, entering, exiting and occupying its forbidding 
confines.  Less than four feet above the public's collective heads, the drone had loitered, as the 
team had waited for a confrontation.  But again, no one had noticed.  

Police stations received dozens of drone deliveries every day.  The machine could be 
programmed to pause at an expected location, before entering to deliver a package at a specific 
time.  A hovering drone was not an unusual sight.  But the police station should have had a 
continuously updating report on all incoming and authorized drones, and alert if there were any 
unexpectedly nearby.  If an unauthorized approaching drone was within one hundred feet of its 
doors, protocol dictated the station send a weaponized drone to scan the intruder and take evasive 
action.  

But this police station's detectors and monitors did not register Zylen's drone on approach or 
arrival.  Since The Network did not detect the prototype, surveillance instructions failed to ignite. 
After recording every movement all day long, the camera's recordings were most often later used 
to gather evidence for a specific incident.  If triggered by a security protocol generated by 
another cross-referenced fact, The Network would be prompted to recall and process requested 
time-stamped video.

The team had hacked into the station's security monitors to view the officers' video feeds. 
As clearly as a targeted object, they could see the picture of the drone, but there was no recorded 
signal data to confirm the machine was there.  Since The Network did all of the analysis 
independently, no human would notice the anomaly.  While the prototype continued to hover 
outside the police station doors, for one, two hours, and through the balance of the day, the team 
had checked and re-checked the systems.  Looking again at the video feed from the surveillance 
cameras, they had cross-referenced the feed to the station's drone tracking report.  With every 
double-check, they delightedly had confirmed the drone was not being detected.  Jubilant, they 
had returned to the factory to celebrate.

Having exhausted planned city tests, the team had decided to experiment at a site where they 
expected a human was bound to notice, where a drone should be detected simply for entering a 
more scrutinized location.  After debating several options, and conferring with their client, they 
had developed the criteria.  The drone would have to travel to a site where an unauthorized 
intruder was not likely to be shot down, nor trigger an immediate alert by civilians, but where 
tracking cameras and sensors were in constant blanket use.  Electrical energy complexes, as vital 
services for the economy, were among the most secure industrial buildings.  The sites 
systematically deployed cameras and sensors, providing up-to-the-second reports backed by 
routine satellite scans, and few human employees on the ground. 

 If they could fly the drone into an energy complex, and not be detected by The Network, 
they would validate the prototype had achieved a once unattainable goal.

For the initial test, the team had ruled out complexes in Europe.  The continent had few 
unpopulated corners, and the experiment required a vital, but remote location.  If the prototype 
were detected, they had also wanted distance between the drone and their base of operations in 
Dublin.  Scanning global maps, they had overreached to include weather, distance and global 
surveillance satellite tracking into the test parameters, and selected the Botswana solar complex. 



Combining the isolated and peaceful, but extensive security coverage specifications required for 
a test site, Botswana fit the criteria by design.  

Planning to manage the drone through their own private network, and use the public 
Network to monitor if they were being detected, they also had to be assured The Network would 
not detect that they were tracking a drone, surveillance could not see.  Rapidly combining and 
extending their efforts, they had built an on-ramp to provide an undetected entry point for their 
drone into international public airspace, and programmed a clear travel path down the length of 
Africa for its mission.

Zylen and his team had prepared for their day of tracking the drone's voyage as if embarking 
on a long hike.  Ordered food and beverages were stacked up next to their workstations.  They 
re-tested their code to ensure there were no gaps or flaws.  As night fell, the drone had been 
launched.  

Departing from Dublin, the machine would make the trip down the western African 
coastline without passing through any country's airspace.  This was critical in avoiding detection. 
But to enter Botswana, which was a land-locked country, the team had to find a route sparsely 
covered by satellite eyes.  Botswana's western and southern neighbors, Namibia and South 
Africa, were advanced developed countries.  But further north lay the near one million square 
miles of the Congo, an area where non-urban centers were only sporadically dotted with satellite 
coverage.  The drone could enter Congo's airspace, and potentially remain unviewed by 
traversing the isolated Angola/Zambia border area cutting through the center of the continent 
almost directly to Botswana.

The solar array site had initially been chosen for remoteness, and the chance few people 
would notice the drone's arrival.  To that end, the trip had unfolded beautifully.  Traveling south 
as a bird would, enjoying the bounty of operating on free air, like all drones, the undetectable 
prototype could avoid obstacles in the sky, dropping too close to water, or needing to refuel.  

As Zylen's team had traded responsibility for monitoring the voyage through the drone's 
camera, their excitement had mounted with the approach to the destination.  Throughout the 
length of the voyage, no alert signals had flashed on the scanners of any law enforcement 
operators.  In addition to the drone's own camera, the team had viewed the voyage from above, 
accessing commercial satellites' images co-opted for the planned route.  

Anticipating a twenty-five mile intruder detection area encircling the Botswana complex, the 
team had hacked into the ground-level Control Center to monitor for the exact moment The 
Network reported an unauthorized arrival.  As the prototype had passed into the detection zone, 
the team's eyes had watched every monitor signal.  Within a few minutes, as the first of the 
gleaming silver solar panels came into view, they realized to their astounded delight, the drone 
had not been detected.

"It's working!" Janie Prem had screamed with glee as she manipulated the drone's camera to 
take 360-degree videos of the solar panel site.  "This is gonna work."

Directing the drone to hover above two randomly selected panels, they had settled down to 
wait.  As the minutes had passed by, they had dropped the drone further down, closer to the 
panels, and down again until the machine collided with an array, and produced a loud clanging 
sound, but no other reaction.

"How long do we want to hang around?" Sheldon Robine had nervously asked.
"A least a few more minutes," Zylen had replied.
Prem had raised and lowered the drone down again, settled onto the panel, moving the 

machine around in circles to see the surrounding landscape, and up and down again to record 



from different angles.  After a few more minutes Robine had asked, "Reactions?  Movements?"
Continuing to turn the drone around, Prem had suddenly stopped on the view of an identical 

box drone hovering nearby.
"What's that?" Zylen had asked.
"Closer surveillance I bet," Prem had replied.
"Let's get out of there."
"'Wait."
"No, we don't want to risk losing our machine."
"Okay, I'll move a little bit."
Prem had lifted the drone up until it was hovering at the same height as the observing drone. 

She waited another minute, then continued rising to note if the other drone would initiate pursuit. 
"Our observer is not following us," she had remarked in amazement.

Instead, the defensive drone had moved into position over the panels, into the spot the team's 
prototype drone had vacated.  Intent on its own 360-degree surveillance, the new arrival had 
ignored their drone, as if the visitor were not there.  "Wait," Zylen had said, prompting Prem to 
stop the drone's rise.  Their prototype drone hovered eight feet above the panels.  

As Zylen and his team had considered their next move, but before they could act, the 
defensive drone had revved a red laser beam, and aimed the concentration of energy directly at 
the last solar panel they had touched.

"Whoa look at that!" Robine had exclaimed as the laser expanded to the size of a stream of 
garden hose water, and with precision, the defensive drone fired a pulse at the panel exploding 
the array segment into a ball of fire.

"Get out of there!" Zylen had screamed as smoke rushed upwards obscuring their views.
Together, Zylen and Prem had frantically entered revised instructions into their computers, 

overriding the drone's original commands to force the machine to rapidly rise, and return to the 
factory in Ireland.  Losing the camera's view to the smoke and debris of the incident, they had to 
rely on satellites until they were miles from the site.  Slightly calming only once they had 
propelled the drone to 1,000 feet, Zylen turned on the prototype's fastest speed, and set the 
machine to automatically finish the nearly 9,000 mile return to Dublin.

By the time the drone had arrived at the factory, Zylen and his team were in disarray.  For 
hours they had been debating, screaming at each other, half in panic and half in excitement. 
"What kind of drone was that?  Why blow-up the panel?  Was the military involved?  Did the 
observer see us?"  They had all shouted in unison.  

Tracking news reports out of Africa turned up no story about an explosion in Botswana.  But 
they had recorded the entire incident with their drone's camera.  The team knew the explosion 
had happened even if the media did not.

"Should we post the video?" Gordon Gold had asked from his base in Silicon Valley.  Gold 
was the most socially connected member of the team, and was constantly online updating the 
world with evidence of government conspiracies.

"Are you nuts?" Robine had warned.  "Want to bring the cops right to our door?"
"The attack was really spectacular," Prem weighed in.  "It would be so cool to share."
As the days had rolled on and their conflict turned to rationalization, they had determined 

they had done no wrong.  Touching a company's solar array was likely an invasion of private 
property.  Triggering a defensive drone could be an issue, but they certainly did not blow up the 
panel.  But who would believe them?  Even if they were to tell the story exactly as events had 
unfolded, and provide the video, for techs of their skill, law enforcement could claim their 



version was a lie and the evidence was fabricated.  Continuing to engage in the debate more than 
a week later, the team had reached the conclusion, they should try the experiment again.

"We need a completely different site with different conditions," Zylen had explained.  "We 
need to see what happens.  If the reaction is the same or if Botswana was a fluke."

"We don't even know the type of drone we saw," Prem had said.  "Industrial drones don't 
fire lasers with explosive power.  I mean what was that?  Their machines could shoot at us, blow 
us up."

"Let's find out.  We'll try again."
Those among the team who had wanted to wait for public news or more diagnostics, lost 

out.  Scouring the map again, the team had picked the North Sea wind turbine complex.  Since 
they had an example of how the process could unfold, they were not concerned about operating 
closer to their home base.  

Sending the drone completely over water to hover close to the turbine tower's blades, they 
had positioned the box directly at the center, close enough to touch the wind tower, once, then 
again and again.  Continuing to spin the drone in all directions, they had watched with 
trepidation, until a defensive drone had appeared.  This time, they had immediately moved their 
drone away from the turbine.  The defensive drone turned its attention, as in Botswana, to the 
exact spot they had vacated.  

As the machine had aimed a red laser beam at the center of the turbine blades, the prototype 
drone had flown away from the site, recording the entire scene on departure.  The turbine had 
exploded, and the burning blades dropped off into the sea.  The factory room in Dublin had 
fallen silent as they watched the giant blades spin for several feet across the rolling seawaters 
before sinking beneath the icy waves.

"Holy fuck!" Gold had commented.  "What are we going to do?"
"What is that drone?" Prem had asked the room.  "I mean it appears and attacks...attacks the 

equipment, not us."
"The thing can't see us," Robine had reminded her.
"But it's picking up that we are there."
"Maybe."
"What are we going to do?"
"We are not going to do anything," Zylen had said entering the conversation.  "We were 

there, but we did not blow-up the turbine.  Let's see if the news ignores the story again.  Then 
we'll know for sure something is up.  Maybe the public is not supposed to know about defensive 
laser-firing drones."

An hour later from a location in Hyderabad, India, another rogue tech collaborator, Julie 
Vide had weighed in.  "The Network definitely picked up the post-explosion issues," she told the 
team.  "Of course, no news about us, but definitely reports a turbine has gone down.  The 
explosion triggered like a couple seconds blackout when the grid flipped to back-up systems."

"Okay now they know and they'll start investigating," Zylen had warned.  "We do nothing." 
The team had waited, monitored law enforcement and media reports, and waited longer.  The 
only public news reports had mentioned a brief electrical glitch, and a U.K. back-up system 
request for coal that was never activated.  The government's warning to ships, about a downed 
turbine blade in the area, had also been noticed.  But no direct explanation as to the cause of the 
brief outage or why the blades had come down had been provided.

"This is creepy," Prem had remarked more than a week later.  "Why aren't they reporting the 
explosion?"



"Because they know we are involved, and they're coming after us," Robine had proclaimed.  
"Or they have no idea what caused the explosion, and cannot say a word to the public until 

they figure it out," Caller had suggested.
"We need a bigger target," Zylen had stated.
"No way," Robine exclaimed.  "We don't need another target."
"We cannot go to the client and say we think our invention works beautifully, until a 

weaponized drone shows up out of nowhere, and blows stuff up.  We are drawing the observer 
in, but it's not attacking us.  That's fuckin' weird.  We need to keep testing, until we get answers."

"The Network can't detect us.  We're certain of that, and that's all we ever needed for this 
client."

"But we need to know why the other drone attacks.  Is it because we touched the equipment? 
We need to figure out why we're getting a reaction."

"And why the drone attacks with force," Vide had interrupted.  "Why blow up a wind 
turbine?"

"Maybe we're leaving some sort of imprint," Robine had said.  "Maybe the other drone 
thinks it's blowing us up."

"But why blow us up?  Why so hostile?"
"Maybe we're considered hostile."
"But that makes no sense.  Are we hostile because we are disturbing the equipment, yet can't 

be seen?"
"It definitely detects a hostile intrusion.  Whether us or the equipment, we don't know."
"Do you think the government could be doing this?" Prem had asked.
"With complete silence on The Network?" Zylen had replied.  "No way."
"Maybe we need to make complete silence impossible to continue," Vide had suggested.
"Exactly."
"By doing what?" Prem asked alarmed.
"One more time.  This time we get the freak drone to react again.  But we have to make sure 

people have to notice."
"Like where?"
"Like a site with no back-ups.  Solar and wind always need back-ups so those complexes 

have automatic triggers to keep the electricity on.  Let's pick a site with no supporting electrical 
resource.  An energy complex where, if you pull a plug, the effect will ripple through, and the 
government will have to know and have to report to the public."

"Okay I'll bring up the maps."
The team had ended up selecting Grand Rapids for exactly the reasons they determined 

would achieve the results they had most wanted.  Grand Rapids had no oil, coal, sun or wind 
back-ups.  To reach the hydro complex, the prototype could fly almost completely over water. 
Leaving Ireland, their machine would move up the northeast coast of Canada into Hudson Bay, 
and traverse the land area of northern Manitoba, which was virtually empty of humans.  

The hydro grid stood vulnerable, alone, and isolated, hundreds of miles away from densely 
populated centers.

The selected remoteness had prompted The Network reaction the team anticipated when 
they initiated a surcharge cutting off power to a section of the grid.  The confused Network had 
requested human intervention.  But instead of only taking down a mound of steel, the triggering 
of the defensive drone had also killed Louis Santino.  That was not the human interaction the 
team had imagined.  



After the reports of a casualty, they knew assessing vulnerabilities was over.  This time the 
effect took them directly to the radar of potential detection.  They were forced to contemplate 
whether global law enforcement knew about the attack drones, and the intruder prototypes that 
had triggered the deadly reaction.  Grand Rapids had been a fireball, captured on satellite, 
turning off power to millions, an effect without reasons, being talked about on every street 
corner.  

'Now we'll really see a reaction,' Zylen had thought.  He had awaited the vengeful response.
But the time in Dublin had stretched on.  As the anticipation of identification and capture 

raised anxiety levels, one team member after another had been prompted to quietly leave the city. 
With no additional reports of the incident in the media, and no indirect information on The 
Network, Zylen had spent the days thinking of other approaches for determining the government 
response to the attack drones.  

Years before, he had created an app using all available media and government sources to 
generate personal schedules and track the movements of public officials who may be hunting 
him.  He also used the program on celebrities, especially women he was interested in, but mostly 
he preferred to follow high-ranking government officials working in cyber security.  Officials 
like Kade Laltanca.  

After the Grand Rapids incident, the media had reported U.N. Special Command was 
working with the U.S., Canadian, Mexican and Central American governments on the 
investigation and technical security assessment of electricity delivery.  To the average viewer, 
the story had been hollow.  The news had not reported the legitimate cause of the transmission 
tower explosion.  Special Command's involvement was neither the trigger the incident was 
considered an international cyber security issue, or an intrusion into national sovereignty. 
Instead, the fact was digested as only another informational news item.  

But to Zylen, the vague pieces obviously indicated the incident had been escalated to global 
law enforcement.  He wanted to understand exactly who was involved and where their 
investigation was leading.  Activating his tracker, he had searched for Special Command's offsite 
operations.  Zylen's app cross-referenced official U.N. meeting posts with unofficial industry, 
lobbying, professional and social media sites, and discovered the Commander of Special 
Command bound for Puerto Concepcion, Chile.  But there was no official government meeting 
scheduled there, and no notifications of a relevant event.  Since most people did not care about 
the details behind Special Command's official functions, the U.N. did not even try to make her 
trip look logical.  She could have been there on vacation for all the tax-paying public cared to 
consider.  

Zylen did not exactly know Kade's reason for traveling there either.  But at least he knew, 
she could not be on vacation.

Chapter Twenty-Three

Puerto Concepcion was a valuable location for technologists like Zylen who were trying to avoid 
detection.  As much as he appreciated the French-language, unorganized cover provided in 
Brazzaville, the structured, controlled cities with fluid, transient populations also left copious 
gaps in their security infrastructure.  Most international cities had coast-to-mountain high tech 



capabilities absorbing technologists by the millions, and offering convenient places to 
legitimately work, and settle down to raise families.  

In contrast, the people who were in Puerto Concepcion were farmers and factory workers, 
slow online learners who had opted for life on a working ship as a ticket to see the world. 
Besides idle backpackers and wealthy jetsetters, the only other people who had extended 
knowledge of remote global destinations were seafarers, the cargo, cruise and subvee ship crews, 
who operated with impunity at designated stops all over the world.  But unlike other long-
distance boats, the subvees employed a mix of professionals from advanced developed countries. 
Zylen could slip in with their crowd any time.  Plus they were generally a festive group, joyous 
upon surfacing, eager to experiment with exotic foods and entertainment, and untamed, but not 
too dangerous.  

While the port had a specific, controlled entry point for ships, an individual traveling alone 
could walk into Chile from a border country, where long rugged mountain chains, empty, dry 
desert and the remnants of slick glaciers made entry formalities conveniently sporadic.  

When Zylen had decided he too should finally leave Dublin, he chose Puerto Concepcion as 
a logical destination.  To avoid passing through formal entry checkpoints into Chile, he would 
fly to Argentina, and traverse on foot and by public bus transport through the Andes Mountains 
border between the two countries.  February was summer in the southern hemisphere, perfect 
weather for a hike or two along the sides of the mountains where border patrols did not wander. 
Even though he was trying to catch-up with Kade, he made a slow, deliberate trip to the opposite 
end of the world. 

 If global law enforcement were not going to come to him, he would go to them.
Convinced Special Command's highest priority must be the unidentified intruder drones at 

energy sites, Zylen was relentlessly intrigued by the organization's sudden presence in Puerto 
Concepcion.  The city had no visible connection to any of the incidents, no renewable energy 
complexes, and no drone production facilities, at least not according to any classified map Zylen 
had ever seen.  The Chileans maintained a significant military base in the area, and the Watch 
Command Center for the South Pacific Ocean, which was unequivocally a high tech attraction 
with sonar and tracking equipment for almost a third of the ocean.  But there was no workable 
link from an ocean observation mandate to renewable energy.  

Since the U.N. did not post their officials' detailed daily schedules, Zylen had to activate 
other search processes to determine if Kade's presence involved an investigation into the attack 
drones, and by extension, his team's activities at the three energy sites.  Special Command 
managed security issues for global technology, especially in communications and energy, which 
were vulnerable to cyber attack.  But he could find no evidence of an incident affecting any part 
of the region.  His apps churned through data about ship movements and technology 
developments in the area.  

Briefly, he noted a report of American and Chinese subvees less than twenty miles apart off 
the coast of Chile.  Although such proximity seemed uneasily cozy for those two rival economic 
powers, the race to tear up the ocean floor had been bringing industrial vessels into overlapping 
proximity, and neighboring explorations were not a particularly unforeseen development.  Zylen 
knew the management of subvees was a looming global flashpoint, distrust frayed rival 
countries' nerves.  But Special Command's mandate did not cover physical vessels on the high 
seas.

After looking at data for one minute too many, Zylen briefly considered directly asking 
Special Command the reason for the visit to Chile.  He still had journalist credentials and could 



officially request an interview.  But uninhibited boldness would almost certainly put him on law 
enforcement monitors.  Journalists rarely interviewed government officials face-to-face, usually 
discussions were conducted only via com, and officials preferred text transcripts, in which they 
and the journalist had a copy of the exact exchanged words.  Off the record, spontaneous 
comments were a non-starter.

Returning to his app search results, Zylen did notice the only consistently updating report 
was the interaction of the American and Chinese subvees.  While reconsidering this data, he was 
struck by a blatant realization.  Special Command had to participate in the global conflict over 
the extraction and distribution of rare minerals required for manufacturing high technology 
products and equipment.  Zylen turned his attention to researching information about mining 
projects in the Puerto Concepcion Command surveillance area.  

Although the results returned hundreds of hits, he re-focused on the Chinese-American 
location.  Maybe the two subvees were operating next to one another because they were 
searching for the same mineral in the same place.  They had either both found a precious 
resource, or both did not want the other to find one, and the conflict had triggered the attention of 
Special Command.  Zylen's heart raced, now he could conduct his own investigation.

Over several days, but swifter than governments knew was possible, Zylen tapped extensive 
off-ramp resources to secure a view into The Omaha's Control Room.  He had tried to virtually 
enter the Chilean Command Center, but the building's systems were locked down tight.  In 
contrast, the process for hacking into The Omaha was relatively straightforward.  Private 
industry could not compete in the hiring of skilled technology workers, and were notoriously 
inept with their tech security.  Without trained technicians to monitor for security leaks, the lax 
protection of the systems infrastructure at Hudor Global, put Zylen in on The Omaha where he 
could survey in real-time, the video and audio feeds emanating from the subvee.  As he directed 
his monitors to the giant vessel, he thought about how much his team would have enjoyed this 
view into the daily unfolding of life under the ocean.

But as Zylen watched The Omaha's Control Room video monitors and live data feeds, he 
wondered if the displayed situation was routine.  His skill had uncovered a view of a synthesized 
monitor projecting several active operational screens and updates on the vessel's movements. 
But he noticed one screen flashing a series of images that appeared to be originating from outside 
the vessel.  Zylen was intrigued.  

The crew should have been maintaining a continuous feed from a Network camera, but they 
were snapping and uploading photos taken from the inside looking out.  The pictures featured a 
machine Zylen could clearly see was a nondescript black box drone.  As subvees were 
adequately equipped with drones, he could not understand why the crew would need continuous 
pictures of only this one.  As he watched the images, the hack into the audio communication feed 
suddenly began broadcasting.

"ETA for descent ten minutes," a voice in the ocean stated.
'Descent?  You cannot go further than the bottom of the ocean floor,' Zylen thought, as he 

double-checked the location of The Omaha.  Waiting, eyes shifting across monitor screens, he 
realized the crew was tracking a military submarine moving towards a spot in the ocean directly 
above The Omaha's location.  Amazed, Zylen noted the weaponized military vehicle, large 
enough for a crew of twenty, was slowly descending into view with defense shields activated.  

"What the hell?" he exclaimed only to his hotel room.  "Why do they need defense shields 
for a civilian mining operation?  Are they looking at war with China over whatever is down 
there?"  



Furiously searching for more detailed information about the prospective minerals in the area 
had not uncovered related data.  Scientific reports confirmed the ongoing potential on the ocean 
floor, but the discoveries were typically random.  As Zylen continued to look and listen, he heard 
the discussions between The Omaha and the submarine, the latter was descending to rendezvous 
with the subvee.

Several minutes went by and the chatter continued to be standard for the two vessels.  Zylen 
patiently waited for the conversation to become more specific.

"Shields up.  Arms deployed.  Missiles on stand-by," the submarine crew broadcast to The 
Omaha.

Zylen was stunned.  'What are they doing?'  With his apps set on record, he intently listened.
"Okay we are a go," another voice from the submarine announced.
Bending steel arms emerged from the side and front of the submarine vessel as Zylen 

watched in rising shock.  Tentacled metal pincer fingers dangled and stretched straight forward 
to form the cup of a mechanical claw reaching through the murky waters to grasp for the drone.  

'They're trying to capture the box,' Zylen thought.  
His video view was from inside The Omaha out through the Control Room window to the 

ocean.  But the military sub was on an independent Network.  He furiously worked to find their 
closer view of the drone.  As the pictures continued to flash by, the drone began to turn, 
revealing identical sides of its smooth cased box with no indication as to the front or the back. 
No identifying markings or symbols were visible but to Zylen, the box was eerily familiar.  With 
increasing concern, he noted that not only did the machine have the exact same characteristics as 
the defensive drones from the energy sites, but also, it was…undetectable.  

As the sub's claws settled a grasp on the drone, Zylen's confused concern turned to guilty 
astonishment.  The unadorned box turned on a red laser beam and with barely a second's notice, 
it fired.  The flash lit up his monitor screen and involuntarily, he shuddered and grabbed the desk 
in front of him to keep from falling off the edge of his chair.  The box drone fired its red laser 
exactly as Zylen had seen the power activated three times before.  For the sub, the intruder aimed 
directly at its fuel source, but the vehicle had been prepared for that vulnerability, and the 
defense shields withstood the strength of the beam.  

Unexpectedly however, the jolt forced the sub's claws to release the drone.  The box took the 
chance to break away.  Quickly readjusting, the military crew maneuvered to grab the 
undetectable again.  In extra defense, the drone suddenly aimed a continuous laser beam at the 
sub's metal arm, and began to burn through its extended reach.  'Wow that's clever,' Zylen 
thought.  The arms did not have a defense shield.

"Shoot it!" a panicked voice cried.
A panel opened at the front of the sub and launched a mini-missile directly at the drone. 

Instantly, the box redirected its red beam to create a deflection, bending the heat source off the 
ocean floor, and knocking the missile off-course.  The missile flew past the drone, and exploded 
into part of a cliff edge.  The action shook the sub, but this time the metal arms held on to its 
captive.  Seconds later, the drone went back to work on melting off the arm.

"This drone is reacting to us like a human soldier," another voice announced over com.
"Hold steady and shoot again," ordered the earlier voice.
The sub arms were stretched further out, but its hold was weakening.  With the response of 

delayed realization, the drone turned on a second red beam and aimed at the other arm, blasting 
both at the same time.

"Hurry!"  Zylen heard another voice shout.



The sub moved the drone to the ground and held the box against a rock, as another aimed 
missile was launched and fired.  Turning like an animal caught in a trap, the drone reacted to 
escape the incoming assault, but not quickly enough.  Within seconds of the sub's first melted 
arm burning off and falling to the ocean floor, the drone shifted only slightly before the missile 
struck through a corner edge.  

Realizing the strike was not a direct hit, the military crew braced for another beam.  But 
after three more seconds, the red lasers snapped off with the finality of a flipped switch. 
Carefully shaking the remains of the drone with the sub's intact arm, the military crew noted the 
purple light fade out as they confirmed the drone was completely disabled.  The functioning arm 
placed the drone in a hatch, then was directed back to retrieve the burned arm and the drone's 
shattered debris from the ocean floor.  As relief played out over the com, the military sub began 
to rise to the surface.

"Wow!" Zylen exclaimed to his empty room.  "Holy fuckin' shit!  Did we do that?  But 
how?"  

Zylen could hardly believe the scene he had witnessed.  The weaponized drone was fighting 
the military, but whose drone could engage in such an attack?  Was this undetectable connected 
to the drones, he and his team had attracted at the energy sites?  

Although he speculated the ocean drone could not have come directly from the work his 
team had instigated, Zylen was mortified when viewing the exact operation used by the drones 
they had previously seen.  'Maybe the military had created its own prototype and was testing all 
over the world.'  He wondered if his team might be the only humans who knew to make the 
connection between the attacking drones at the energy sites, and this battle under the ocean.  

But instantly, he tensely considered, 'how long will it take Kade Laltanca to figure this out?'

Chapter Twenty-Four

Kade patiently waited for the dead drone to be transported to the Chilean military base in Puerto 
Concepcion.  Simmering embers of a verbal altercation between the Americans, who had 
captured the drone with their submarine, and the Chileans to whose territory they wanted to bring 
the evidence, were slowing fading out.  The Americans had threatened to depart with the drone, 
and never let the Chileans see the machine, unless Chile yielded one hundred percent control 
over the entire investigation, and their complete cooperation with the use of facilities.  

With Kade's intervention, Chile agreed to American control in exchange for a seat at the 
dissecting table, and acknowledgement in every communication of their assistance and 
cooperation.  The Americans even decided to call the dead drone 'Chile 1' immortalizing the 
incident with the country's name.  After watching the underwater battle from an ocean 
surveillance room at the Command Center, when the conflict was resolved, both sides agreed to 
perform the analysis within the confines of the military base located on the opposite side of the 
bay from the civilian dock for subvees.  

The teams relocated in a fleet of armored transports, and met the military submarine 
unloading the captured cargo to Chilean soldiers who escorted the dead drone into a reconfigured 
hanger.  Placing the machine on a metal table, a team of technicians immediately surrounded the 
carcass as a group of gloved sailors departed.  A laptop-sized drone scanner hovered overhead, 



continuously checking for additional electronic signals, but none were forthcoming.  Covered 
head-to-toe in protective gear, the technicians began dissecting the mechanical cadaver.  

Kade, Madison and other officials watched from behind an explosion-proof transparent wall. 
With a camera attached to his helmet, the lead technician spoke live to coms around the world on 
a confidential Network meeting link including Lyra and her command team on The Omaha, the 
Chinese command on The Dazhou, Roman and Isabella with Slater in London, and Dominique 
and Branson in Gaborone.  

Unbeknownst to them all, Zylen was searching The Network for his own personal access to 
the conversation.  But even with his skills, when a communication feed originated from inside a 
military base under the command of Global Intelligence forces, the digital structure was nearly 
impossible to rapidly infiltrate.

"The box is in three pieces," the technician began speaking to the expected participants. 
"There are no external markings.  It's a standard box design."  Pointing to the inside, he 
continued, "These general parts are quite sophisticated, but easily purchased.  But this," he 
focused a light on the microchip at the heart of the device, "this has a serial number.  No attempt 
to hide the origin.  Unless it's fake, should be easy to trace."

"That's strange," Kade remarked to Madison.
"I'm guessing he did not expect to get caught," Madison responded.
"We'll record all of these pieces and run analysis to prepare an inventory of parts—"
"Listen," Kade interjected over a speaker.  "Can you do this manually?  Or at least, not 

directly on The Network."
"Manually?  But Commander that will take forever," the technician protested.  "We would 

have to manually take photos of each part, and compare the image to the schematic for a box 
drone, and note if there's a difference.  The Network could run the procedure in a few minutes, 
and not miss one piece.  Who knows what we'd miss."

Kade thought about her request again.  Muting her speaker, she turned to Madison.  "I do not 
want this data on The Network.  We need a more secure approach."

"We could get him a laptop and disable the wireless," Madison suggested.  "He could load 
the program to be remotely run."

Kade reactivated the speaker, "Can you run your program on a stand-alone computer?"
"Stand-alone?" the technician challenged the assertion.  "Commander with all due respect 

that would be a waste of time.  Why would we not use The Network?  Our set-up is secure."
Facing Madison again, Kade cautiously whispered,  "The set-up is the very technology we 

are trying to investigate.  If this gets out—"
"We can at least control the space and access," Madison quietly proposed.  "I'll get a Special 

Command secure set-up through the U.S. military.  We won't put the data on an their server."  He 
turned away from her, entering instructions on his com.

Kade nodded in agreement, and re-stated for the technician, "We will open a secure location 
you can use on The Network.  The space will be restricted.  Stand-by and an analyst will contact 
you in a minute to provide you with the authorization codes."

"Okay thank you, that should work well," the relieved technician concurred, and motioned to 
his team to continue.

Kade and Madison sat down to wait.  Reaching out to select the mute icon on the com 
speaker, Madison remarked only to Kade, "The Chinese want answers."

"To questions they know have no answer," she contested.  "Let them listen and wait like the 
rest of us."



Their coms buzzed, and Kade and Madison both looked down at an alert from another 
technician who was retrieving data from the dead drone.  As they turned the speaker back on, the 
technician came on live and declared, "The serial number on the chip is a U.S. government-
issued sequence, no other organization would be using it."

"What?" Kade and Madison both queried.
"Yes the chips for official drones are given numbers in a particular sequence.  That's not to 

say a manufacturer cannot coincidentally have the number on another product, but not for 
drones.  We decoded the sequence, which includes the manufacturing location.  The chip was 
made in Ocala, Florida at an automated facility run by a public company doing both civilian and 
military work."

"You are saying the drone was made in a standard facility?" Kade asked.
"Well the chip yes.  We'll have to keep running analysis on the other parts."
"Right.  Okay who ordered the chip?"
"Hmm, that's the disturbing part."  Kade looked at Madison.  "The Network ordered the 

chip."
Kade measured her response.  "We know The Network ordered it.  The Network orders all 

of the parts.  Who initiated the order?"
"The Network, Commander.  I've sent you all of the data records.  This serial number was 

ordered by The Network for a Network drone."
"The Network does not have its own drones.  There has to be data tying the order to a 

government department or a company doing government work."
"Well okay, yes, maybe originally.  But what happens is, subsequent ordering is automatic 

based on deterioration schedules, site re-deployments and other pre-programmed factors.  Each 
time a drone is re-shipped, the order is logged in as originating for the named destination."

"Where was the destination for this drone?"
"Directly to the site."
"Someone ordered a weaponized drone to be sent to a subvee in the Pacific Ocean?"
"Yes Commander.  But not someone, The Network."
"Humans input into The Network."
"We did, but not so much anymore.  Manufacturing drones is routine—"
"It's not routine to have a drone shooting at a military submarine."  Kade's voice rose.
"Ahh, no Commander, it is not."
"Is there any other information you can give us?"
"Not yet, we have a few more diagnostics.  But we thought maybe you wanted this news 

right away."
"Yes we did, thank you."  Kade signed off, and looked at Madison who was shaking his 

head.
 "The Network does not order drones," he declared in disbelief.  "This attack is being 

controlled by a person."
"Maybe a person at some point," Kade carefully responded.  "But The Network is designed 

to…well, look after itself.  The system could have—"
"Don't say you think the system is in control.  Don't say The Network is ordering weapons to 

shoot at us.  No way."
"An attack drone came from an unidentifiable location."
"Right, sent by a human challenging the government as always."
"Or not."



"Commander," another technician spoke up to interrupt them.  "There's more information 
from the captured drone."

Kade and Madison stood up and returned to the window overlooking the drone dissection 
room.  "Go ahead," she ordered to the technicians.

"We have more markings inside, and the manufacturers' names on several parts.  I'm afraid 
these too match standard U.S. government specs.  Not as specific as the chip, but every part 
matches.  Theoretically, a company's Network program could randomly pick all of the same parts 
as the government.  But given the number of choices, it's also unlikely to be a coincidence."

"How many manufacturing facilities does the government have for these parts?"
"For all of these parts?  The U.S. government?  Probably two thousand, plus access around 

the world to...I guess another thousand.  We'll run a complete workout of every spec next, of 
every piece.  Some might have sand or dirt embedded that we can check to narrow down the 
potential origin sites.  We will need more time.  But we'll aim to complete a report for each 
piece."

"Their analysis will not matter," Madison quietly conceded only to Kade.  "Site selection is 
random.  Drones can be made at any manufacturing site and sent to any buyer.  The results could 
be interesting, but hardly relevant."

"We're looking for a pattern," Kade noted.
"The one we want to find would probably be too obvious."
"Go ahead with your plan," Kade ordered back to the technicians.
"Yes Commander," the lead technician responded.
She turned back to Madison, who had another level of uneasy look on his face.  "What 

else?" Kade asked.
"How are the Chinese going to extricate themselves from the other one?" Madison inquired.
"My recommendation is they should get to the nearest military base and repeat the actions 

they just saw completed."
"They won't like a plan requiring they leave the area.  The suggestion will look like the U.S. 

succeeded in pushing them out."
"I don't really car—"
"Commander!" a Chilean military official came running towards them, stopped and said 

with a shaking voice, "There's another..."
"What is it?" Kade demanded, knowing she would not like the answer.
"Another one is coming?"
"Another one?  What?  Another drone?"
"Yes and this one is bigger...much, much bigger."

Chapter Twenty-Five

Lying on the floor of his Puerto Concepcion hotel room, Zylen stared up at the ceiling, and 
replayed the ocean battle over and over again.  He had aimed high-powered binoculars on the 
Chilean military base, and watched the submarine return with the battered parts of the dead 
drone.  After multiple attempts to hack into the Base and Special Command to find more 
information about the investigation, he collapsed in exhaustion.  



But his mind continued to churn through the audio and visuals he had witnessed, until a 
plausible scenario emerged as his working theory.  A drone had been sent to menace a subvee, 
and that drone did not like to be disturbed in its business.  But what did an attack drone want 
with a subvee?  What was the connection, if any, between the actions of his undetectable drones, 
and this dead one from the attack?  

His speculation centered on his drones creating a disturbance, prompting the attack drone to 
react by blowing up the compromised equipment.  The blowing up part was a little extreme, but 
reacting to the disturbance was not.  To stop a disease from spreading, you attack with antibodies 
or remove the infected part.  If The Network had an improperly functioning appendage, but 
could not uncover why, the system could calculate a need to remove the offender, and install a 
replacement.  That was one explanation for the incident with his drones.  But was there another?

Subvees on the Pacific Ocean floor near South America were working in a seismically 
active area.  Below the water, the region was distinctly defined by natural geographic formations. 
While the South American continent marked the western barrier, to the north was the Nazca 
ridge, jutting out from the Peru-Chile border; to the south, the Southeast Pacific basin, a drop-off 
of land en route to Antarctica; and to the west, the East Pacific Rise a mountain range blocking 
the route to Asia.  Within this geological rectangle were buried an indeterminate quantity of 
valuable minerals.  

'For the drones to be reacting to the same sequence of events, the subvee might now be 
considered to be like my undetectable drone,' Zylen thought.  'But considered by who or what? 
Since the government attacked the drone, the government is not the instigator.  Could the culprit 
be a private operator?  A rogue his client is trying to attract?  Or could the entire scheme be a 
Network defense program?'  

Zylen remembered The Network creating unaccountable error messages when his drone 
disturbed the electricity complex's equipment.  Maybe the subvee created an error The Network 
could not decipher, and the system triggered the drones to fix the confusion.  But The Network 
must know the subvees are in the area, and exactly which equipment is used for mining.  "The 
program should recognize an error was created,' he thought.  'Or maybe not.'  Zylen braced his 
body as his mind reeled.

If the drone is looking for the error, maybe it's hovering because the subvee could be sitting 
right on top of the problem.  Or maybe the subvee could be the error, the intruder intends to fix. 
Maybe the government does not even know the process his drone set in motion at the energy 
sites.  Maybe they have not considered that creating an undetectable error might be prompting a 
defensive attack.  

Zylen considered his position.  If flying an undetectable drone into the energy complexes 
was not yet illegal, the action could certainly be made to be.  Isolating his work as a criminal 
action is actually how the government could get to him...if they found the evidence.  But beyond 
that possibility, he could not imagine another outcome.  

'How fast can Special Command figure this out?' he wondered again.  
As much as he hated the government intrusion into private lives, he did not want more 

people to die.  Nor did he want to know he had set in motion the chain of events capable of 
leading to another world war.  Zylen sat up to look at the data and pictures in front of him.  But 
he was interrupted by his buzzing com, he looked at the screen and saw an incoming contact 
request from his client.

The client wanted a progress report, but Zylen did not want to give one.  After the Botswana 
incident, the team had stopped providing updates about their international experiments.  They 



continued only to send information on tests and advancements completed in Ireland.  With the 
exception of information likely to be considered unrelated news reports, the client did not know 
about the North Sea or Grand Rapids attacks.  The team decided the client would not be 
informed the drones she had ordered were connected to cyber security incidents, generating 
Global Intelligence investigations.  Providing only managed details was the status Zylen 
intended to preserve.  But the client wanted a demonstration of the planned delivery scenario for 
the drone.  Zylen knew the request would require preparation of a copy of the machine for 
another independent test.  Cautiously, he agreed to meet again in St. Lucia in three weeks, and to 
bring a workable prototype of the drone.

After signing off with the client, Zylen was tired, but sufficiently lucid to consider that if his 
client used the undetectable drone for a crime attracting the attention of law enforcement, Special 
Command would have a specific direction to follow in their investigation of the attack drone 
incidents.  Unpredictably, he would have to operate on two fronts.  Stall on his client's order to 
deliver the undetectable drone, and cover his trail on the first three energy complex incidents 
before the government figured out The Network could be launching its own defenses.  

More importantly, he did not want Global Intelligence to uncover, how the reaction had 
started in the first place.

Chapter Twenty-Six

The fresh, bulkier drone en route to The Omaha presented a clear visual for humans on the 
ground, even though The Network had no report of its existence.  Images were posted online 
before Kade had heard the news of its incoming trajectory.  As the machine crossed U.S. 
territory south from a manufacturing factory in Topeka, Kansas, the drone distinctly stood out 
from all others seen in daily deliveries, or flying around shopping malls and office buildings in 
cities.  

This one was oval-shaped like a football, and at the size of a classic yellow school bus, 
resembled a flying submarine with room for thirty sailors.  The unmanned device's voyage 
presented a spectacle while gliding peacefully across the Great Plains, and exiting U.S. territory 
at the country's southwest tip near San Diego.  Since humans were clearly able to view the route, 
the U.S. military determined location coordinates, scrambled fighter jets from Coronado Island 
in California and established a 'follow' protocol.  Amateur photographers mapped the movement 
on a path out of the U.S.  The Internet lit up with speculation as to the drone's true origins, and 
intended destination.  Once over the ocean, the civilian reports were sent from pleasure boats, 
cargo ships and cruise liners capturing live video in tandem with civilian satellites providing 
coordinate updates.

The unfamiliar drone created media frenzy.  When the U.S. government refused to state the 
machine's likely destination, social media speculated officials did not know the planned 
direction, and had no answer as to how to stop the unauthorized trip.  The determination that, the 
flysub as the drone was being called, was an uncontrollable alien spacecraft, was swift and 
damaging.  Doomsdayers rushed to stock up on food and survival gear, and preachers 
proclaiming 'the end is nigh,' rolled out into the streets.  The population rarely responded en 
masse to any news announcement or development.  But a crack in the government's ability to 



explain a flying submarine unleashed overwhelming fear even for the most complacent of 
citizens.  

Within hours, an official government announcement would transform the public's suspected 
observation of an unidentified flying object into an industrial service drone.  But for the first time 
in a long time, the population considered the government could be lying.  The collective 
revelation opened the door to more scrutiny than typical officials wished to contemplate.  With 
scrambling governments determined to stop the chatter as quickly as the noise had begun, they 
opted to provide Kade's team with unlimited resources for the investigation.

"Well when you build a mega drone at least your options are narrowed when determining 
where it could come from," Madison noted after they had received the latest updates.  An hour 
after the advancing drone was first spotted, and the stories and questions began streaming in, he 
and Kade sat facing each other across a table in the Command Center in Puerto Concepcion.  The 
Special Command team around the world, the U.S. military and The Omaha's officers had 
regrouped on a shared com conversation.

"Yes, but knowing an origination point does not help us," Kade commented.  "The flysub 
could still have been ordered by an official who has the clearance to use a U.S. facility.  Or an 
enemy could have launched an infiltrated hack."

"Still we have a finite list."
"We have exhausted the possibilities," Megan Coyne interjected.  "Officials with clearance 

have all checked out, and there are no orders in The Network to identify other prospects."
"This could be a Network program running under pre-authorized commands we have not 

previously utilized," Isabella said.
"Okay, maybe we can run with that theory.  But The Network would only build and send an 

enhanced drone for a reason a human programmed.  Even small flying submarine drones are not 
common.  This is the biggest one anyone has ever seen.  We need to identify who originally 
created the design for this scale of drone and why.  If we know where this drone is to be used, we 
may be able to pinpoint the area of The Network to target.  The Network may be able to display 
on the outside that it's not registering this drone, but the program certainly cannot hide 
functionality on the inside.  The instructions for triggering the defensive drone have to be in the 
code."

"But we can only find the code, if we know where to look."
"We can also only program against the attack, if we know why The Network is generating 

these drone instructions," Roman added.
"The only reason to react is self-defense."
"The Network thinks it's under attack," Branson noted as he glanced at Dominique.
"Why?  What are they mining down there?"
Disregarding the question, Kade continued, "We have teams of technicians around the world 

running the diagnostics, but they only know how to investigate in relation to The Network's 
known functions.  They use The Network to run all of the reports.  The Network is not going to 
display data the program is trying to hide.  Or data the system does not directly use in the first 
place.  We have a few people who can try and decipher the available details, but in-depth 
analysis will take some time.  In the meantime, we are preparing a larger military attack sub to 
meet this new drone in the ocean.  Where are we on the possible suspects who could have 
created this machine?"

"A few leads," Slater replied.  "Most rogue techs have favorite cities they prefer to hide in. 
Always cities, the more crowded and chaotic the better.  We have been tracking alias name and 



name pattern movements in and out of those locations.  We have three that seem to be busy right 
now.  A faction out of Estonia, another in Hong Kong and one in Alexandria, Egypt."

"I like Egypt for this, could be part of the thousand year war," Coyne stated matter of 
factually.

Kade ignored the comment.  "Okay how do you want to proceed with that information?" she 
asked.

"Follow-ups for all three," Slater replied.
"I agree.  We'll proceed based on where the teams are now.  Isabella and Roman to Estonia, 

Branson and Dominique to Alexandria, and Madison will go to Hong Kong.  Find out if any 
contacts know about the drones, the attacks, the code, get any information you can out of the 
rogue tech community.  Any client paying big money to build these new machines.  Rogues 
using a lot of processing power or drawing in extra resources for a project.  We need to check 
them all.  Spend whatever you need to get answers.  Someone has to be willing to talk.  You'll all 
leave right after this meeting.  I'll be staying here.  What else?"

"The media?" Madison answered.
"Let the Defense Department deal with them."
"They will, but they need the words from you.  They want to be able to state a truth that does 

not actually reveal any classified details about these incidents."
"We'll discuss a response offline.  Other questions?"
"Sorry Commander, but this team needs to be on the same page on our official statements. 

All of the people on this com have come this far."
Kade paused and considered Madison's original question again.  "Okay, we'll say we are 

working with the Chinese on a new type of drone."
"Working with the Chinese?"
"Yes, civilians are tracking this flying sub drone.  People are going to figure out the drone is 

descending to a site with U.S. and Chinese subvees in the area.  We have to reassure people this 
incident is connected to peace not war.  We'll say we are looking for a common approach for 
using this type of larger drone.  We say we're in this together in the spirit of technological 
cooperation.  At least that news might comfort people a little."

"Okay, I'll run with those words."
"Are there any other concerns?"
"For the Chinese command on The Dazhou?" Lyra spoke up.  "What do we want to say to 

them?"
"How are they currently responding?"
"Well now they know another one is coming, they've dropped any plans to try and grab the 

one outside their vessel.  They'll wait and see how this latest incident unfolds."
"Okay where is Chile 3 right now?"
"Central America," a U.S. military officer replied.  "Costa Rica has reported the drone is 

flying over international waters off their coast."
"Who were the last people to order one of these types of drones, flysubs of any size?"
"Well the size is not common, but probably an industrial subvee," Slater replied. 

"Companies use manned flysubs mostly for people who need to shuttle back and forth to land. 
For example, if a crewmember becomes really sick and needs onshore care.  You cannot fly an 
air ambulance to a subvee.  They use flysubs instead."

"The last order at the Topeka factory left three days ago," Coyne said.  "The machine was 
bound for an offshore mining site south of Devon Island in Arctic Canada."



"Is there any part of the world not being torn up?" Kade rhetorically asked.  "Who else?"
"We do," Lyra interjected.  "Or at least we have."
"That size?"
"Well no, not at all that big, and not as a drone.  But the same type of transport for exactly 

the type of incident Mr. James explained."
"What can you tell us about these machines?  Are there specific details we need to 

understand?"
"Well they don't move very fast, actually really clunky.  I think the sluggishness results from 

the intention to be both a submarine needing to descend, and an airplane needing to rise.  The 
combination makes for an odd balance.  I know my crew do not like piloting those lumbering 
vessels."

"Yours are always manned?"
"Yes, but we can do both.  Depends on the reason we're going out, and the weather.  Bad 

weather makes the remote handling even more difficult."
"Why?"
"Manually you have a lot of stabilizer overrides.  If you're inside the flysub, you can use 

alternate controls to constantly reset your balance.  Remotely you only have standard options, up 
and down, left to right.  If the atmosphere is really windy, you can be blown off balance."

"Okay good to know."
"Maybe we can shake the vessel," Slater said.
"Hopefully, yes.  Any other information or instructions you need?"  Kade was answered 

with silence.  "Okay, let's go."
As they signed off and departed from the table, Kade pulled Madison aside.  "Did you notice 

another non-discussed detail?" she asked.
"Another detail?" Madison repeated the question.
"How long does it take to build a flysub that size?"
"About two or three days I guess, depending on the programming."
"Days?"
"This was already under construction?"
"Or diverted from another order?"
Kade looked at her com.  "I'm cross-referencing the flysub manufacturing report with the 

dates of the other incidents."
"When did the process begin?"
"The day the Chinese tried to engage the first drone."
"Our attacker knew to be prepared to send a bigger drone?"
"Exactly."
"Because the defenses had been attacked?"
"Possibly.  We need a break in this, Maddy.  You've got to shake out every lead you can 

find.  Somebody has a lot more information than we do."
"Yeah, I know.  I'll do my best."
"Better than best, Maddy.  We're running out of time."

*

They recognized the significance of man’s spiritual nature, of his feelings, and of his intellect.  
They knew that only a part of the pain, pleasure and satisfactions of life are to be found in 
material things... They conferred, as against the Government, the right to be let alone—the most 
comprehensive of rights and the right most valued by civilized men.



Justice Louis Brandeis, United States Supreme Court, dissenting in Olmstead v. United States,  
277 U.S. 438 (1928)

PART FIVE - THE MOTION CLUE

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Madison could have flown in a private plane out of Puerto Concepcion to Hong Kong.  But he 
chose to board a scheduled domestic flight to Chile's capital city Santiago first, and take a direct 
commercial flight from there.  Exhausted from reviewing with the Chinese other potential 
responses to the drone, he did not want to face the bureaucracy with a request for permission to 
land a private plane at Chep Lap Kok Airport.  

The destination attracted an endless arrival line of high flyers.  He hoped to avoid being 
recorded on entry as one of them.  The area had too many eyes and ears for visitors of that 
profile.  As an island section of the Pearl River Delta megalopolis occupying the beating heart of 
southern China, Hong Kong was not a stand-alone city, but a tightly packed magnetic entry 
point.  While the bulk of regional economic action occurred further inland at Guangzhou, the 
foreigner-laden doors at Hong Kong and Macau on the coast, were sectors bringing uncounted 
billions into the second richest economic region in the world.  If travelers claimed to be going to 
Hong Kong, they were probably referring to the open island at the tip of the delta's northern 
shores.  

Rogue technologists in the region preferred to dwell by the South China Sea where the 
island offered a broad international bend towards wealthy expatriates occupying dense 
skyscrapers around the water's edge, on the Kowloon Peninsula, and to the edges of Shenzhen. 
But the cost of living was prohibitively expensive for the average technologist to permanently 
stay as a resident.  Practical businesspeople or investors followed the Zhujiang river inland to the 
delta’s mainland.  Shorter pockets settled in less glamorous nearby cities like Dongguan, and 
used flytrains to travel around the region.  

Madison wisely knew to begin his investigation with the rogue techs' potential clients.  The 
techs were harder to find than billionaires displaying their transports, jewelry and penthouses to 
the panting masses who only lived similar lives in their dreams.

On arrival, Madison took a flytrain into the Central District, disembarked at the headquarters 
of the China Curium building, and sent a contact request.

"Good morning, this is the office of Mr. Li Wenhao," a voice answered.  If Madison could 
have contacted Li directly, the request would likely have ended up in voicemail.  Apps auto-
directed communication signals based on various defined factors, all pre-set by the intended 
recipient.  But multi-billionaires like Li hired humans to screen contact requests, and traded the 
prestige of the service for the variability of human behavior.

"Good morning Elsa, this is Mr. Madison Alan," Madison politely responded in Chinese. 
"Is Mr. Li in his office?  I would like to request an immediate appointment."

"Immediate?"



"Yes, I'm outside the building."
"One moment sir."  Madison waited.  Li would be personally informed Madison was 

waiting, which was one of the unexpected human variables.  The triumph of entrenched 
hospitality could mistakenly open the door.

"Mr. Madison, please return in one hour.  Mr. Li will see you then."  
Calculating one hour would give Li too much time to flee, Madison resolutely responded, 

"I'll be up in a few minutes to wait in your office, if you don't mind."
"Ahh, Mr. Madison…"  
Madison signed off before she could protest further.  Entering the building, he stopped at a 

kiosk to purchase a coffee.  Walking to the elevators, he took the express ride to Li's office on 
the 78th floor.

On average, skyscrapers in China were consistently taller than those in other countries. 
With more people attracted to living, working and shopping in established cities, the only space 
available to build was straight up.  Through the glass elevator walls, Madison watched the main 
lobby disappear below as he ascended.  When the doors opened, he stepped out into an 
expansive, open space.  

Against the opposite wall, three young women sat behind a transparent plastic desk, their 
work screens hovered in front or to the side of their faces.  Dressed in identical blue dresses, with 
black trim, they sat upright, speaking into unseen coms, and typing on keyboards embedded in 
the table.  Madison approached, but since no guest was expected, the women did not look up. 
Cameras followed his movement forward.  A single security guard looking at his com read the 
analysis running on facial recognition software.  Madison waited a minute beside the table before 
the guard approached him.

"Mr. Madison Alan?" the guard asked in strained English.
"I have an appointment with Mr. Li," Madison conclusively replied.
The guard looked at him inquisitively, before walking to the end of the table.  His security 

search had turned up a file on Madison, a development that ensured the visitor would not be 
immediately escorted out of the building as a vagrant.  Using his own com to communicate with 
Li's administrative assistant, the guard turned his back to Madison to display displeasure at the 
intrusion.  Three minutes later, the guard turned to face him, and walked back to where he stood.

"Follow me please," the guard directly stated.  Madison followed.  The men walked towards 
a glass wall.  As they approached, a partition automatically separated to reveal rows of inner 
cubicles with men and women speaking, keyboarding, and displaying an arrangement of video, 
designs and numbers hovering around their workstations.  More than thirty people were creating 
a din of action and excitement as Madison walked through. 

In China, where most people lived in crowded residences, working in an office was a 
welcome and prestigious opportunity.  People preferred to be out of their homes, and surrounded 
by eager, ambitious colleagues who were planning their own ascent to the ranks of the Mr. Li's 
of the city.  At another glass wall near the end of the floor, the men paused.  The guard patiently 
waited.  Madison, expecting the delay, looked directly up at the unseen camera.  A minute later, 
the doors opened.  They passed through into a completely silent, carpeted lounge occupied by 
one employee, Elsa.

"Mr. Madison," from behind her own plastic desk, she pointed an open palm across the 
room, "please take a seat."  At the end of the space were two semi-circles of plush red couches 
facing away from Elsa's desk towards the view of the city through floor-to-ceiling glass 
windows.



"Thank you," Madison responded.  The security guard nodded and walked out.  Sitting down 
to enjoy the view, Madison took a sip of his coffee, and looked at his com for the latest 
developments with the drones in the Pacific.  Five minutes later, a young woman emerged to 
offer him a hot or cold beverage.  She returned with his requested water and an unsolicited plate 
of biscuits, served on a silver tray that she placed on the table in front of him.  The action was 
another sign of Li flaunting his wealth.  Madison admired the formal touches.  But he was not 
used to dealing with a circle of servant associates surrounding the inner sanctum of one 
individual.  

His comfort was unapologetically challenged as nearly two hours passed before Elsa, 
without rising, used a speaker to loudly announce Mr. Li was now available to receive him. 
Pretending not to be annoyed, Madison stood.  As he walked towards Elsa's desk, the tinted glass 
wall to her left opened.  He walked through, finally entering the office of the man who could 
begin to answer his questions.

Li was a foot shorter than Madison, impeccably attired, approaching his 60s with vigor, and 
an unstoppable quest for more wealth.  Having started as a day miner in China's inner provinces, 
he had worked his way up to manager, before joining two friends to invest directly in the ore 
they were uncovering.  After searching eleven years for additional deposits of the rare earth 
mineral curium, he had found the resource in three global locations, and transformed his life. 
Later using the mining wealth to invest in real estate, transport and export-oriented consumer 
businesses, Li exploited the bedrock upon which China's economic prowess had expanded.

"Madison, how are you?" he asked not rising, but offering a welcoming hand towards the 
tired, but perceptive figure of Madison Alan.

"I would have preferred to have seen you closer to the time I arrived," Madison answered, 
briefly shaking the extended hand.

"Oh I am so sorry," Li responded with zero remorse.  "I am very busy and surprise guests 
are rare."

"I would have appreciated the courtesy—"
"Ahh, don't quibble.  Here I am and here you are.  What can I do for you?"  Li had not 

moved from behind his four-foot wide desk made of scarce mahogany wood.  Madison took a 
seat on the other side of the polished surface.  Their positioned images reflected the ageless and 
respected approach to meeting a busy executive in his office on a business day.

Formalities over, Madison drove right to the point.  "I would like to know who you think 
might be privately manufacturing undetectable civilian drones."

Eyeing Li, Madison registered the businessman's contemplation between a flippant response 
and honesty, before finally settling on deflection, and answering, "Drones can always be undetec
—"

"Not that kind," Madison interrupted to ensure his question was clear.  "These are drones 
that can be visually seen, but not detected by The Network.  They must have a signal to be able 
to fly, but The Network cannot find the communication.  Network cameras are not recording the 
physical drone's presence.  The machine is basically invisible to The Network's eyes."

"That's an interesting idea."
"More than an idea.  Someone has managed to build and deploy these drones.  We can see 

the machines with our own eyes, but The Network is not detecting them."
"Extraordinary."
"Li, who can be that extraordinary?"
"You are asking?  The answer is anyone in the world who has the money or programming 



power or both.  Every thinking individual wants to be visually invisible to The Network."
"Who has the technology?"
"Who could say?"
"Okay Li, who has been talking about buying or developing this type of functionality?  Who 

might have decided to pay for these drones?"
"Even more interesting.  Who has been talking about a technology to prevent detection by 

The Network?  Perhaps the entire freedom-minded population on earth?"
Madison stared at him, his exasperation approaching the end of his ability to control his 

responses.  "Li, please stop being uncooperative.  We need to find out who is doing this, why, 
and how to stop them.  Let's start again.  I was wondering if, in your business or personal 
operations, you may have heard, over-heard, or been told, about anyone's plans to build an 
undetectable personal drone?"

Li stared at Madison with hard eyes.  Personally knowing a Global Intelligence officer with 
whom he could share information had never hurt his business.  He and Madison had quietly 
communicated back and forth for years, and the favors owed had been recovered, and earned 
again.  Li calculated he was owing to Madison at that moment, and he knew Madison would 
reciprocate when the possibility came his way next time.  Trading with Madison Alan was 
usually more valuable than trading with his own peers.  Besides, the available information he had 
on this one request was not enough to have put him under a promise of secrecy to any informer 
he had to appease.  

"Perhaps you could think about," Li began, "why a happy citizen would need an 
undetectable drone.  Need not want.  There are military reasons of course, but we are not talking 
about governments.  Instead, you may consider where such a device would be helpful in 
business, better than satellites and why.  There are thousands upon thousands of drones in the 
sky, having one or two more flying around would not attract attention, at least not in the cities. 
In the countryside, people can more clearly see such a device.  But people do not care about a 
single drone floating through the sky.  But The Network would.  If The Network picked up an 
unexpected drone, what would the system do?  You need to by-pass its reaction.  For every 
action, there is an equal and opposite reaction, right?  You must avoid the known response, if 
you can.  And why would you want to?  Try to consider those questions."

"That's interesting," Madison noted, intensely processing the information.
"Consider that most people have little talent for working with The Network.  A few people 

use...well, use its existence, to do remarkable things authorities do not like.  You know these 
people.  They work in any independent corner they can find.  But some places are easier to work 
in than others, especially if you need empty buildings and open fields to test your work.  Where 
do these people go where they could find such facilities?  Not too many places in such a crowded 
world, right?"

"No, there are not."
"Well, the work is possible.  Maybe someone needs a product, and has the means to 

manufacture such items.  I leave you now with these possibilities."
"I'd prefer a name."
"Names are interesting, easy, and very dangerous.  I would prefer a name too, but only one 

that is not weaponized."
Madison stared hard at Li, thinking, 'he knows the drone is weaponized,' but said aloud, 

"You mean you have no more information for me?"  He stood up.  "After two hours, no name. 
Thanks alot Li," he sarcastically stated.



Li waved him off.  "I have done my best.  I have no more.  Since I'm a busy man, I think you 
are ready to leave now."

"A question."  Li reluctantly drooped in his chair.  "This drone can in fact be built, the 
machine exists.  But is there a permanent location to build more?"

Li narrowed his eyes.  "Once the money and the brains are united, many things happen.  I 
cannot say if there is success, but usually if there is an attempt such places exist in some form."

"Okay."  This time Li stood to confirm the finality of the conversation.  His office doors slid 
open, revealing the security guard waiting on the other side.  "I'll be in the city visiting with a 
few more people," Madison advised.  "If I need to see you again, I'll contact you."

"Yes, I'm certain you will," Li disdainfully responded.  They shook hands.  Li was sitting 
down and looking at his screen before Madison crossed the threshold back into the office lobby.

Leading Madison through the building directly to the front street-level exit, the security 
guard stood to one side only when the sliding glass separated for the visitor to depart.  Madison 
nodded briefly to the guard, and stepped out into the Hong Kong haze.  

From the time, Li had started speaking in his vague code, Madison had been thinking 
through the riddle.  The manufacturing site was straightforward to narrow down.  The land of 
abandoned factories and wide open spaces had to be Ireland.  The empty country was widely 
known to be a compatible territory for rogue technologists testing their latest advances.  In a 
countryside where tourists still believed in leprechaun sightings, residents were unlikely to 
question a flying black box flittering among the trees.  Madison also briefly considered Russia as 
a possibility.  But many Asians had moved into Siberia.  The vast territory was not generally 
considered as unoccupied as often speculated.  Plus an omnipresent military ensured the region 
was not as informal to enter and exit as a compact, friendly island.

But the owner, the purchaser of the technology, was still a mystery.  Almost every company 
used drones.  But Madison suspected he needed to identify one using drones in the business 
operations, not only for deliveries or repairs.  He also had to consider where undetected drones 
would provide the most benefit, which would not be a business only engaged in espionage.  

The undetectable drone was visible to humans and could be captured.  The owner was 
obviously not trying to hide the physical drone.  But, Madison considered, actual invisibility was 
probably not the issue at all.  Pretending to be a delivery drone was hiding in plain sight by 
making the undetectable one among millions.  In many cities, there were more drones than 
transports.  People would not acknowledge, nor recognize, the difference between the 
undetectables and the machines they saw every day.  The real issue was only The Network's 
detection, a concern relentlessly irritating a frustrated minority of humankind who consciously 
wanted to live freely.  For competitive and privacy reasons, businesses also hated detection.  But 
The Network's routine data gathering was separate from automatic processes for manipulating 
and analyzing the information for other less innocuous reasons.

Madison needed to think of a business trying to avoid a Network reaction that typically, he 
guessed, cost money, or triggered intrusive government probing.  An accurate undetectable drone 
made its origin, owner and destination invisible to The Network.  These drones were not only 
masking routinely displayed data, but also scrambling The Network's ability to analyze a security 
camera feed or sensor, and to verify the recorded images.  The undetectable drone may even be 
interrupting The Network's initial prompt to analyze the data.  If that capability was the 
functionality these rogues had programmed, the code could be the most advanced technological 
achievement of the century.  

Li was right.  Any number of informed individuals would want the application.  But whose 



desires were acute enough to provoke the Global Intelligence community into hunting them 
down?

Madison re-thought the possibilities.  He was looking for a business demanding to transit in 
and out of locations, open to being seen by humans, but avoiding being destroyed by The 
Network.  The owner probably carried a distinctive product, and Network tracking of its 
movements was an irritant.  The product may be illegal, rare or expensive, but at least worth the 
cost of building the undetectable drones.  The list of potential suspects was endless.  Numerous 
individuals had investment interests in precious minerals, gold bars, rare earths, or advanced 
weapons, plus the money and the reasons to create undetectable drones.  But where did 
renewable energy come into all this?  Why would a businessperson paying to create an inventive 
drone operation, attack the electricity grid with deadly force?

With his mind spinning, Madison continued walking to his hotel.  As soon as he reached the 
privacy of his room, he activated a screen.  After a secure update message to Kade, who was 
thrilled they finally had confirmation of rogue technologists building undetectable drones, he 
began running analysis on potential suspects who could have been based in Ireland.  

The search program ran the aliases and international travel activities of known and suspected 
rogue technologists.  Since the suspects constantly changed identities, the inquiry was never an 
uncomplicated process.  The program looked for patterns in the chosen names, and tied 
promising leads together with other characteristics in the files of specific individuals.  Every now 
and then, the complex data crosschecking worked.  Madison looked for matching pattern aliases 
based in Ireland at the time of all three undetectable drone incidents.  

If they had arrived by boat, they would be nearly impossible to find.  The innumerable rocky 
outposts along the shoreline created another advantage for rogues to dock in hundreds of 
locations without being noticed.  While satellites would capture the activity, law enforcement on 
the ground had to separate the known and expected GPS coordinates of legitimate water traffic 
from non-transmitting boats.  The search was possible, but utilized extensive resources.  Madison 
would only try analyzing that data if the regulated air and official ferry entry points came up 
completely empty.  

But if the pattern matcher singled out at least one name, he could use that one defined lead 
to find the rest.

While The Network first retrieved, and subsequently ran the information through analysis, 
Madison stared out his hotel room window at the pounding radiance of the city.  Skyscraper 
building was an art form in China with few equals.  Only the world's established international 
cities like Dubai, London, Shanghai or Singapore, had managed to continuously erect 
equivalently complex and beautiful buildings at ever-rising heights.  Architecture and 
engineering were at unprecedented levels of creativity and structural advancement.  Madison 
admired their freedom, in the midst of the crushing control of everyday life stood unabashed 
symbols of boundless innovation.  His com beeped.  

Sighing, he turned away from the symbols of human imagination, and stared at the screen 
displaying the dutiful results of the shockingly simplistic code of the computer.  Ones and zeros, 
often layered in four quadrant virtual boxes, but ones and zeros nonetheless, off and on, the 
essence of generating an uncountable amount of data, video, photos, and voice files.  All stitched 
together by The Network, coding and re-coding the ones and zeros over and over again, to 
prompt humans along their designed paths.  

The entire scenario was an insidious invasion into the nature and connection human beings 
had to the earth.  The separation of their atomic form from the physical with its ability to touch, 



feel and smell, and the metaphysical with an emphasis on the conceptual being in reality and 
existence.  Metaphysical, a word from the Greek, meta ta physika, meaning after the things of 
nature...after, not before, not with, but after.  

Madison rubbed his head.  He was a relentless thinker, one who was often discontented from 
demanding the output of an envisaged superior world.  He was tired of buttressing up his role 
through played out connections and favors owed.  This investigation would have to be the end. 
When he was relieved from this assignment, he would leave urban life, separate from 
government employment, and find a private, surveillance free location, where he could be human 
again.  A few remaining places on earth offered respite from technology's illimitable control.  As 
soon as he had an opening to move, he would go.

As these tired thoughts rushed into his mind, Madison looked at his screen displaying the 
results for three human profile records with dozens of aliases matching the pattern he had 
inputted.  To the app's best-defined estimate, the real names of these suspected rogue 
technologists were - Sheldon Robine, Jane Prem and Zylen Blain.

Chapter Twenty-Eight

In the Puerto Concepcion Control Center, Kade waited with officials and crew for the arriving 
flysub drone to materialize within sight of their automatic and remote-controlled cameras.  Both 
subvees were on full alert.  A U.S. military mini-submarine with a crew of two waited on the 
ocean surface, and two fighter jets circled overhead.  A satellite was aimed at the location and 
others tracked the flysub drone on its path.  The team in Puerto Concepcion and around the world 
paused to discover the incoming drone's next actions.

For Kade, Madison's update from Hong Kong represented both a breakthrough and an 
inadequate insight.  The undetectable drone's money source was still a mirage.  

'What businesses had the most to lose from Network detection today, or in the future, for a 
reason yet to be evoked?' she wondered.  

Attempting to hide an electronic footprint was not a novel idea, but financing a rogue tech 
team to pursue such elaborate lengths to accomplish their objective was exceptional.  The value 
this person was trying to conceal had to be extremely significant.  An object or process defying 
the token desires of the idle rich, and pushing a select few into a renewed realm of isolation and 
discreteness.  

The most valuable objects in the world were either on display for all to view in public 
museums and art galleries, or restricted to favored invitees inside the walls and vaults of private 
homes and storage facilities.  The myths and speculation surrounding hidden, sacred and 
forbidden items fueled endless Internet discussion, entertainment programs and sensationalist 
news reports.  In a world run on untouchable code, the historical but rare vestiges of wealth and 
power known as golden elixirs, philosophers' stones, diamond crosses, crystal pagodas, bronze 
statutes, emerald-studded silver swords, and carved ivory knives, were among the items believed 
to be preserved, stolen and protected by the few.  Next to these physical objects, the vaporous 
nature of digital technology was of minuscule worth, copied without flaw, and rapidly replaced 
by advanced techs intent on outpacing their peers.  

Trade in physically accessible rare collectibles flourished.  All of the modes of distribution 



antiquities dealers typically used were assumed to be operating unimpeded.  'Maybe that was the 
issue,' Kade thought.  'Maybe the operations were no longer flawlessly functioning, and the 
undetectable drone's buyers were planning to solve the problem.'  

Sporadic outcries of national cultural theft prompted many prominent citizens to repatriate 
various art pieces over the years.  But many more exceptional works remained hidden, and their 
value undocumented.  Creating undetectable, defensive drones to protect a few stolen treasures 
would appear as an elaborate venture to those without the money to finance the research and 
development.  But could the project be worth the risk to the unconstrained few?

"We've got the big drone," an officer eagerly stated, breaking the silent anticipation.
With all of the monitor screens in the room broadcasting the softly drifting waves of the 

silent ocean, the flysub drone expectedly appeared in the visual.  One feed was from a manually 
controlled high-powered camera drone.  Another came from the escorting fighter planes that 
executed an aerial relay along the Pacific Ocean coast as one team of planes handed shadowing 
duties off to the other.  

The entire room was silent as the official participants watched the screens.  The drone was 
exactly as advertised by the public posts on social media sites.  Contoured like a quadruple-sized 
mini-van stuffed into a metal, oval-shaped skin, and transformed electronically into a flying 
submarine.  The machine silently emerged into their vision.  Collectively the room gasped at the 
live sight, and held their breaths as the flysub stopped, and hovered six feet above the water.

"The flysub will recalibrate, transform from flying to submerging.  Make sure we are 
recording every second," Kade demanded.

"Yes Commander," the technician in front of her confirmed.
As the wings folded like a collapsing fan and disappeared into the drone's sides, the visible 

differences between the flying view and submarine functions became obvious.  Stabilizer rudders 
descended from the flysub's underbelly, and appeared to be circulating to ensure proper rotation. 
A minute later, the machine began to descend.  

The waiting military submarine manually locked on to the undetectable through visual 
contact, and mirrored the drop under the ocean waters, sending back pictures as the two vessels 
submerged together.  The team had not had enough time for the implementation of a separate 
secure Network site allowing access by all of the vehicles, and Command locations recording the 
developing incident for analysis.  The flysub appeared before officials could test and approve a 
joint use Cloud space.  

To collaborate, the team turned back to The Network functions that were incapable of 
detecting the flysub's existence.  The humans were forced to manually train their cameras on the 
drone, take continuous video and photos, and every ten seconds, upload those pictures over The 
Network to waiting screens.  

Around the world, the team watched as the view changed from clear open skies to the murky 
and treacherous waters of the Pacific Ocean.  Within the first thousand feet, the flysub descended 
faster than the military sub and the two were soon parted.  The visual feed to the onshore teams 
became sights of floating sand, debris and fish with no break from the swift currents traversing 
the dim water.  The team waited in silence as the military sub tried to find the undetectable 
flysub in the depths of the ocean.  Without a Network feed locked on to both vessels, the military 
crew had to continue to navigate manually, but clearly they did not know how.  With a global 
audience listening in, the sailors bickered over the direction they should turn their vessel.

Lyra pointed to a technician at a control screen.  "Put a path to The Omaha's coordinates on 
the military sub for a scheduled stop beside our Main Control windows," she instructed.  "Put 



them above where the drone will be stopping, and not too close."
"Yes Captain," the technician responded.
"Tell them to override their controls with our directions."
"Yes, done Captain."
The military sub was automatically redirected, and began moving towards the subvee.  As 

the crew watching waited in silence, the flysub soon came into view once again.  "Okay we've 
got it again," the submarine sailor reported.  The visuals returned.

The flysub settled into position exactly where the first drone had hovered in front of The 
Omaha's Main Control room window.  The command crew stared at the intruder, hoping 
precedent would hold, and the drone would not react to stillness.  But they could not know if an 
attack was imminent, or a specific protocol would be followed.  

The larger drone, cast a broader, darker shadow on the window.  The Omaha crew 
subconsciously backed away as if the intruder could be prompted to smash through at any 
moment.  A hush descended over the officials below the ocean, at the Command Center, in 
Washington, London and Beijing.  The open spread of the silence pounded into Kade's head to 
remind her the team's next action was her call.  She would have appreciated a moment with her 
closest advisors, with Madison for his take on how the Chinese might react, or with Roman for 
his counsel.  But she could only pause for another minute.

"Defense Department," Kade spoke aloud, breaking the air.  But only silence responded 
back.  "General Crosby," she repeated, louder.

"Oh yes, yes Commander go ahead," Crosby, dislodged from his stupefaction, finally 
responded with acknowledgment.

"As we all know, we do not have any idea about the capabilities of this flysub.  But we do 
know we have civilian lives to protect under the ocean.  As a precaution, Special Command has 
recommended the U.S. authorize an override for The Omaha's defense shields."

An inaudible inhale encircled the globe.  In any other circumstance, defensive 
recommendations from Special Command would be accepted, but the organization had never 
before suggested a physical act to counter a digital threat.  

At the bottom of the ocean, the pronouncement bounced around the airwaves as the first 
gesture in a war.  If The Omaha activated defense shields, The Dazhou would mimic the 
precaution.  The U.S. and China would be facing each other alone, in defensive mode, for the 
first time in history.  Although the team did not expect either country to openly declare 
hostilities, they also could not expect a completely passive reaction.  If a drone attacked based on 
the defense shield action, both sides could claim the other had provoked the conflict.

"Commander, appears the flysub is non-threatening," Crosby responded, anxious not to 
make a global decision in front of civilians he would never even acknowledge while passing by 
in the street.

"Maybe as we see right now, but everyone must be ready."
"I'm not certain we are in a position—"
"Excuse me General, but this situation requires early preparation.  We believe your best 

move is to obtain the override protocol for the defense shields now, and have instructions ready 
for delivery to Captain Ellis, if necessary."

The Dazhou interrupted.  "Commander, do we understand you mean both subvees?" 
Captain Ren asked.  "Both subvees should be prepared."

"Yes Captain, the protective recommendation from U.N. Special Command has been 
communicated to both governments.  We believe preparations to activate defense shields should 



be organized now.  But this action is, of course, your decision."
"But Special Command, for this…situation, will coordinate the action, for both countries, at 

the same time."
"Yes Captain, we will."  The Chinese line fell silent again, as did the others.  
Kade knew Washington would have wanted her to make these pronouncements offline.  But 

she also knew that approach would provide the U.S. government with the cover to stall.  With the 
flysub in a re-established position, her team did not need further delays risking more lives. 
Broadcasting for confirmed authorization in front of the entire team was a more expedient 
process for forcing official Washington to make a rapid decision, which official Washington 
never did.

"All right Commander, we are proceeding now with the request," General Crosby responded 
with assured authority.  Kade smiled without being observed.  The statement permitted the 
Under-Secretary of Defense to send Special Command a secure text offering U.S. cooperation. 
The General continued speaking, "This approach must include complying with all international 
agreements for the defense of civilian vessels on the high seas.  If The Dazhou proceeds the same 
way, we expect their government to follow the same agreements."

"Thank you General.  We will follow-up directly with The Dazhou and advise."  Kade 
looked around the room.  Her authority bolstered, she moved ahead with more orders.  "Captain 
Ellis, are there manually controllable cameras on The Omaha?"

"Manual?" Lyra replied.  "Well no, not exactly.  We have camera drones.  But we would 
need an override code for manual use.  That equipment is controlled by The Network and use is 
monitored."

Kade looked up at de la Fuente, the supervising officer for Puerto Concepcion Command. 
"Are there available manual cameras in Puerto Concepcion, for deep-sea activity?"

"Available now?" he answered.  "Maybe, yes, but we can request more from Santiago." 
"Which response will be faster, a manual override for cameras on The Omaha, a request to 

Santiago, or a direct delivery from a base in the U.S.?"  Silence responded.
"I am afraid that is a difficult question to instantly answer, Commander," Slater interrupted. 

"Unless you run the protocols through The Network for official cal—"
"Let's decide, right now," Kade stated, exasperated.
Lyra answered first, "We have never requested a manual override to our headquarters.  But 

if the message came from Washington, I'm guessing we are fastest."
"Thank you Captain.  Washington, we need to send a request to The Omaha's HQ, and have 

the override codes for the cameras transmitted within ten minutes.  Captain, go ahead and assign 
the human controllers, and as soon as the cameras are available, direct the operators to show us a 
live feed from all sides of the flysub.  How many cameras do you have?"

"At least a hundred can be overridden."
"Okay let's start with eight, two for underneath, two for above and two on each side. 

Washington they'll need full control of the equipment.  If their HQ insists on approval 
supervision, please tell them no."

"Commander, I would also recommend you have the military sub stay in place down there, 
around the clock," Coyne added.  "But the current vessel is only equipped for a couple of days. 
Can I ask how long The Omaha could provision the military sub with supplies?"

"For months, we are an equipped town down here, Captain," Lyra answered.
"That's good to know, but we cannot leave the crew for months," Kade commented.  "You’ll 

need a more frequent rotation.  How many authorized personnel do you have available who 



could operate a military sub?"
"We can get more from other bases," Coyne responded.
"One moment."  Lyra checked her crews' backgrounds on com.  "Sorry wanted to confirm, 

we have one crew member with the military training."
"Okay well, you cannot turn a military vessel over to civilians," Kade noted.  "You'll need 

more authorized personnel.  Captain Coyne can find a few more operators.  The military will 
decide how many are needed based on how often they should rotate.  Assign them to The 
Omaha.  Decide when you want to get them there.  Let Captain Ellis know as soon as the rotation 
begins, and how long each one should last."

"Ahh, Commander, we really do not authori—" Coyne started to respond.
"Follow your protocols to achieve the same end.  We do not know how long that flysub is 

going to hover.  But if it does engage, we want to be able to react with weapons."
"Yes of course."
"We have no other updates.  Keep the flysub visual up on your coms.  We'll reconvene in 24 

hours."
"Commander, can you provide the progress of your team in getting to the bottom of all 

this?" General Crosby asked as he recovered his line of control.
"We are working on every lead and sending update reports with each discovery.  Thank you 

everyone."  Kade did not give him an opportunity to respond.  Officially, Special Command was 
uncovering evidence in a global investigation.  Unofficially Kade knew they had produced little 
but theories.  They were coming up empty all over the world.  She turned to the room.  "I'm 
going to step out for a moment.  Contact me immediately if there are any changes."

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Kade quickly walked out of the building, but slowed down along the jetty marking a section of 
the dock for subvees in Puerto Concepcion.  The entire construction was an enormous concrete 
and rock park, landscaped with cobblestone walkways and evergreen trees on either side of a 
monorail line ferrying visitors down its nearly two mile long path, from the open ocean waters to 
the city's edge and back again.  In the distance, steel and glass apartment and hotel buildings 
welcomed the many thousands who arrived every day.  Pushed up behind a man-made sandy 
beach, the buildings were stitched into the background like painter pant pockets holding the 
working fortitude of human tools.  Kade's luxury accommodation faced south near the end of the 
district, pointing away from the city, and towards the ocean with the building's back to the 
unnamable millions roaming in its rearview.  

She would have preferred to be alone, but The Network activated her security detail.  An 
enlisted Chilean Navy seaman, who had been assigned to escort her, materialized at her side 
before she exited the Command building.  After a polite greeting, he fell back, following an 
instruction to trail behind at a respectful distance, even though Kade could have effortlessly 
strolled to her hotel without once falling off the incessant view of The Network.  

Surveillance cameras marked the dock area at ten-foot intervals, and a permanent satellite 
feed was broadcast to the Command Center.  But the cameras were useless if an attacker quickly 
approached from behind a light pole and grabbed her.  Grudgingly, she accepted the presence of 



an armed sailor.  He was unlikely to frustrate her immediate goal to take advantage of the nearly 
half-hour walk to the hotel to reflect and decompress, before showering, changing, and returning 
to the Command Center by transport.  Several officials had expected to continue talking, as if 
answers would materialize from endless discussion.  But as a thinker, Kade anticipated time 
alone to concentrate.  Her ability to focus on the variables of the investigation would flourish in 
the silence she had gratefully awaited.

At the end of the dock, the cobblestone dropped off into an asphalt parking lot creating a 
semi-circle separation between the official transit area, and the start of the tourist section where 
beach sands were bordered by a wooden boardwalk.  As Kade turned towards the area, her sailor 
pulled even to stand next to her.  The opening was more crowded than the dock, with swarms of 
people waiting for public transport buses and taxis, or cutting across the parking lot to transfer 
from one side to the other.

With an opportunity to stand side-by-side, the sailor quietly inquired, "Commander?"
Kade receded from her thoughts.  She would not receive an hour of silence after all. 

Although she could have replied 'don't ask questions,' an abrupt response was not her style, nor 
her reputation.  Instead she was now intrigued.  

This sailor was pushing his curiosity forward despite an order to remain silent.  Kade had a 
soft spot for people who did not follow Network instructions, and celebrated the initiative by 
remaining open to the inquisitive.  An avid listener to all thinkers who approached her, she could 
uncover talent where no one else looked.  Many of Special Command's top specialists had 
developed their skills under her leadership.  Maybe he was one of the many for the future she 
was hoping for.  "Yes," she answered, giving him an opening to impress her.

"Crew say Network causing all this trouble, do you think story true?" he asked in broken, 
accented English.

Kade looked at him through only a slight glance of her head.  He had the flat, sun-scarred 
face of an Andean farm boy, and walked with a practiced stance too obviously learned at training 
school.  His green eyes begged a sincere forgiveness for his decision to speak up.  But his hard-
set face betrayed an eagerness not to back down from his question.  "I'm not ready to say the 
speculation is true," she honestly replied in Spanish.  "Humans built The Network.  The Network 
did not build itself."

"The Network builds all stuff by itself," the sailor continued in Spanish, smiling.  "Every 
year on my birthday, The Network builds a custom model of a miniature car for me, and sends 
my gift from a factory anywhere in the world.  I do not even have to ask or send a reminder or 
remember by myself."

"A car?"
"Yes, a miniature car.  I have a list of famous old cars models I want to collect.  Every year 

mine is built with my name on the bottom, and delivered to me with a Happy Birthday note.  It's 
awesome."

Kade grinned at his carefree delight.  'That is awesome,' she thought.  "The same Network 
can analyze a drop of your blood and prescribe drugs for any diagnosed disease."

"And monitor your kids all day and let you know where they are."
"Run a hydro-electric generating complex keeping the power going for millions of people." 

The sailor nodded.  "All on one Network."
"All by itself."
"Well the system is programmed by humans uniting millions of networks."
"Yeah, all connected."



"Except where it's not," Kade unhappily remarked.
"Sorry, I don't understand.  Where it's not?"
"Well there are off-ramps.  Some people have their own internet.  They can go off and on 

The Network, whenever they want to."
"Oh yeah, I heard about that."
"What do you know about private networks?"
"Same as everyone those systems are built for rich people and bad guys."
"Yes, that's the story."
"They build...ahh, off-ramps, to their own internet and control the world.  No one knows 

who is in charge."
Kade laughed.  "Well we definitely have a conspiracy theory.  Do you think a person rich 

enough or bad enough to have an off-ramp, can build those drones, and...well...cause a lot of 
trouble?"

"Yes Commander, maybe."
"I agree.  It's possible."
"You have really big trouble, right?"
"Yes, if we cannot figure out how to fix this problem, we have the biggest trouble ever."
"But The Network fixes everything."
"We have to determine how to fix this.  The Network is not fixing this intrusion without 

human intervention."
"If you can figure out why the intrusion is happening, you can do the opposite."
"What do you mean?"
"Well if something is making The Network mad, if you do not do that one thing, the attacks 

will stop, I think."
"Maybe."  Kade halted and looked at her escort.  "Sailor, do you think something is making 

The Network mad, angry?"
"Yes, because I think...I think The Network is fighting back, right?"
"But the system is not human.  A machine cannot have a human reaction.  Why do you think 

the problem is The Network getting mad?"
"'Cause it acts human."
"Not really.  The Network does not act.  The Network executes coded commands."
"Yes, Commander."
"The system is not alive."
"No, Commander."  The sailor wilted as they arrived at the hotel's lobby entrance.
Kade's patience was exhausted.  "Have a seat."  She gestured to the waiting area.  "I'll be 

back down in about 30 minutes."
"Yes, Commander."
Kade walked to the hotel elevators content to be inside the peace of the air-conditioned 

building.  But she felt alone as she boarded the elevator with tourists, and rode to her floor.  The 
sailor was mimicking the sentiment of many others who had come to believe The Network had a 
mind of its own.  Considering her team's investigation results, she was no longer confident he 
was incorrect.  After all, he too had identified a threat from 'whatever is making the program 
mad.'  

She mulled that phrase over again 'whatever is making it mad.'  Realizing his statement was 
an observation matching Dominique and Branson's ideas about reflexive reactions, she 
considered the programming for attack drones could, in fact, be based on a human's angry 



reaction to a threatening incident.  Each time a human ordered a weaponized drone to be 
manufactured, the reason was based in a protocol The Network had already recorded.  An 
increase in police officers to fight rising crime, a burgeoning civil insurgency, or external 
security threat prompted increased law enforcement drone orders to The Network.  Maybe the 
system has seen the pattern so often, a program created automatic drone manufacturing for a 
situation where The Network 'gets mad' or attacked.  

But why the energy installations?  If the defensive drones were triggered by the first 
undetectable drones identified on the satellite images, maybe those machines were 'making it 
mad.'  

But why the subvees?  What's the system reacting to there?  
Kade knew she was only as close to answers as the investigating brains of her team had been 

able to process.  They were all still searching for precise resolutions to rise to the surface, along 
with the strategy for stopping the undetectable killer drones.

Chapter Thirty

"You are asking the wrong questions of the wrong person," Monifa Abed spoke directly to 
Branson and Dominique.  "How many times do I have to explain?  You are wasting your time."

"Speaking to you does not feel like a waste," Dominique responded.  "Feels like we are only 
starting."  

The three sat around a wobbly table on the edge of a squeezed sidewalk of cafes within a 
few feet of the Mediterranean Sea in Alexandria, Egypt.  The flat, white disc shaped Bibliotheca 
Alexandrina loomed behind them in the distance, protecting one of the world's most significant 
collections of books and documents.  From her position, Dominique could gaze at the library 
building in wishful contemplation.  To encourage scholars to visit Alexandria, the authorities put 
few works on The Network.  If a researcher wanted a closer look, a request had to be made to 
access the temperature-controlled rooms, where the curious could read at leisure.  Dominique 
was well aware there was another level of Arabic and African historical pharmaceutical 
information she could be adding to her knowledge database if she could spend a few days 
browsing the confines of the library.  Instead she was in the city to extract information from a 
rogue technologist whom she had never met.  "Who has been pressed into service?" she 
demanded again.

Abed rolled her eyes.  At 24, she would have been young for an Intelligence agent, 
especially an unofficial one, and even younger for an unmarried woman to be seen speaking in 
public with identified foreigners.  But at least they were regional foreigners, North African 
descendants in a city professing to cater to the entire world.  For Abed's work, public was safer 
than private.  At least in public she could display she had little to hide.  

Admitted at sixteen to study in an advanced chemistry program at the American University 
in Beirut, there a professor had noted her talents and at graduation, offered her a permanent 
position.  Splitting her time between Lebanon and her Alexandria home, she was known to 
supplement her interests by working on more lucrative and secret scientific projects for selected 
clients around the world.  "I do not have many friends you know.  I do not know why you're 
bothering me."



Branson leaned back in his chair.  "We really do not care how long this takes," he 
commented.  "We like sitting here."

Abed stared at him.  "Seriously?" she asked in Amharic.  Her facility with languages had 
caught the attention of every major Intelligence service.  But she preferred to remain freelance 
with connections based on favors earned and given to individuals, throughout her short adult life. 
She had not known Branson or Dominique, but she had a long history with Slater James.  "Slater 
is making things up.  I am a scientist.  I work in a lab.  I do not speak to people."

"You can stop showing off," Branson admonished.  "Speak in English."
"What's the matter?" Abed coyly queried.  "Your girlfriend doesn't speak your language?"
"My gir..." Branson quickly stopped speaking as Dominique shift beside him.  "Look 

Monifa, there is a major problem going on right now, and we need your help.  Think about the 
words you are saying."  

Branson and Dominique had already explained part of the situation with the drones.  Since 
the public and the media were obsessively documenting the flysub, government officials 
prudently decided to clarify managed details.  An official statement labeled the flysub part of a 
joint U.S.-China industrial cooperation exercise.  Only a select few knew or had been informed 
that undetectable drones were involved in three energy complex attacks.  The connected 
incidents and a potential threat to the subvees were strictly confidential.  

"You can help save a lot of people, maybe even your own family, if you cooperate."
"I really do not know anything," Abed shrugged, responding in English.
"Can you be persuaded to know?" Branson asked.
Adjusting her seating position, Abed considered the question.  With a financially 

comfortable extended family living in a full amenities skyscraper, her desires were limited.  In 
Beirut, she occupied a secure, equipped apartment in a protected high-rise near the university.  If 
she were honest, she would admit to being lonely, but she doubted Branson included 
matchmaking compensation in his calculations.  Among her work colleagues were virtually no 
young women, and the men she encountered every day found her too intimidating.  If she had 
wanted to marry, relatives would have rallied to the sentiment and found her their definition of a 
suitable man.  But even though dating was an extreme hassle, Abed preferred to reserve the 
selection for herself.  Access to a broader variety of men was really all she wanted, and at least 
with more money she could travel and maybe find a partner in another part of the world.  

"Okay a gold brick in my account in Cayman," Abed replied without further contemplation. 
"You pay and I might have information for you."

"A gold brick?"  Branson laughed.  "I don't think so.  How many euros?"
"One million."
"Really?  You actually have information worth that much?  If you're being honest, you're 

more valuable than you've been letting on."
Having thrown out the figure as a joke, Abed suddenly felt extremely awkward.  She had not 

thought Branson would take her seriously.
"But we'll decide when we hear the details," he continued.  "I'll set the funds transfer up now 

and you start talking."  Branson projected a screen over the table and entered a series of codes. 
The screen refreshed to display a pending transfer of one million euros from an unidentified bank 
into Abed's account in the Cayman Islands.  She stared at the glowing figures.  As Branson had 
hoped, the temptation was overwhelming.

"There is a team," Abed cautiously began explaining.  "I don't know exactly what they've 
done.  But they maybe set-off one drone on the solar panel down in Botswana.  A guy was 



showing off to a couple of people, claimed they could fly a drone from country to country 
without being detected, even as a camera image.  Close friends watched the trip online, on an 
off-ramp."

"On a private network?" Branson asked, instantly realizing she was telling the truth.  He 
glanced at Dominique who was intently eyeing Abed.

"Yes, of course," Abed continued.  "We watched the drone go.  The trip was actually very 
cool.  They were not picked up.  We were all monitoring, trying to find the drone and we 
couldn't.  They decided if they could fly into a secure energy complex, they would know for sure 
The Network could not identify their machine, and that's exactly what happened.  But the other 
stuff they didn't do, honestly.  They have video proof.  The attacker drone appeared out of the 
sky and destroyed the solar panel.  The guys were texting the whole time: 'hey that's not us, that's 
not us.'  The whole scene was pretty scary.  We went from this peaceful, beautiful flight along 
the African continent to this ugly, nasty explosion, in like, I don't know, half a day or whatever. 
Horrible."

Branson and Dominique hid their shock.  "What happened next?"
"Okay, they got out of there as fast as they could.  As soon as that panel exploded, they were 

gone.  Straight back to wherever.  Well my impression is afterwards they were waiting for the 
news, or the police, or you guys, or whoever, to arrest them or to tell them the whole incident 
they saw was for real.  But there was no reaction.  No reports at all about an explosion.  I got 
bored and stopped paying attention.  But people tell me after a while, they started fighting with 
each other.  Eventually an informed participant said they were planning to try again.  Looks like 
they had another success."

"You think they sent a drone to the North Sea wind farm also?"
"Looks the same."
"The attack drone appeared again?"
"Yeah because The Network is sending defenses.  Haven't you guys figured that out yet? 

The Network is ordering attack drones.  That part is obvious.  No human has claimed 
responsibility for the explosions.  The facilities do not have internal drone security with those 
capabilities.  Those businesses were all surprised too.  No one can find a human instruction for 
defensive drones.  Plus The Network's drone was undetectable too.  No one could find the 
shooter on any feed either, until they went back to look at visuals."

"The answer seems obvious to you because you have the other side of the story," Dominique 
stated.  "We did not know The Network was being provoked.  What did the guys do with their 
drone to actually trigger this…the other one?"

"Provoke The Network?  I don't know.  Except…well they did touch down.  They touched 
the panel.  But how could—"

"Touching only?  When their drone touched the panel, the other drone appeared?"
"Yeah, maybe that's when The Network became aware."
"But The Network attacked the panel."
"Yeah.  The Network shot at the spot they had touched.  The detection comes from the 

panel.  The Network did not actually…could not…detect the drone."
"Wait...is there more?" Branson asked.  "Why did they attack at Grand Rapids?"
"I don't know about another attack, honestly.  Some of those guys are crazy.  Maybe an 

extreme one of them wanted to see how big they could go."
"A man was killed," Dominique added.  "That was how big this could go, no."
"Yeah, well I don't think they expected a dead guy."



"What else do you know?" Branson continued.
"Okay the team is like eight or ten guys and girls.  Of course, they did not come up with this 

idea themselves, they got the plan from the one with the money."
"Who?"
"I do not know."
"Monifa..."  A warning echoed in Branson’s voice.
"I swear, I do not know.  There are a lot of places to get money.  These guys probably were 

contacted.  I'm pretty sure.  They wouldn't build a sophisticated machine on their own.  All the 
equipment and mega secure off-ramps are expensive.  My guess is Asian.  But I really don't 
know.  Pick your favorite billionaire."

"One million means names and places, let's go."
Abed hesitated.  "I only know one guy, from university, Victor Joseph.  Silly name, but he 

speaks fluent Arabic, don't know how.  He sort of half looks like some kind of Mediterranean 
guy.  Anyway, he was in Ireland for a long time.  You know some people like working on stuff 
there.  People do not pay much attention to old factories anymore.  But they've got all the 
equipment.  I'm guessing the guys were set-up there."

"Do you have copies of the video or texts?"
Staring at the monitor displaying the money transfer, Abed considered the question before 

carefully replying, "I could access...a spot...to make a copy."
"Okay transfer the evidence to me."
"And my money?"
"Is there more information?"
Abed hesitated, looking at the projected monitor screen again.  Slowly, more reluctantly she 

stated, “They met the money in St. Lucia.”  As Branson glared at her, she rushed to continue.  “A 
location should help a lot.  Billionaires have their favorite islands.  I've narrowed down your list 
probably in a really, meaningful way."

"Probably, but if I ask again if you have more, and another significant comment comes out, 
this," he pointed to the screen, "goes away."

"You have to give me something!"  Branson smirked at her.
"Okay look, I've covered the team with a name, location, background on their activities, info 

on the money, and video of the action.  You have more than enough from one little meeting.  The 
next question is now yours."

Dominique looked at Abed more directly.  "Were you and Victor Joseph lovers?" she asked.
"What does that have to do with any," Abed stopped as she caught Dominique's unwavering 

stare, "okay, yeah."
"You're angry with him?"
"No," she replied too quickly.  "We're okay."
"You're turning him in?"
Abed laughed.  "No, I'm not turning him in.  You'll never find him."
Dominique raised her eyebrows.  "Ahh, how convenient."
Realizing too late the comment was a dangerous throwaway, Abed quickly recovered.  "You 

know how those guys are, even if I gave you every name and address, they all have their security 
and detection services.  They will track you coming before you can get near them.  That's all I 
mean."

"Do you have access to their off-ramp?"
Abed's eyes lit up.  "No way!"



"You mean 'no way,' I will not give up off-ramp information to you?" Branson asked.  "Or 
'no way' to having access?"

"No, I do not have access."
"Why don't we believe you?"
"They change passwords all the time.  Use all sorts of encrypted algos, and track everyone 

coming and going.  There's no way."
"Tell us more.  How does one get on their off-ramp?  I mean if you use a standard com and 

go through The Internet, your route will be tracked."
"I don't know."
"Tell us about the technology."
Abed hesitated.  "You go to their satellite.  I don't know how they set-up their infrastructure. 

An app keeps a link on, but all other connections off, and you have direct access to the satellite."
"Interesting."
"Okay c'mon, that's a lot.  So much.  These guys are geeks, but that does not mean they can't 

fight their enemies."
"Are you afraid for your safety if they found out what you revealed?" Dominique asked.
"I don't know.  They have ugly, mean friends who handle problem people for them."
"Have they hurt someone you know?  Is that why you fear them?"
"These are people with money.  Their clients have to get their ordered projects.  These 

people do not want to find out they can't get an app or a drone, or whatever, because of some girl 
in Alexandria.  They will find out if this girl is between them and their precious orders."

"That's interesting too."
"Please transfer my money so I can go and protect myself," Abed begged.  "As soon as you 

start snooping around, I'll have to hide.  They'll know information came from me, and they'll 
come after me.  You owe me.  The information I've given you is dangerous.  I've risked my life."

Dominique and Branson looked down at their coms, passing a message through their fingers 
without saying a word.  "We can release money for you," Branson acknowledged the seriousness 
of her situation as he looked up at the hovering screen, which still read one million euros 
destined for Abed's account.  "But I think this information was more like 500," he remarked 
while cutting the displayed amount in half.  "And you are still expected to help us when needed, 
especially if we get close and can go no further."

Abed glared at him.  "At least 850, if I'm still alive to enjoy spending."
"650...you can buy a lot of protection," Branson protested, updating the figure.  He selected 

'Enter' on his com, and the money transferred.  "Get your own mean people to help you and you 
should be okay."  The screen projection disappeared, leaving only Abed's anger lit eyes 
displaying over the table.  "We'll protect you," Branson offered.  "But don't let us down."

Abed rose from the table desperate to depart before the situation changed.  "I'm going now," 
she bitterly remarked.  "Enjoy your time in Alexandria."  Hurriedly, she walked away.

Dominique and Branson turned towards each other.  "Let's find a place to contact Kade," 
Branson suggested.  Looking at his com, he sent a secure message to Kade, replete with the key 
pieces of information from Abed, and a suggestion for a live meeting.

"Why don't we go back to the hotel to contact her," Dominique stated.  "Our rooms there are 
private enough."

"Sure."
They rose and began walking the pathways where the land had been raised and reconfigured 

to fight the rising advance of the sea.  Alexandria had the most romantic name on the 



Mediterranean, attached to the most unattractive of cities, functional, but as undefined as any 
overbuilt metropolis on the continent.  Authorities desperate to manage the demands of 
population growth had permitted highways to cut through the waterfront views.  Rows of jostling 
apartment buildings gave up their facades to a layer of soot-soaked pollution affixing to the 
exterior walls with the desert sands.  Attempts to reclaim the seafront as a public haven had 
failed.  The flawed pearl clung desperately to her harbor while a frayed straw broom racked with 
the dust of truth swept at her back.  But as the first and final illustrious outpost of the African 
Mediterranean, its history pulled Dominique and Branson beneath a spell.  Traveling the outline 
of the majesty of ancient moors, they drifted in placated silence towards their hotel.

"My room or yours?" Branson inquired as they entered the lobby.
Drained by the city's grip, Dominique hardly had the energy to flash back an arched 

eyebrow.  "Yours," she whispered in acquiescence.
Branson led as they sought the elevators and rose to the 32nd floor.  His corner room was 

draped in white, except for the pieces of clothing he had carelessly left on a chair as the only sign 
of a human occupant who appeared to have travelled halfway around the world only to sleep. 
From the doorway, the wrap-around balcony seemed to be suspended beyond limitations to rest 
over the distant sea.

"Sorry for the mess," Branson offered, picking up a shirt from a chair.  Throwing his 
clothing towards the bed, he watched it land on the floor.  Dominique noted the trajectory. 
Branson gestured for her to sit.

"I'm tired," she said, falling into the chair near where he stood.
"So am I," he concurred, sitting across from her, their knees touching, arms lying on the 

table between them.  He projected a screen and entered the passcode to contact Kade.  
The Network transmitted the code, and the details for Branson's com to a satellite.  The 

airwaves also reported the details for Dominique's detected com.  The satellite transmission ran 
the protocol through the Defense Command Center outside Denver, to a military relay station on 
the U.S.-Mexico border, before projecting on to Kade's com in Puerto Concepcion.  The process 
lasted less than one second, but eight times the connections were opened, and a clever 
technologist pursuing the correct path could have registered and followed the signals.

"Yes," Kade answered as clearly as if she were in the room.
"Hello Commander," Branson responded.  "Dominique is here."  Kade was looking at her 

com which reported an incoming contact request from Branson with Dominique nearby. 
Technically, The Network was displaying credentials for a com registered to Branson contacting 
a com registered to her.  But communicating humans never thought of the connection in those 
terms.  "Any questions?" Branson skipped over the formalities of the information they had 
previously transmitted, and the updates on the flysub he had already read.

"Do you think she can be trusted?" Kade asked.
"Yes," Branson replied.
"No," Dominique simultaneously said.
"Why Dominique?" Kade queried.
"The information came too easily.  You give her a few hundred thousand, and she 

specifically names at least one of the most wanted rogue techs in their world.  They have more 
money than that.  Or at least they should, her compliance makes no sense, no?"

Branson narrowed his eyes.  "Negotiations can flow like that in our business," he noted. 
"Maybe she does not personally have her own independent money.  She did not work on the 
undetectable drone project.  Maybe she's tired and wants a break from her old friends.  I don't 



know the details of her work for Slater, but now she wants her money and freedom.  Her actions 
actually do make perfect sense.  We can use her again, I'm sure."

"What could she be doing by helping, Dominique?" Kade asked.
"She could tell her friends exactly the same story she told us, and laughing with your money, 

they all make their escape," Dominique answered.
"But does that mean they wanted us to know or she made up the whole story?"
"Those are the questions," Branson replied.
"They want us to know," Dominique continued.  "To see our reaction.  Maybe to track the 

official response, no?"
"You'll wander into a factory in Ireland and find whatever they want us to find," Kade 

cautioned.
"Or get blown up," Branson noted.
"Yes, her story could be a trap."  Kade hesitated, but only for a minute.  "Still we have to 

find out for sure.  All right, you two follow up on her story.  Go to Ireland.  Check possible 
facilities.  But in case the intel is a set-up, we'll use all of the precautions we have.  Slater will 
have law enforcement teams clear the locations ahead of you.  Be very, very careful."

"Okay we are on our way to Ireland next," Branson confirmed.
"Good, I'll speak with—"
"Hey Commander, are you holding up all right?" Branson interrupted.  He had noted a strain 

in Kade's voice betraying incalculable fatigue.
"Yes of course," she responded with confidence.  "But we could get to the edge of war down 

here.  The faster you two have a breakthrough, the better our chances for a peaceful world."
"Yes we understand, okay good night."
"Good night."  They signed off.  Dominique stood up and walked out onto the balcony. 

Branson followed, moving quietly to stand next to her.
"The edge of war?" Dominique whispered, half to Branson, half to the night sky.
"If the U.S. activates their defense shields, and make the Chinese nervous, 

misunderstandings could escalate quickly," Branson commented.
"What a thought."
"I'm sure the situation will not deteriorate.  But we certainly have not had this kind of big 

power tension in a long time."
"Tension?"
"Yeah between big powers."
Dominique turned to face him.  "Or each other," she clearly stated, moving to stand closer. 

Branson covered his disbelief.  "We are in this contradictory city at the possible end of the world. 
Do you want to acknowledge our reality?"

"Ahh, don't tease me," Branson breathlessly replied.  "I'll literally have a heart attack and 
die."

"That's how you'll face the end?"  She laughed.  "What a plan!  There are better ideas."
"Are you messing with me?"
"I'm actually not sure," Dominique pensively replied, putting a hand on his chest.  "Part of 

me feels like giving in, and the rest of me knows a situational decision will be a disaster."
"You know which part I like."
Dominique leaned closer, and closer again as their lips met.  She lingered for a brief 

moment, until a caress of cool sea air pulled them apart.  "I'm betting disaster, but here we are."
"And...that means?"



She took Branson's hand and led him towards the bed.  "This is a cliché, yes.  Boy 
enraptures girl on the shores of the Mediterranean.  But here we are and I'm too tired to fight the 
inevitable."  

Dominique reached for his waistband and pulled him down on top of her.  Instinctively, they 
operated as two former lovers who had been reintroduced by old friends.  Their memory of each 
other took over before their brains could process where they had been.  Weighed down, they 
stripped off each other's clothes, tumbled beneath the sheets and laid bare their inhibitions.  

This was panting Alexandria after all.  This was not a city for half measures.  Egypt was no 
land for virgins.  Out of step with all time, the timeless desert was an exemplar of the collective 
memory of humankind, a reminder of the defining contours of a spectacular civilization.  

In that last gasp moment cloaked around the creeping approach of a possible end, Branson 
and Dominique connected to each other through the inescapable base nature in all humans, as 
they rode to satisfaction, under the moonlight in the cradle from which the impulse had first 
emerged.

Chapter Thirty-One

"What are you wearing?" Roman coarsely spoke into his com.
"I'm still dressed for work," Kade replied.
"Oh how boring."
"I don't think I'll get much sleep tonight."
"I know, I know, I was just trying to give you one moment of levity."
"Moment taken," Kade flatly stated.
"Yes Commander."  Roman shifted his tone.  "Hey, Bella is," he looked down at his com, 

"three minutes out.  Do you want to start?"
"No, give her a second.  She does not want to communicate with us from out in the street. 

How cold is the city?"
"The wind blows harsh off the Baltic."
"I remember.  Where are you staying?"  Kade looked at her com, noting the coordinates of 

their location before Roman could reply.
"Near Town Hall Square."
"Hmm, there's a place we like, an Indian place."
"Yep, a couple of blocks over."
"Good.  One does not want to be too far away from hot, spicy Indian food that close to the 

Arctic Circle."
"No, one does not."
Isabella and Roman's trip to Estonia had started and ended in the capital, Tallinn with no 

beneficial information retrieved.  Their ability to track down their contacts, acquaintances and 
old friends was obstructed by rapidly spreading underground global warnings about a rogue tech 
hunt being conducted by Special Command.  Tired and angry from trolling to dead ends in the 
bitter winter air, they had decided to split up to determine if there was more information to be 
uncovered elsewhere.  But the time was quickly reclaimed, as Kade sought to speak live with all 
of her team members whenever she had a break from watching the subvees and the menacing 



flysub drone.
"Isabella should be there," Kade remarked as her com silently broadcast the return of 

Isabella's com to the hotel.
"She is."
"Hello Commander, sorry," Isabella stated at the com speaker a few minutes later.  "I was a 

little distracted."
"Sure, okay, and I won't ask why," Kade light-heartedly commented.
"And I won't tell.  Where do you want to start?"
"I've read your reports.  I really only wanted to find out if you've decided on next steps?"
"I think we should go to Ireland with Branson and Dominique," Roman stated.  "We should 

combine forces.  All of these guys we're looking for are part of the same team."
"Yes I agree.  But we are running out of time.  If other leads have more information..."
"I don't think we're going to find more information," Isabella commented.  "The doors are 

closing in front of us.  We have to go with the details we've got."
"Okay go on to Dublin.  Run down your details."
"And the flysub?  Do you need another brain down there to help you?" Roman hopefully 

asked.
Her pause was imperceptible.  "We've got a good group.  Keep me posted."  Kade signed off 

before Roman could respond.
"Oh how smooth," Isabella remarked with a smirk.
"Shut up," Roman exclaimed.  He stood up as if to depart the room, before remembering 

they were in his hotel suite.  "You can leave now."
"You do realize we are in the middle of a crisis."
"Yes I do, goodbye."
"The last thing Kade needs is your whiny ass begging to be with her."
"Get out!"
"You should do your job and leave her alone."
"I said, get out!"
"I mean seriously Roman, you're—"  
Abruptly her words hung suspended in mid-air.  They both leapt up in tandem when, faster 

than an astonished Isabella thought Roman could imagine the action, he retrieved a black 
handgun from behind his back.  The raised weapon was held at a point three feet in front of her 
face.  

"Whoa!" she half screamed, backing away, with her hands up.
"I told you to shut up and get out, Bella."
"Roman, you have got to be—"
"I said shut up Isabella!" he shouted.  Isabella stopped talking.  "From now on you and I are 

going to have an understanding.  A complete, final and non-negotiable understanding, you follow 
me?"  Isabella affirmatively nodded.  "First, if you tell Kade about this, I'll kill you.  Second, I do 
not want to hear another word from you about a connection between Kade and me, ever again. 
No words at all, you got that?"

"Roman, calm down my friend," Isabella slowly stated.  "I mean put the gun down."
"Stop talking and answer the questions asked."
"Not when you're pointing a gun at me.  C'mon put down your weapon.  Don't be loco."
"I'm not crazy.  I'm totally infuriated."
"Why?  What is this?  You can control yourself.  Relax and calm down."  Roman stared at 



her for another minute, before deliberately lowering the gun with a swift drop of his arm to his 
side.  Isabella exhaled in relief and lowered her arms.  "That was extreme," she half whispered as 
he turned away from her, and placed the gun back in its holster, "even for you."

"No more about Kade," he quietly responded.  "I'm here.  She's there.  She's in charge of 
saving the world.  She's got no one to work with down there.  They expect her to lead without 
hesitation.  I can hear a strain in her voice.  She is stretched to the limit."

"No, she's not," Isabella defensively stated.  "Kade does not get stretched."
"Bella, this is a crisis none of us have ever had to deal with before.  We don't even know the 

scope of the issue.  One more person dies, with Kade authorizing trips all over the world, and 
she'll have to answer for our failures.  She's supposed to have the smartest people in the world 
around her, and we've got no idea where this is going!"

"We are facing the most complicated situation we have ever seen.  Everyone is moving on 
instinct not experience."

"She needs answers."
"We'll get them."
"She wants help Bella.  I can tell."
"Because you're that close to her?"
"What did I just tell you about saying stuff about us?"
"You threatened me, yeah I noticed.  You're going fuckin' loco.  I noticed that too.  But can't 

you be honest for one minute, and talk about this like a civilized human being?"
"No."
She stared at him.  "You're a piece of work."
"A piece of work?"
"An old saying...never mind."
They let the silence take another glance, before Roman contritely continued, "I'm sorry I 

pointed my gun.  I really am.  I know my action was extreme, but that's the reaction you bring 
out of me."

"Oh sure, now your criminal behavior is my fault," Isabella disgustingly responded. 
"Imagine how I could say one word to make you angry enough to risk your career."

"Yes you can.  You make me want to pull my gun just to shut you up."
"How have you become such a complete ass?"
Ignoring her anger, Roman commented, "This investigation is stalling.  Our inertia is 

detrimental to all of our careers.  We have got to radically ramp up this investigation or we will 
not be able to move on with our lives."

"If we have lives left after this."
Both contemplatively paused before Roman carefully stated, "We will have lives after this, 

only if we help Kade."
"What do you think we're doing here?" Isabella stated perplexed.  "Helping Kade.  Special 

Command is exactly the point of our jobs."
"We need to find the source of those damn drones."
"Well yeah dumb ass, we are working on the problem."
"I mean directly.  We need to get into our own Network, and find the source of the code. 

We need to figure out how those drones are being created.  We've been chasing these Irish guys 
as if they have the key for turning those things off.  But from Branson and Dominique's report, 
maybe they don't.  If The Network is building defensive weapons, we have to find out how.  The 
only way to do that is to search The Network ourselves."



"You believe these incidents are caused by The Network?  You're on that side now?"
"It's possible."
"We've got people looking at the code."
"We need better people.  The Irish guys, or people like them, to do the analysis," Roman 

excitedly stated.  "If we find at least one, maybe two of those guys, we can give them the 
resources to get on The Network, and find the source code faster than we can do it ourselves."

"Whoa slow down cowboy.  Hacking into The Network is illegal for anyone and everyone. 
Going in with permission has already been authorized and has already started.  Now you're 
suggesting we disrupt official work to pursue our own?"

"No, we won't disrupt the military and Special Command process at all.  Our situation is not 
like a brain surgeon working on a patient, and another comes in right beside him, and starts to 
push his instruments away and use his own.  We need to get the best techs in the world to 
independently look at the code, in parallel to the official work.  We should not care whose brains 
are on this problem.  Those guys can work from anywhere.  Our official people don't know The 
Network nearly as well as some of these so-called rogue techs.  Independent technologists have 
been fighting the government from the beginning of the establishment of The Network.  They 
have spent years, decades, attempting to learn all they can about the code.  We haven't done 
nearly the analysis they have.  I know some are wanted, but we can get others to help us.  They 
can be undetectable too.  We need to let them get in there, and work through the code, 
unofficially.  If we use any official protocols, we'll trigger our guys, and we'll be lost."

"Theoretically, sounds interesting," Isabella cautiously stated.  "Except for the part where 
you want to get a bunch of criminals to illegally hack into The Network."

"Certain rogue techs are the most talented people in the world for this."
"Rogue techs we can't even find."
"Yeah those ones.  Going to Dublin to walk through an empty factory will be a big waste of 

time.  We should use The Network to track down talented people wherever they're currently 
hiding, and convince them to help us."

"Why would they work for us?"
"Because we'll pay them."
"What's in it for them?"
"Staying out of prison.  They got people killed.  We can trade their culpability for 

cooperation."
"You can't authorize hiring rogues."
"I can, after my idea works."
"What if they trigger the wrong reaction from The Network, and this plan all goes the other 

way?"
"What way?"
"Oh I don't know…The Network decides to build even more gigantic drones to blow up 

whole cities."
"I doubt that."
"Why?"
"The system has to be coded for the action in the first place."
"And it hasn't been?"
Roman paused.  "Not like you're imagining."
"The scenario is not my imagination.  It's the first action the government ever took with 

drones.  They were built to drop bombs on places.  That's the core of drone technology as a 



weapon.  The delivery and surveillance stuff is civilian commerce, but drones are military."
"And?"
"We could get a crazy reaction."
"We’ll make sure we do not generate consequences we can't predict."
"Okay, let me get this straight.  We are going to find rogue technologists.  Pay them to hack 

into our own Network, including the global military and intelligence servers, to find the code 
currently instructing The Network to build and deploy these attack drones.  Once we find this 
code we will destroy the source, hoping our actions will end the construction of the drones, and 
return the world to peace."

"That's the general idea."
"And Kade?"
"We can tell her later, offline."
"Seriously, are you crazy?  She represents the Security Council.  She has the vote of the 

entire fuckin' world."
"This is exactly the kind of action she would want to take, but cannot, because too many 

eyes are watching."
"You think she would approve this?"
"She doesn't really have to approve."
"Oh you've got to be kidding me."
"Sometimes you have to act decisively."
"You really are losing your mind."
"I told you.  I know her."
"I know her too.  She's not risking her career for you."  
Roman shot her an even look of muted anger.  "That's not going to happen," he said.  "We 

are out of typical ideas and standard protocols.  We need to reconsider our entire approach.  The 
whole world is in jeopardy and we have a chance to save it.  She's risking her job if she thinks 
this can be solved by going through defined processes, and answering to generals in 
Washington."

"On that point, you're right.  But your plan is still way to out there."
"We don't have a choice.  The one thing we can all agree on is we have to get these drones to 

stop.  In fact..."
"What?"
"We have one thing we all agree on.  We can get the Chinese to do this."
"Let the Chinese in on M-Network?  Okay, you're completely off the rails."
"No, not to get them on the military Network.  I'm thinking if we work with them, we'll find 

our rogue techs faster.  We'll avoid war while they're helping us find the source of these 
incidents."

"They'll make a deal with the rogues to rummage around and steal all of our military 
secrets."

"We can let them in without letting them see our whole Network."
"We'll reveal how we build drones."
"They build drones, that part does not matter."
"What about our weapons?  Tech for surveillance?  No way."
"Okay fine, no way.  But we have to engage a super-smart tech who can do this quickly, and 

without being seen at all."
"Like one of your rogue tech contacts?"



"Exactly, exactly like them."
"I wasn't suggesting—"
"They're of course very dangerous."
"How dangerous?"
"Armed and dangerous."
"You want to talk to them?"
"If I can find them."
"Where are they?"
"God knows."
"Roman, the idea is too risky, don't—"
"I'm going to track them down."

Chapter Thirty-Two

Rogue technologists who occupied northern climes targeted the empty warehouses of Europe for 
technology experimentation space.  Those who preferred their hacking coated in wine settled in 
the former French West Africa.  But others sought a high-tech playground offering the 
occupational comfort of the basics of a global language, and not the oldest, but the newest 
facilities turning over software designed at a deafening pace.  

With colossal skyscraper cities of form and function built from one end of the subcontinent 
to the other, India supported innovative technology developments exceeding the traditional 
demands in energy, transportation and urban living.  Within the country, the most advanced post-
industrial region was contained in a southeastern triangle with the cities of Hyderabad, 
Bengaluru and Chennai at its axes.  Mingled into the permanent population of hundreds of 
millions, were a few million expatriates who legitimately, and not, had arrived to tap into the rich 
technology development talent in the area.  The world's largest democracy had top-level Network 
controls, and gratefully accommodated the people who built them.

Like many rogues technologists, the Bash twins preferred to live in coastal cities where they 
could quickly depart untracked, into the sea.  But when they had first arrived in the triangle 
region, they originally went to the interior, and slowly drifted east to the waterfront to settle in 
the expansive region around Chennai.  Worn down from being on the run, they chose to fold into 
a population of everyday tens of millions, where they were nearly impossible to isolate.  Each 
sister operated a legitimate programming business from a skyscraper industrial park on a strip of 
city land climbing north along the Bay of Bengal.  Soaked in sunbaked sweat, battling to live 
comfortably in a region with no end of population growth, they churned out gaming applications 
for bored teenagers, and were surreptitiously paid through accounts in the Caribbean.  

But millions like them performed a similar service.  The living was strenuous to maintain 
while remaining competitive, and earning enough money to comfortably survive.  For additional 
financial compensation, they worked in enforcement for hire, using physical pressure against 
unsuspecting individuals.  Both sisters were combat trained, not legally by a military, nor 
illegally by terrorists, but in survivalist camps where outers in America had erected tent cities in 
empty forests, and taught paying customers how to hunt, fish and fight for their freedom, one-by-
one.  In the completely aesthetically opposite urban forest of Chennai, they maintained an 



equivalent training regime, which was the pattern supporting investigatory accuracy, when Slater 
narrowed down the number of possible locations where the Bash sisters could be located.

Every inch of Chennai was scaled upwards to capture the space of the sky for its many 
millions.  In a firing range on the 27th floor of a vertical shopping mall offering uncountable 
variations of products for sale within its walls, Santana Bash stood in stall 14 firing a gun at a 
variety of changing targets.  Her identical twin sister Montana was around the corner shooting a 
rifle.  Appearing to have recently arrived from a military training camp, both were dressed in 
khaki shorts and camouflage green t-shirts.  

Club rules prevented members from carrying their own weapons while inside the range.  In 
the minutes between when they would be returning the club's guns, and picking up their own, 
they would be unarmed, and Slater would have his chance.  But his wait was not without 
discomfort.  He had to keep his eyes on both exits, and the gun return counter.  The Bash twins 
did not expect to be surprised on any occasion, not even to receive a job offer, and certainly not 
one delivered by any form of government agent.

Slater was considering an anticipated aversion to his presence, when he saw Santana, or 
maybe Montana, emerge from the end of a hall.  She paused near the return table where, 
conveniently for Slater, she was holding both guns.  As the clerk picked up the rented guns, and 
went to the shelves to collect the owned ones, the Bash twin turned around, her back to the 
counter, on the lookout no doubt, for her sister.  Slater looked also.  He needed both women in 
front of him to prevent either one from attacking from behind.  When he saw the other sister 
open the door, he quickly jumped out to greet them.

"Hello ladies," Slater rapidly announced.  As he suspected, they both instinctively reached 
back for the weapons.  But the clerk had not yet returned.  The twins looked up and over the 
counter, as if calculating a suitable method for retrieving another weapon before Slater could 
even begin talking.  

To stall them, he immediately continued, "My name is Slater James.  I am only here to 
request the assistance of your brainpower.  I have no other motive."  They both turned to stare at 
him.  "We have a global crisis, a major one we need fixed before more people get hurt.  We 
would like to invite you to help us."  

The sisters continued staring, but Slater also sensed they were communicating with each 
other, and calculating their options.  Their much-vaunted twin telepathy was on overdrive.  He 
pressed on.  "Of course, we will pay you.  But the work could be dangerous.  If you get caught 
trying to help us, we may have a difficult time trying to develop excuses for your assistance." 

"Get the fuck out of our way," Santana, having heard enough, angrily stated.
"Ladies, please allow me to speak to you.  I will make every minute worth your time."
"Move."
"Ten thousand dollars to speak with me for fifteen minutes," Slater offered.  Santana glared 

at him.  "Ten thousand, free and clear.  It's a good deal."
"Not for our freedom, you asshole.  Ten thousand so you can set us up?  I don't fuckin' think 

so."
"We could speak here."
"We are not interested in speaking to you anywhere."
"I could go the other way and make staying here a little difficult for you."
Fuming, Santana pointed an angry finger at him.  "You see.  We knew you were a fuckin' 

asshole."
"Who wants to do business with you."  Slater slowly reached into his jacket pocket and 



pulled out a long wallet.  Opening the leather folds, he counted out and held up ten, one thousand 
dollar bills, before using his other hand to replace the wallet.  "Let us talk shall we?"

This time the sisters glanced at each other, not as others do to express a decision, but to 
appear as if formulating a complex getaway plan only they could see.  After a moment, they 
agreed.  "Fine, the cafe downstairs," Santana stated for both.

"Can you pick up your weapons afterwards?" Slater requested.  "As a favor to me."  
Santana snarled, but mumbled a comment to the counter clerk, as she pointed towards the 

elevator.  
"After you ladies."  Slater stepped aside as he traced Santana's gesture with his eyes.  The 

twins moved in front, and Slater escorted them to the elevator.  Uneasily, he sensed they were 
still silently plotting against him.  His instincts remained on high alert.

At a plastic table in the open space of a third level food court, neither woman paid attention 
to her fruit drink as Slater rolled a biodegradable tea cup between the palms of his hands. 
Having carefully looked around to ensure the sisters had not co-opted accomplices with 
additional weapons, he sufficiently relaxed to state his proposal.  "Have you heard about 
undetectable drones attacking civilian energy sites?" Slater asked.

"Give five grand to Montana," Santana replied.  "You can give the rest to me when we're 
done."

He sighed, but only partially relented.  "In good faith, we'll start with three."  He held up the 
bills, counted out three and handed the cash to Montana, who warily looked at her sister as she 
accepted.

"Run the tracer app," Santana instructed her sister.  Montana immediately took out her com 
and began scanning the bills.

"My goodness, we are paranoid," Slater said.  "I picked those up at a bank in this building."
"No tracer," Montana announced, sounding relieved.
Santana turned back to Slater.  "What was the question again?" she asked.
"Do you know anything about undetectable drones attacking civilian sites?" Slater repeated, 

avoiding any sign of exasperation.
"No, nothing," Santana answered too quickly.
"Really?  I would think a friendly rogue who you might know would want to brag about 

having successfully unveiled the technology."  Santana shrugged.  "Well we would like to stop 
these incidents.  Do you have any idea where these drones may be coming from?”

"No."
"Any idea who or what could have set them off?"
"No."
"How about The Network?"
"The Network?"
"Could attack drones have literally come from The Network?"
"Manufactured drones always come from The Network."
"I mean literally from The Network.  Not the manufacturing and distribution, the actual 

ordering and sending too."
"The entire process?"
"Yes.  Could The Network have ordered its own attack drones, for itself?"
"Only if you assholes created the program."
Slater ignored the insult.  "There are some people, maybe or maybe not in some 

governments, who believe The Network has turned on itself...turned on us.  An unknown 



protocol is sending undetectable, weaponized drones to attack certain sites."
Santana laughed.  "That's fucked up."
"Yes we agree.  But is the functionality also possible?"
"How would I know?"
"Because brilliant rogue technologists know more about The Network than The Network 

knows about itself."
Santana's glare hardened.  "We don't like that word."
"What?  Rogue?  I do not care.  Do you think you could find the code?"
She readjusted her look to search for sincerity in Slater's face.  "Find the code?"
"Yes, find the code controlling this reaction by The Network, and un-code the program or 

whatever you do to stop further action."
"Fuck, you assholes really come up with elaborate traps."
"My offer is not a trap, Ms. Bash.  We are asking for your help."
"Who's asking?"
"You do not need to know that information."
"Then I hear only silence."
Slater stared at her.  "There is no possible way I can tell you who is asking.  You know why. 

Do you think this deal is an officially authorized request from the Queen of England to a couple 
of wanted rogue techs?  We have little time, tell me if you are interested."

"How exactly would this work?"
"We will set you up in a secure place to work.  You go into The Network and solve the 

problem."
"There are no secure places for us."
"This one will be.  As will everywhere else afterwards."
"Everywhere?" Montana inquired, finally joining the conversation.  Slater was surprised by 

her confidence.  She was known to be the quiet one in contrast to Santana's gate-guarding 
demeanor.

"You will be free," Slater replied looking directly at Montana.  "We'll give you new 
identities, shelter, money, all of the required data records for beginning a new life.  You will not 
be looking over your shoulders anymore."

"Santi?"  Santana glared at her sister.  No wanted suspect was more exhausted with being on 
the run than Montana, who complained about their situation every week.  As Slater had already 
suspected, Montana did not want to live in fear of being caught and sent to prison.  She wanted 
to have a chance to settle down and enjoy her life.

"Your sister may want to contribute to this conversation," Slater suggested as he turned back 
to face Santana.

"No she doesn't," Santana rebuked them both.  "We need to know who's asking or we will 
have no idea where this deal of yours is taking us."

"How about you conduct your own little investigation?" Slater compromised.  "You ask 
your friends about the incident off the coast of Chile.  If they respond with interesting details, 
you may have an idea of who is asking and why.  At that point, you contact me."  He lifted his 
com.

Santana gave him a wary look, but hit an icon on her com to accept his incoming contact 
information.  Slater's com registered the digital signature of her device.  If she kept the com in 
her possession, he would be able to track her.  But Santana was already aware of that capability. 
"Fine we'll ask.  But if you're full of shit, like you government asswipes always are, you will not 



find us again."
"In that case, I will see you soon.  I have included a bit more information to let you 

understand how I came to find you this time.  Once you read my notes, you may feel confident 
enough to work with us until this is done."  Slater stood up, dropping his com inside a pocket. 
"We'll be in touch."  He handed the remaining seven thousand dollars to Montana and walked 
away.

"This could be our chance," Montana began speaking as she immediately counted out five 
bills, and handed the money to Santana who was watching for Slater to disappear from sight. 
"We could get out of trouble."

"Or we could get locked up forever," Santana lamented, putting the cash in her pocket.  "It's 
fuckin' dangerous to take their money.  Now that they know where we are, we have to figure out 
how to get into our systems without being traced."

"Using what?"
"Birdtail."
"But that's dangerous too, in a different way."
"We don't have a choice.  There are details we need to check.  Using another app will be a 

waste of time."
"But the minute we log on, we'll be traced.  They'll catch us so quickly."
"We can move faster than they do."
"Not all the time."
"Well, we will this time."  Santana stood.  "Let's go get our stuff."  The women returned to 

the club counter, and retrieved their guns and equipment.
"Should we go home?"
Santana stood thinking.  "Home?  No, they will be watching."
"Inland?"
"Yeah at least for a bit.  Let's go there.  But after dark."
The sisters returned to their office workstations.  For the rest of the day, they continued to 

design and code applications as they waited for night to fall.  Moving around the city after dark 
was the only consolation left for privacy seekers.  An absence of natural light frustrated 
surveillance camera efforts to clearly select individual faces, within the shadows cast by figures 
under streetlamps walking through the blue-black night.  Even advanced enhancement 
technology could not alter how images appeared obscured without the aid of the sun's glow. 
Nighttime had always belonged to the criminal element, but in the wake of infrastructure 
surveillance, innocent allies in anonymity had embraced those hours too.  In Chennai, force of 
numbers extended the challenge for digital eyes.  Software could parse out face after face on a 
crowded public corner, but the magnitude of the task slowed down law enforcement, and left an 
opening for evaders.  

Prior to venturing out again, the Bash sisters decided to shroud every variable around their 
presence.  An hour after the curtain had dropped over daylight, the streets were still packed to a 
standstill with people who would seek to move through the city at ground level, and not rely on 
the crowded elevated trains, monorails, and escalators of the connected buildings.  With the 
rising waters of the Bay of Bengal lapping at its shores, much of the active city was built up and 
off the ground.  But the area still had roads, sidewalks and back alleys.  The sisters took to those 
routes as they crossed from neighborhood to neighborhood to reach their destination.

Unfavorably, when they arrived at their alternative safe home in an inland residential 
building, they would have no choice but to be captured on camera.  Every door had both bright 



lights, and facial recognition technology, neither of which they had previously considered an 
issue.  Private building security had no direct connection to international law enforcement 
authorities.  The sisters had never worried about the low probability of being identified in a 
megacity like Chennai.  Having Slater track them down only proved he was a particularly 
resourceful Intelligence officer.  Or he simply had cooperative friends in the city who provided 
instant information using The Network and relentless activity pattern matching.  

As they gingerly walked the final blocks home, they considered the weight of Slater's 
connections, and how far into the city he may have reached.  The smell of sea salt loitered in the 
air traveling with blowing coastal sands lying directly in front of their line of vision, as the sisters 
cautiously approached the building from the west.

"How are we going to get in without being seen?" Montana asked.
Santana scanned their surroundings as if she expected an undiscovered entrance.  They had 

wandered into a narrow alley, running alongside the building.  Trash disposal containers lined 
one side, along the opposite were graffiti covered walls.  Around their feet were people, 
hundreds.  Some slept sleeping sitting up with their backs against the wall, others lying flat 
directly on the ground.  

India was not a poor country overall, but there was wrenching poverty among uncounted 
millions.  Despite the largest public housing construction projects in the world, tens of thousands 
went without shelter.  To avoid stepping on sleeping bundles, the twins had to watch exactly 
where they placed their feet.  Moving through the alley took longer than anticipated.  As they 
approached the side entrance to the building, they could see, as expected, a direct camera 
registering all entries and exits.  Almost every developed building in the city had a similar 
surveillance configuration.  Although installed strictly for security, the cameras transformed into 
a law enforcement tool when local police knew where to look.

"I don't like this situation," Santana whispered to her sister.  "To get this far without being 
seen, and immediately show our faces to their cameras, what a waste of our time."

"But if we're going to help..." Montana whispered back.  She was sweaty, exhausted and 
gritty, and desperately wanted to be inside, showered and asleep.  The day was stretching into the 
most intense time they had experienced since managing to leave Europe without capture.

"We have not agreed to help."
"Okay but c'mon Santi, let's go in."
"I don't like this feeling."
"Where else can we go?  All our places might be compromised."
"I know, but if we give in to them…"
"We should be okay.  Think of the extra money."
"I need to talk to an informed friend we trust."
"Not tonight, please."  Their conversation was interrupted by the sound of laughing and 

talking moving towards the door.  A group of ten drunken young men, shouting and calling 
names to each other, appeared in their viewing range.

"Perfect."  Santana grabbed her sister's hand, and fell into the middle of the group.  
The boys hardly noticed the twins as one of them flashed his com at the locked door.  As the 

entry opened, the group fell in behind him.  Building security did not include forcing only one 
person at a time to enter through each doorway, that restriction would have been impossible to 
enforce in crowded, fast-moving India.  Once the door opened, another resident or visitor could 
slip in to enter.  Although the cameras technically took each person's picture, the programs 
would have to separate individual faces within a large group.  Visually, Santana and Montana 



had blended into a crowd.  Surveillance would only process clear images that could be readily 
classified.  

Once inside they stuck with the boys to the elevators.  The last obstacle would occur when 
they arrived at their floor, and scanned a com to open their apartment door.  But if The Network 
started with their last entry, the determination of their location would take longer to decipher, 
than if they had scanned in directly from an outside door identifying an exact building's security 
configuration.  In India, longer always proceeded to be hours not minutes.  If Global Intelligence 
was looking for them, and using local resources, the twins should have at least until morning 
before any trackers deciphered their personal location codes.

"Finally," Montana exclaimed, as they entered the apartment.  She fell directly onto a sofa. 
The space, equipped with the sofa and a table in the living area was spartan, but functional. 
Through a separate door were two single beds with a bedside table in-between.  In the other 
direction were the kitchen and an eating area with a table and two chairs.  Directly in front, a 
small balcony offered views of the rapid pace of the city below.  "I'm so tired."

Santana ignored her sister and deliberately moved towards a wall panel.  Sliding her hand 
towards an unseen gap under the counter, she sat back as the panel slid apart.  Inside was a server 
displaying an array of lights.  "Give me your com," she ordered.  Montana threw the device to 
her.  Santana put both coms on a flat rotating disc, and selected a reset command.  A second 
later, their com identification codes changed the previously recorded routes to appear at a 
different location.  If they were being tracked based on the previous code, the stored data had 
disappeared along with the record of their last activity, opening the apartment door.  She tossed 
Montana's com back to her.  

Projecting a screen, Santana began running the Birdtail communication program.  "C'mon 
anyone awake, anywhere in the world?" she asked the digits and images flashing by.  "C'mon."

"Hey," a voice reached her.  Santana smiled.  Montana sat up to watch her sister.
"Julie, thank God."
"Hey you bitches are alive, awesome," Julie Vide responded in a voice lit with excitement. 

More than three years had passed since she last received a contact request from a Bash twin. 
"This is both of you bitches, I hope?"

"Hey Julie!" Montana shouted from the couch.
"Yes, we are both alive and it's great to hear your voice," Santana interrupted.  "But we do 

not have a lot of time."
"Of course not, you need my help?" Vide queried.
"Yeah, an official government-type dick wad named Slater James has tracked us down, but 

he says he wants us to help him."
"With what?"
"Claims 'the Man' is being attacked by its own drones.  Assholes have programmed the 

world into some kind of disaster.  Claims they need us to help get them out."
"They came to you?  Wow!"
"Yeah, wow with a trapdoor I'm thinking.  Does his story sound legit to you?"
"Would you believe a beautiful team of dancing ladies were doing this thing and that thing, 

and somehow The Network started doing its own thing?"
"Are you serious?  This is happening?"
"Yes my dear, I'm afraid your G-man is telling the truth."
"But what is happening?  Should we help these guys?"
"I think we have reached the end of the world, as long predicted.  I think those bastards have 



finally trashed us for good."
"Do you know about an incident happening off the coast of Chile?"
"I do.  We have eyes on the ground.  Big pooh bahs are in place trying to prevent major 

conflict.  Whole disaster is as real as our voices."
"Holy shit!"
"That and more.  Them people may know how this got started, but they will not find this 

bitch lying in wait.  I see a big world, and I am a fast girl.  But they have others.  They have 
begged them too.  You know the line they give...'help us please oh wayward ones, and we will 
set you free.'"

"Or?"
"Or we throw your ass into a forgotten prison."
"They've got nothing real on us.  They only held us before because they lied."
"They lie.  That's how they run their world, by making up stories."
"Fuck Julie!  How should we handle his offer?"
"I think you two are way too hot for prison.  I think the government assholes are actually 

scared this time.  I think you are among the smartest people in the world.  Who told this Slater 
James about you two anyway?"

"Brace yourself, the boy twin."
"Oh, hah hah," Julie continued laughing.  "That's awesome.  Mr. Big Shot, I love it, now he 

needs you."
"He knew how to find us too."
"Of course he did.  He knew you carnally.  He sniffed you out."
"Okay now you're being gross."
"Ahhh true love."
"No, that's long over.  Sources say he got himself a Miss Big Shot."
"Hah, the way that boy operates?  I don't think so.  Will last about a week."
"Yeah well, he is with someone now.  But he's still out there.  So what should we do?"
"The real offer came from him and I'm telling you, the whole story is definitely legit.  This 

thing The Network's doing, nobody gets.  Nobody knows what's going on.  I'm thinking, you 
were enemies once, then lovers, now you must be something like friends.  You know I will never 
use the word 'trust.'  You have the finest instincts in the business.  Proceed with supreme caution 
and make sure you have an out at all times."

"You're the best, Julie."
"As are you girlfriend.  Do not let them get you even if they are surrounding you, you hear 

me."
"Yes ma'am."
"Keep me informed.  Supreme caution, right?"
"Right."
"Bye beauties."
"Bye Julie."  Santana signed off and selected a re-tracer to mop up their digital trail.
"We're gonna to accept?" Montana asked relieved.
"In general, I guess so, baby sister."
"By four minutes, big sister.  What are we going to do?"
"Tomorrow morning, we will contact our new best asshole contact to 'the Man,' and find out 

what they really need from us."
"This project is a big risk, right?"



"Yes, the biggest.  But so is letting the world end.  Maybe history will write us up with the 
good guys."

"We'd hate that."
"Yes we would."
"But we'll make our help work for us."
"Yes absolutely."
"Okay."
"Okay let's get some sleep.  Might be the last night of peace we can ever enjoy."

Chapter Thirty-Three

Lyra stopped considering a comfortable night of sleep.  If she was not in the Control Room, her 
com lay attached to her arm for constant monitoring.  The view of the flysub drone was a 
looming shadow.  

Since descending into the ocean and situating in the coordinates left by its predecessor, the 
flysub had not moved or reacted.  Lyra wondered if the intruder would move today.  As the 
higher pay grades had slowly evolved to the conclusion The Network could possibly be 
generating the attack drones, they became obsessed with uncovering the machine's reason for 
targeting the subvees.  When the drones first appeared, the mining work both vessels were 
engaged in had been stopped, and all attention switched to the undetectables.  Today, the 
extractions would be purposefully restarted.  Kade had a theory, and they were all going to 
execute its implementation in a formation no civilian subvee had ever previously employed. 
Both sides were going to activate their defense shields.

The Chinese had not expressed alarm when the Americans proposed the experiment.  But 
Lyra assumed they were reeling.  She was reeling too.  How could a commanding officer in her 
position for the first time in history, not be overwhelmed?  Once the shields were raised, which 
country would lower them first?  What if neither side ever did again?  If Kade's suspicions were 
correct, during this experiment, the drones would attack.  If she was wrong, the global team 
really had no idea how to proceed.  

Lyra was terrified.  But she would never show her anxiety, even though this was not the 
voyage she had expected to unfold when she accepted her command of The Omaha.  Optimistic 
ideas for running a town under the water had turned into tense maneuvering around a potential 
war with the Chinese.

Sitting unhappily on her balcony, as the early morning hour reached 4 am, Lyra wrapped her 
hands around a lukewarm coffee mug, and looked down below into a silent park.  The indoor 
grounds cast no reflected moonlight as a similar setting would outdoors.  The artificial grass 
where her children played nearly every day glimmered bright, polished green through the 
simulated brightness doubling as lighted hallways.  Passengers and crew had boarded The 
Omaha to descend into the ocean for a working adventure full of promise and wonder.  They 
were provided all of the amenities of an advanced modern life plus spacious living quarters, 
healthy food, guaranteed jobs, no crime, and no natural sunlight.  Fully aware they operated in a 
controlled environment, security became part of the appeal.  Pros lived within the vessel's steel 
frame as curious scientists, deep-sea explorers, mining engineers, idealistic urban planners, 



farmers, environmentalists, water lovers, and even dry-land aficionados.  
A valiant selection of individuals had made this journey with Lyra.  She had to lead them 

through a perilous navigational passage without losing a single life.  When the time came, she 
would demonstrate her authority, as a leader whom people respected and counted on.  But for the 
next two hours, she would only yearn for the time to slow, even stop, for one additional minute, 
even a second more, to allow her to be the subvee's chief officer, a mother aboard a ship seeking 
resources to aid humankind.

But the time did not stop.  When she next glanced at her com, the digits read 5 am, her time 
to shower and change, and return to the Control Room earlier than she had told the rest of the 
day crew to assemble.  Before exiting, she stopped to kiss her sleeping children and her partner, 
slumbering on a falsified story, developed to cover up the activities of the past few days.  

When the mining subs had been recalled, and no replacement equipment had been 
dispatched, rumors about the subvee's mission began circulating among the passengers.  Fear 
mounted that their projected livelihood would be prematurely terminated.  But Lyra had her 
command team explain the delays as routine maintenance.  For most people on The Omaha, life 
continued without incident or cause for alarm.  Promoting tranquility was also her responsibility, 
to retain the calm of 20,000 people.

As Lyra stepped outside her cabin, a transport was waiting.  She climbed on and felt the 
acceleration towards the Main Control Room.  On a normal day, she would have walked, but this 
was no time for idle pleasures.  As she drew nearer, the lights of the Control Room illuminated 
the approaching space as brightly and inviting as always.  Unaware of the day's experiment, the 
passengers on The Omaha would view the Control Room as benignly as they always saw the 
managed space, and appreciate the peace and solace inherent in its efficient, prepared 
technological prowess.  But her command team, who were in charge of keeping the crew and 
their families alive, would not share the sentiment.  Nor the global support team, who would be 
watching the movements of a menacing flysub drone, from distant points around the world.

Lyra descended the transport.  The door opened into Main Control.  "Good morning 
Captain," the greetings reached her from every corner of the room.  She looked around, and the 
ensemble returned her gaze.  The entire crew knew the day's stakes, but internalized feelings of 
unease and uncertainty.  They were in charge and would be making decisions.  Accountability 
was not a condition they had envisaged.  The Network had carefully tracked every individual's 
moves until this moment, yet today the system would have virtually no role in the execution of 
an unprecedented confrontation.  A group of humans would be operating around the technology 
they had long assumed knew exactly how to function without their intervention.  Lyra sat down 
at the center table.

"Captain, Commander Laltanca asked you contact her as soon as you arrived," the Control 
Room supervisor Amanda Ducharme advised.

"Now?” Lyra responded, surprised.
"Yes Captain, she checked status about a half hour ago."
"Oh."  Lyra had met her match in leaders who needed no sleep.  She picked up her com, 

walked into a nearby room, and let the glass doors seal shut behind her, blocking all noise. 
"Commander Laltanca," she spoke into the speaker.  The com connected her.

Seven seconds later, Kade answered, "Good morning, Captain."
"Good morning, Commander," Lyra responded.
"How did you sleep?"
"I didn't."



"Neither did I."  There was a pause.  "Lyra."
"Yes Commander."
"This will be an unprecedented day.  But you and I are going to make the decisions.  We are 

going execute based on our own experience, training and knowledge, okay."
"Yes of course."
"But that's not how things usually work."
"Yes Commander, I know."
"We are on point today for the actions of our teams, and the response to any reaction from 

that drone.  Between you and I, we know, I know, we can do this, right?"
"Yes absolutely."
Kade paused.  "Do you mind if I ask your kids' names?"
Surprised, Lyra hesitated.  "Ahh, my children, yes, they are Hunter and Bailey."
"Boys?  Girls?  Both?"
"Oh."  Lyra laughed.  "Both, my Hunter is a boy, 8 and my girl is Bailey, she's 6."
"That's great."
"Do you have children, Commander?"
"Yes I do.  But unlike you today, I cannot keep them near me."
"You have an important job.  I'm sure they understand."
"You have an important job also.  Today is for Hunter and Bailey.  All of the other children, 

mine and everyone's.  We are on today, Lyra.  We will make every judgment count."
"Yes we will."
"Take care down there.  Let me know immediately if there's any change I need to make 

here."
"Yes Commander, don't worry, I will."
"Okay, thanks, I'll be back with you at 0800."
"Yes, yes of course, I'll speak with you later."  Lyra signed off.  She smiled for an instant at 

the thought the Commander had children.  She wondered if she had a partner also, but let the 
reflection pass as she returned to the Main Control conference room where her team was 
gathering.

Minutes before 0800 hours, the com contact screens to the interconnected stakeholders lit up 
in the Control Room.  On The Dazhou, the Chinese command assembled, and their leaders were 
aligned in Beijing.  In Puerto Concepcion, Chilean and U.S. military officials, and Madison, who 
had returned from China only hours before, flanked Kade.  Near Washington, D.C., Clare 
Amster and Brooks Dugan from Hudor Global, along with high-ranking U.S. military technology 
officers and their counterparts from respective governments based in Brussels, London and 
Moscow, were allowed to observe from a secure communications room run by the Pentagon. 
General Jonathan Crosby and Captain Megan Coyne joined the U.S. military and senior national 
security team assembled in the White House Situation Room.  Dominique, Branson, Isabella and 
Roman had all flown to London to join Slater at British Intelligence headquarters.  As far as this 
global team knew, they were the only people in the world who would witness the events that 
were about to unfold.

Kade began speaking, "The Omaha and The Dazhou are going to send mining subs to the 
exact sites where they were independently working when the drones first appeared.  Both 
subvees are going to use remote-controlled subs only, no human crews.  The only tools they have 
are drills, shovels and scoops, no weapons.  Before the work begins, both subvees will activate 
defense shields."  She felt the tension rise and continued, "Once the digging starts, we will wait 



to see the drones' reaction.  If we are correct, The Network is going to detect the work, and 
should respond at the disturbed spot, as we have now determined was the reaction at the energy 
sites."

"And if you are wrong?" General Crosby chimed in first.
"We will recall the subs from their work."
"And then?"
"We are working on discovering The Network code creating these drones."
"Who is?"
"We are," Coyne boldly interrupted, with barely suppressed annoyance.
Kade took the opportunity to move away from the subject.  "We anticipate the drones will 

attack where the equipment touches a detectable source," she stated.  "We will have several 
manually operated remote cameras, but we cannot guarantee the images you will see.  Conditions 
under the ocean frequently change.  We have overridden The Network and linked the cameras 
through a separate feed.  All of the pictures will be live.  I'll be turning the open line over to 
Captain Ellis of The Omaha.  She will direct the rest of the operation.  Are there any questions?"

"Just a comment," offered the Chilean Commanding Officer de la Fuente in Puerto 
Concepcion.  He was facing Kade across the table.

"Yes?" Kade asked surprised.
"God bless us and keep you all safe down there," he solemnly stated.  Kade let the silence 

pass a minute longer.
"Thank you.  Captain Ellis, the communication lines are yours."
"Copy that Commander," Lyra stated clearly and directly into the speaker.  "The Omaha 

crew, mine sub 1, cameras 1 through 12, is everyone in position?"  Affirmative answers 
responded.  "The Dazhou, your crew and equipment are on your command.  Are you prepared as 
planned?"

"Yes Captain, as agreed," Captain Ren responded.
"Crew on The Omaha, on my command, open mini-sub launch door now."  The cameras 

displayed the hatch door opening and the exit to the mining site.  "Captain Ren, please advise 
when your sub is at your work site."

"Yes."
In silence, the global team watched the mining subs launch, and move through the water to 

the locations of the original digging sites.  With intense viewing locking all eyes on monitor 
screens, as if the mechanics of the underwater mining operation were a life-saving military 
exercise, the group refrained from idle banter, inappropriate jokes, or searching The Network for 
alternative reports.  

In parallel, the two vessels glided through the gloomy fogged water casting artificial lights 
over the jagged cliff edges and spiraling whirlpools, before arriving and abruptly stopping in 
viable locations for retracting the equipment.  As soon as the drills and scoops were set-up, the 
mini-sub operators would signal, and the subvee captains could give the order to activate defense 
shields.  Both flagged vessels were operating on emergency override codes.  

The Network had no trigger for the action, but the system would analyze the override 
command designed to react to confirmed danger.  Network cameras and sensors continued to 
record all detectable devices within range, all weaponized machines, their locations and their 
actions.  For The Omaha, The Network would record activated defense shields within shooting 
distance of a weaponized Chinese civilian vessel.  The Dazhou would have the same information 
about The Omaha.  The Network's response to recording that data, after defense shields were 



activated, was unknown.  The silence seemed to prolong the suspense, allowing human 
imaginings to assess the possibilities.  

Lyra stared at the mining sub as if the vessel held the secrets to world peace within its 
hovering scoop.  She looked at the twelve camera angles with pictures that could be the last they 
all saw.  After several more seconds passed, she knew their waiting time was over.  A thought 
for her children passed through her mind as the 'ready' signal flashed from the mining sub.  Lyra 
calmly and forcefully ordered, "Activate defense shields," to all those who were listening.

Joe Kessel, the technician at the defense shield controls, began entering the override code 
into The Network.  Normally, The Network would automatically input the sequence, but the 
technician worked manually from a numbered list projected on a screen hovering near his eye 
level.  The process advanced interminably slowly Lyra thought.  But the wait could only have 
been a few minutes.  "The Dazhou has activated defense shields," Kessel solemnly stated soon 
after finishing his work.  "Foreign subvee is at 50%."

Lyra thought hearing the Chinese referred to, as 'foreigners,' seemed odd to her ears. 
Throughout the last few days, she had come to consider the other crew to be fellow underwater 
citizens engaged with her in fighting a crisis.

"The Omaha is at 50%," Kessel continued.
Lyra continued to wait, as did all of the others around the world.
"We are at 75%."  
The movement of activating defense shields did not produce associated sounds identifying 

the activity.  No machine noise.  No large doors folding over their worlds.  Rooms did not grow 
dark.  There was no signal to the rest of the passengers on board.  The physical silence covered 
an intense digital program directing the subvee's mechanical controls to unroll metal sheets of 
missile-deflecting panels over sensitive areas.  Internal screens replaced clear windows by 
displaying the final image seen outdoors to those inside, and all defense systems moved to 
'Ready to Launch.'  Lyra thought of the same activity on The Dazhou, and how the actions would 
be perceived if an innocent spectator from the outside world could suddenly peer inside.

"We are at 100%," Kessel announced with finality.  Less than a minute later he mirrored the 
statement.  "The Dazhou is at 100%."

The two vessels were facing each other in a state of war.  Lyra took a deep breath her crew 
did not notice, and stated, "Begin mining."

The command fell on the ears of 23-year old technician, Shea Picard, who had been 
appointed as The Omaha's operations expert for the action.  Despite less than a year under the 
sea, she was one of the few who had remotely operated the mining sub.  Her limited knowledge 
put her ahead of more experienced crew for the assignment, and made her, the voice of The 
Omaha's connection to the global monitoring teams.  

The crew's eyes turned to Picard who was double-checking instructions for proceeding with 
a routine mining operation.  At the start of its expedition under the Pacific, The Omaha had 
detected an unknown but intriguing mineral inside a crevice of a cliff wall.  Survey vehicles had 
collected samples of the mineral from several locations in the area, and the scientists had decided 
they should have a closer look.  Mini-subs had been sent out to dig, and bring back more of the 
material for analysis.  The first day of retrieving additional samples was the day the drones had 
appeared.  The Omaha did not know, nor ask, which mineral The Dazhou had been mining.  For 
the task ahead, both Captains had only agreed to return to the location where their miners had 
been working on the first day of sighting the uninvited drones.

To be directed to the site, The Omaha's mining sub used location coordinates obtained from 



a Network report.  On arrival, Picard expanded the light into a crevice, illuminating the operating 
region of packed sand, pot-marked with burrowed holes caused by crab-like sea creatures.  Lyra 
had observed significant marine life at these depths, a reality that always amazed the scientists, 
and the children, alike.  

Sea creatures scrambled to avoid the sub as its mechanical arm rose from the side, and 
descended towards a crevice hole.  The arm had a mineral detector.  As the sensors drew nearer 
to an expected source, a signal would emit to prompt the scoop to move in for a sample.  The 
action was typically automatic, but this time Picard watched closely for indications the mineral 
was available.  As she proceeded, time seemed once again to move more slowly than ever known 
before, as Lyra and the global team stared and waited.  The Omaha and The Dazhou did not try 
to coordinate the mining or attempt to operate exactly in sync.  No one watching knew which 
drone, if either, would move first, they would have to be ready for both.

"I would dig here," Picard stated with a valued certainty the others could not perceive.
Lyra intently looked into the crevice.  The murky waters rushed past in the natural confines 

of its currents.  To her eyes, the indicators of value required imagination.  These minerals did not 
glitter under the sun like gold or diamonds.  The substances were functional, industrial, 
production elements for technology operations.  No scientist had calculated whether the crevice 
could be worth zero or billions of dollars.  The geological sensors designed to measure the size 
and depth of the find, worked archaically beneath the sea where water, salt, tiny creatures, and 
unruly currents and waves, conspired to throw off a promising detection.  The crew of The 
Omaha was risking its life for a hope of wealth or progress or convenience that was unknown, 
unmeasured, and to many, unnecessary.

"Captain Ren, we will commence digging," Lyra continued.  "Have you detected your 
mineral?"

"No Captain," came the rapid reply.  No one on the global com, except the Chinese, wanted 
that answer.  Lyra could feel the trust flying from the room.  The Chinese were prepared to let 
The Omaha proceed on its own.  "Commence digging," she directed her voice to Picard.

The scoop moved into place and began to work.  Minutes went by.  Tension rising, the team 
stared at the industrial sub scooping dirt out of a crevice.  Fashioned as a cupped spoon attached 
to a long, plastic hose, the scoop tool descended into the dirt, gently sucked up the sand, 
propelled the contents through the tube, and forced the water out, sealing the findings inside. 
More minutes continued to roll past.  A typical sub's cab could be filled in twenty minutes with 
soil to be carried to the subvee for analysis.  The capacity indicator displayed a constant rate of 
collection, leading to a calculated moment to move.  Lyra's instructions were to work as if set to 
a routine mining pace, which would be, to fill and return with samples repeatedly throughout the 
day.  The Omaha's equipment could filter for promising traces of minerals to be stored, while the 
unwanted sand was discarded back into the ocean.  As the anticipation continued, Lyra began 
wondering if they would have to complete only one or dozens of return trips.

Seconds later, as the global team relaxed into their solace, the complete silence defining 
their patience broke with an abrupt cut of verbal glass.  "The drone is moving," Ryan Schaus, 
Lyra's second-in-command, suddenly announced to the awaiting team.

Like a swinging metal weather vane on a light breezy day, the flysub drone began turning 
around within the semi-circle of its coordinates.  Holding her breath, Lyra moved closer to the 
screen, ignoring the crackling silence trembling beneath the room's collective fears.  Rising 
slightly on its spin, the drone's purple glow brightened and illuminated the view for all of the 
watching cameras.  With defense shields activated, The Omaha crew no longer had a real-time 



visual through the Control Room window.  As the drone began to move in the direction of the 
mining sub, the crew scrambled to manually track the route with their hand-controlled 
substitutes.  

Slowly and deliberately like a stalker coming upon unsuspecting prey, the flysub, drifting 
with deliberate speed towards the crevice hole, traced the sub's identical path.  The cameras 
followed as the drone approached the mining sub, and inaudibly settled in above the digging site. 
Every internal monitor was flashing, but the function that counted, The Network's alerts, did not 
detect any unexpected object.  With storage capacity at 95%, the mining sub's work was coming 
to an end, but the drone's was only beginning.  As the undetectable hovered into position, 
shadow drowned the mining sub in a veil of darkness.  The only lights were the bright lantern of 
the sub's view into the hole, and the purple emanating from the drone.

Lyra moved to stand behind Picard who held tight control of the mining sub's steering. 
Picard's hands were glued to the keyboard keys.  Lyra could see a line of sweat building on her 
forehead.  "Okay steady," Lyra offered, as she stood closer to Picard.  "As you back away, drop 
down as far as you can go before turning around to come back this way.  Lights down as soon as 
you are clear of the flysub's shadow."

"Yes Captain," Picard responded in a shaking voice.  Several minutes later, she continued, 
"Cab is full, retracting equipment."  Her listeners did not reply as they watched the scoop and 
mechanical arm return to initial positions within the mining sub.  "Returning to subvee."  

The mining sub backed ten feet away from the crevice.  Then dropped ten feet more to travel 
under the flysub to a clearing at a distance from the crevice edge.  Away from the flysub, Picard 
switched on navigation lights, and began moving towards The Omaha.

As the mining sub disappeared from the camera views, the team reverted attention to the 
flysub.  The drone's purple light umbrella began transforming as the electronics calibrated, 
switching to change the magnitude of its glow.  In an attempt to identify the sequence the action 
was transmitting, technicians scrambled to input the lights' timing and frequency into The 
Network.  But there would be little time to understand if the repeating pattern mirrored an 
interpretable message.  

Within minutes, the waters began to vibrate as the drone released an incessant whirl.  The 
sound prompted more than one person on com to jump, as the cameras' audio sensors broadcast 
the noise around the world.  No confirmation was required to understand the drone was revving. 
But unlike the recognizable sound of a pumped engine, this blast was a louder more frenzied 
appeal.  Absolute tension braced the human teams as the whirring peaked and died down.  A 
second later, a thin red laser beam emerged from the drone and pointed exactly at the hole left in 
the crevice by the mining sub.  After another second, with mathematical precision, the laser 
began to exponentially expand.

"How big is the beam going to widen?" a voice from Washington demanded, as the laser's 
circumference doubled, and doubled again.

Lyra was stunned.  So was Kade.  Both were considering the same possibility.  'Could a 
laser that size lead to an explosion that could rock The Omaha?'  Lyra was in defense mode and 
the vessel could be moved.  But vessels of The Omaha's size did not move quickly.  Retreat 
certainly required more than a swiftly inputted override code.

"Brace for..." Lyra did not know which word of warning would suffice.  'Impact' would be 
flying debris.  'Attack' would be the drone turning on them.  She let her sentence hang in the air. 
No one noticed.

At the point when the laser's end was the rim width of a basketball net, the beam became a 



burst of energy exceeding the capabilities of any known civilian or military equipment, machine 
or human made.  A long stream of red pulsating light took direct and forceful aim at exactly the 
hole where the mining sub had been working.  The beam flashed and fired.  Command crews on 
The Omaha and The Dazhou, and the global team of officials monitoring the incident around the 
world, watched in stunned silence as the red laser cut through the crevice wall.  The sand began 
to separate and fall away on all sides.

"The wall will collapse," a crewmember inside the Control Room predicted.
"Something's sparking," another revealed.
Both were correct.  The scenarios were playing out in a frightening tandem.  Lyra watched 

as the crevice walls sunk into a v-shaped formation following the point of the laser through to the 
gap where the beam penetrated.  Within minutes, like the spray of yellow dots from a welder's 
torch, sparks began to bounce up into the water with increasing frequency.

"What did the beam hit?" another voice demanded.  "What's in there?"
But zero time was available to consider possible sources.  As the yellow dots converted to 

lightening bolts, an unseen trigger ignited with irreversible force.  The explosion shook the 
protective shields of The Omaha.  The crevice walls sunk beneath the laser's heat as the once 
solid formation of sand collapsed into an upward plume of smoke and dirt.  

Flying rocks and minerals completely set to darkness the working crew's minimal outside 
light.  The Omaha's Network sensors registered the incoming cascade of the shattered crevice 
wall as the suddenness of a violent storm.  Before the humans could react, the automatic system 
set-off pre-programmed response measures.  The piercing bursts of the vessel's internal 
emergency alarms released the warning for a forced and abrupt ship movement.  Without a word 
from the command crew, 20,000 passengers, who were awakening slowly in ignorance to 
another organized day, were transformed into a sudden panic at a sound they had only heard 
once before, during a pre-announced drill.

Seconds later, the solid ocean floor The Omaha had been resting on for months released its 
foundation under the vessel's hull with a rumble, and jolt, forcing more than one person to fall as 
others reached to grasp a stable object.

"Earthquake," Kessel announced for those who had never felt one before.
"Oh no," came a response from a voice in Washington.
Seismic sensors set-off a tsunami warning on the Chilean shore, north to the U.S.-Mexico 

border, and west across to the Pacific islands.  Within minutes, a ten thousand mile radius heard 
emergency evacuation warnings as regional coastal inhabitants ran to move inland, and up to 
higher ground.

"We need to get off the ocean floor," Lyra shouted as the vessel shook again.  Her 
technicians scrambled to reclaim the subvee's controls, and lift off the increasingly shaking and 
splitting ground.  The force of falling debris from the crevice wall was inverting the space where 
the natural foundations once stood.  The weight of the avalanche was breaking up the ground 
beneath them the giant ship.

In the panic of the geological reactions, the global team ignored the unwearied flysub 
turning off its laser moments after the explosion, and backing away from the crevice.  Over the 
sound of the emergency alarms and rising voices on com, Kade shouted, "Follow the drone!" 
Sensing the team missed the meaning of her words she added, "Find the flysub.  We have to 
capture the attack drone."  

The soldiers in the two military mini-subs, on stand-by near the disaster scene, knew they 
had the only vehicles capable of tracking the flysub.  The two traded instructions to split up, one 



searched for the flysub through an undetectable trail under the ocean, the other surfaced to verify 
if the machine had risen to fly away.  "Do not lose that drone.  Map for back-ups along any 
possible exit route."

"Yes Commander," a soldier responded.
"Captain, are you off the ground?"  Kade turned her attention back to The Omaha.
"No..." Lyra started to answer, but the subvee shook again, as the earth below the vessel 

shifted when more of the crevice wall fell onto the crumbling ground.  Under heightened 
distress, Lyra's crew realized The Network's automatic internal alarms on The Omaha were 
conflicting with their attempts to manually override the controls.

"The Network is switching to defen—" Schaus proclaimed in panic.
"No!" Lyra shouted.  "Keep overriding."
"I can't Captain.  The program is switching."
"Washington, Hudor, we need to be able to take control."
"We're running the override," Brooks Dugan calmly responded.  "We're getting the 

protocol…"
Lyra lost the last of his comment as she heard the Chinese crew on The Dazhou shouting to 

each other.  She had almost forgotten they too must be feeling the ocean floor's reaction to the 
flysub's destructive success, but she had no time to consider their safety.  "Permission to 
surface," Lyra requested without further consideration.  She was greeted with silence. 
"Permission to surface.  We are in the middle of a major seismic event here."

"Captain, you cannot surface with defense shields up," General Crosby interjected.  "You'll 
be visible to foreign satellites."  Sensing the callousness of his statement he added, "Is everyone 
all right?  Can the subvee withstand the event?"

Lyra looked around.  "Everyone is all right in the Control Room.  But I cannot give you an 
assessment of whether or not we can withstand this event.  We do not know the extent of the 
damage or potential impact.  We are blind down here."

"Captain, we're sending you all of the outside images and reports we've got," Coyne 
answered.  "We'll find a safe clearing big enough for the vessel."

"Okay, but is there a giant crack in the ground beneath my subvee?  Are we about to be 
sucked down into the bowels of the earth?  Can you tell me how dangerous this is?"

"We're checking."
Lyra was incredulous.  "Checking!" she shouted.  "Our readings appear as if we have a 

volcano, an earthquake, a hurricane and a tsunami down here!"
"Captain, can you back the vessel up and slowly rise higher, up off the ground?" Kade 

interjected in the steadiest voice she could hold.  Avoiding the dictate of unreasonable orders, 
she focused on calming down the entire global team at the same time.

"We don't move any other way, Commander."  Lyra gave the signal.  As the team fought to 
reclaim manual control, the subvee slowly started to rise.  

Voices coming from The Dazhou continued to form background noise as the Chinese forgot 
to hit the 'mute' icon, unintentionally allowing their battle over whether or not to surface to play 
to all connected ears.

"Rise to a safe distance where you can see the ocean floor beneath you," Kade stated.  "Wait 
there without surfacing."

Eyeing data transmitted from the sensors underneath The Omaha, Lyra realized she would 
still be blind to the scene outside.  "I need more cameras."

"We shouldn't open any hatches," Schaus cautioned.



"I know."  Considering the reports of continued flying debris, she didn't dare consider 
lowering the defense shields.

"We've got support on the way," Kade declared.  "More subs will be closer in minutes. 
Where is the flysub?"

"No sign, Commander."
Kade shook her head.  'The drone could be travelling under the ocean with plans to surface 

at any point where the water flows,' she thought.  "Check all of the satellite feeds?  We need all 
eyes.  We have to know where the attack drone is going."

"We can manually check the pictures."
"Yes you can.  Check everything."
"Seismic activity is fading," Kessel announced.
"How strong was the reading?" Lyra asked.
"Early indication, 5.9."  Lyra was appalled and partially relieved.  The earthquake had felt 

much worse from inside the subvee.  "I need a status report for our entire crew.  Check the 
families, and our structure, inside and out."  Lyra needed assurance.  Her own commands 
provided the steadiest option for settling down the overwhelming uneasiness on the vessel.

With satellite visuals covering more ground than The Omaha's floating cameras, Special 
Command had the clearest view of the subvee and the underwater damage.  "The Captain needs 
to know when she is safely clear of the damaged area," Kade stated.

"Yes Commander, at her current rate of speed should be eleven minutes to the coordinates 
we transmitted," Coyne responded.

"Visual on the drone?"
"No Commander, not yet."  Kade resisted the urge to swear.
Lyra turned to Schaus and ordered, "Get these internal alarms off.  Make a ship-wide 

announcement.  Let everyone know there was a weather event and we are assessing the 
situation."

"Yes Captain."
"What is the situation?" Ducharme dared to ask.  As their eyes turned towards Lyra, the 

Control Room crew cautiously permitted, confused and terrified reactions to visibly unfold.
But Kade jumped in first to reply, "The situation is you have had a weather event.  The 

Omaha has temporarily moved from its parked coordinates to conduct an assessment of the area. 
Do not provide any more information."

"No other details?" Lyra asked.
"For your audience, no.  We have to manage the story on all fronts."  Lyra did not respond. 

"Captain, do you still have the mining sub live?" Kade asked, changing the subject.
Lyra turned to Picard, who during the earthquake and retreat of the subvee, had managed to 

keep her hands on the controls of the mining sub, recording the action while trying to evade 
flying debris.  She nodded a tentative affirmative.  "Yes we do, but there's a problem."  She 
motioned to Picard to speak.

"We have a signal, but I cannot get our sub to move," Picard explained.
"You have to get that material into your lab for analysis," Kade stated.
"We can do a manual retrieval," Lyra offered.
"Yes, but not yet.  The waters are too dangerous.  Wait until we know the ground has settled. 

But prep a remote-only retrieval.  Sending a crew will likely not be a good idea at this time."
"Okay Commander."  Lyra ordered Picard to prepare to retrieve the mining sub as the rest of 

the crew continued to monitor the after-effects from the chaos of the explosion.  After Hudor 



Global activated override codes for the override codes, The Omaha crew managed to turn off the 
internal alarms, and reassure the onboard population they had complete control.  The internal 
announcements only slightly calmed the thousands of regular passengers on the subvee who, for 
the first time, became aware the defense shields had been activated.  Most had not known The 
Omaha had defense shields.  The prospect of being on a weaponized vessel had never occurred 
to the crew.  But the uneasy buzz beginning to build inside the subvee was a morale disrupter 
Lyra had no time to manage.  She would have to leave the fears to her junior officers to restrain.

For six long hours, as the crews on both subvees tested for further undersea seismic activity, 
and the global teams on land and sea above searched for the flysub, the tension remained at an 
uncontained height.  Only once The Omaha was safely parked at a raised, angled distance away 
from the explosion scene, and the seismic sensors had been continuously reflecting safe levels, 
did the strain begin to dissipate.  

Without discussion, Kade gave the command to deactivate the defense shields.  Following a 
pre-arranged agreement that both sides were to proceed with the stand-down as soon as there 
were no longer any signs of danger, she played Special Command's mediating role, and sent the 
instruction to both subvees.  The Americans complied immediately.  But the defensive position 
would extend for forty tense minutes more.  

After the wait, without notice, the Chinese responded, and The Dazhou reverted to its 
civilian status.

On The Omaha, Lyra and her crew anxiously watched the window screens clear as the 
internal projections switched from the bright pre-explosion scenes to shadowy obscured views of 
the surrounding ocean.  

"Lights," Lyra commanded.  
The external lights lit up the sea in front of the anxious viewers.  More than a hundred feet 

below, the earth had caved in at least five feet where the cliff wall had collapsed at the crevice 
holes.  An open crack was running through the earth beneath them, but the crew could not 
explain if the gap was pre-existing and exacerbated by the weight of the subvee resting on the 
ocean floor, or caused by the aftermath of the drone attack.  All signs of life were gone, plants, 
fish, and gleaming sea creatures that had shared their world hours earlier, had disappeared.  

Lyra walked over to the Control Room's internal windows, and viewed the subvee's 
population with their endless questions, pressed up against the sidewalls of open areas peering 
out windows into the dark ocean void.  Immediately ruled too unstable for ongoing exploration, 
the area around them was destroyed.  In terms of mining the crevice walls were unlikely to be 
recoverable.  In terms of biodiversity, humanity would never know the species that had swum 
there and may never return again.  

Lyra glanced up and down the scene, and back at the monitors displaying feeds from the 
remaining cameras providing close-ups of areas made less clearly visible in the murky mix of 
sand and debris circling around them.

"Wait," Lyra ordered pointing to one camera image as she approached closer to a monitor. 
"Take the camera back about two feet to the left."  The technician at the control complied. 
"What's that?" she asked pointing to an opening in the sand.  The crew in the Control Room 
leaned closer.

"What are you referring to?" Kade asked.
"Camera 4."  No response came from Washington.  "Do you see the plastic line through the 

sand?  Could be a cable."
"A cable?" Kade repeated before dropping off into silence.  Returning live a few minutes 



later, she said, "Captain, I sent you a text."
"I'm sorry."
"Check your com."
Lyra looked down at her com and saw a classified internal text from Kade.  Opening the 

message, she read in rising disbelief an instruction to leave camera 4 on the image, but to switch 
off the broadcast of the feed to all of the communication links except the U.S. military and 
Special Command, and to leave the controls open only to Kade.  Puzzled but too weary to 
question the directive, Lyra walked over to the technician controlling camera 4, and gave him the 
instruction.  The screen went dark.  But attention had already been drawn to the view.  The entire 
Control Room noticed.

"Just a precaution," Lyra announced, returning to her seat.  "Keep looking for problems out 
there.  We want to retrieve our sub."  Her internal team gave her surprised looks.  But they 
returned to their work.

Lyra considered the visual of the cable's faded plastic casing.  Hundreds of communication 
lines rolled along the ocean floor.  But subvees always confirmed the location of physical lines 
before beginning their work.  The one captured by camera 4 was previously unknown.  The line 
had been unmapped, not visible on The Network, traveling to an unrevealed point, and not 
claimed by a single official who would admit to knowing about its existence.  

The cable was probably still connected to land, and probably to The Network that had 
brought them all to this knife-edge, and threatened many lives.  An informed individual must 
have known the trigger they would find at the mining site, but had let them proceed and face the 
outcome without regard to the consequences.  

In an instant, Lyra began losing hope.  She knew the entire incident had hardly been routine, 
not an expected part of a quiet civilian industrial operation.  But she had not known, or 
suspected, The Omaha was trapped inside an unsympathetic player's hostile game.  

She could not imagine the end could possibly be a finish she would dare to envision.

*

PART SIX - THE CRITICAL CHASE

Chapter Thirty-Four

The most efficient method for equipping the Bash twins for their task was for Slater to organize 
a secure workplace set-up exactly where they were, in Chennai.  He provided a speculative list of 
required equipment.  The sisters modified and procured the materials, while making all other 
necessary arrangements.  

Many industrial quarters in the city were neighborhoods of high-rises similar to the 
residential areas.  They did not have any difficulty finding an empty space in an under-
maintenanced building where the manager did not examine identification too closely.  Hardware 
with sufficient processing power and physical monitors were installed within an hour, but the 



virtual pieces would require more time.  The sisters wanted to operate through a secure on-ramp 
to The Network, one they would have to build on their own.

"I guess you want to know our program code?" Santana warily asked Slater.
"Actually no, go ahead and do what you do," Slater replied.  "Do not tell me any details."
"Really?"
"Yes really, I told you, we can be trusted."  Santana rolled her eyes, but proceeded on his 

word.
The sisters' own software was in The Cloud, in a virtual storage locker located through 

access to an off-ramp.  To use the public Internet to access their programs, they would have to 
determine how to avoid detection by The Network's virtual line of sight.  The ultimate challenge 
rogue techs faced in the storing of their off and on-ramps was the digital trail they left, for law 
enforcement officials to find and follow.  By definition, any code could be deciphered.  Files 
were never definitively deleted from computers or servers.  The act of selecting 'delete' was to 
send a coded instruction to the computer, but 'un-delete' was a coded instruction too.  All of the 
digitally created data, every viewed pornographic movie, every photo revealing too much, every 
nasty word to, for or about a work colleague, every desire to meet a potential mate, and the rage 
to un-meet him, if a user had expressed the action in a digital record, the data was always 
available.  The code may exist in scrambled or locked form, but it was recoverable.  

Rogue techs could not come onto The Network and do their work without leaving a trail. 
Until they determined how to irrevocably mask or scramble inputted code, they would never 
truly avoid the government's incessant following of their every move.  This challenge was at the 
center of the global cyber game.  Rogue techs programmed enhanced applications, encryption 
keys, and security protocols.  As governments deciphered the process, the techs would switch to 
a substitute path re-directing the spying eyes down an off-ramp to a dead end.  The skills rogue 
techs like the Bash twins, Zylen and their friends had mastered was to be eight virtual steps 
ahead of the governments, maybe even twelve.

Their fall, if such demise ever happened, would not likely be controlled by The Network.
Santana and Montana knew they were taking a tremendous risk.  By cooperating with Slater, 

they would indirectly permit Global Intelligence to trace their online actions, and possibly 
compromise specific coding advances created by techs who were their friends.  The Cyber Army 
controlled innovations governments had never seen nor even imagined.  The Bash twins would 
have to be certain their work only 'appeared' to be transparent, while they hid the specific details 
from officially inspecting eyes.  

For Special Command, they would display one view encompassing the fulfillment of their 
agreement.  For their friends, an altered view, indicating exactly the opposite.  The sisters signed 
a deal for full immunity, sufficient funds to live comfortably anywhere in the world, and global 
air flight clearances for unobstructed travel.  But they had no understanding with their friends. 
After this assignment, to completely avoid running from angry pursuers, they would have to 
mask their work for Slater in a form satisfying both factions, or they could never expect to 
pursue a life of calm.

"I'm in," Montana, her eyes on a projected screen in front of her, announced at last.  "I've got 
our stuff."

"I've got our way out," Santana responded.
To build an on-ramp, one-way and undetected, Santana would have to join two virtual lanes, 

functioning similarly to the picture on a yellow diamond freeway sign, warning an approaching 
line of traffic to merge into a single lane before continuing straight ahead.  As on the sign, where 



the merging lane has no visible starting point, Santana created the one lane entry without data 
security monitors recording from where she had come.  The file had to appear with no starting 
point, and move with quadrillions of other data points across fiber optic beams of light to the 
next destination.  The plan was to enter through the front door of a drone manufacturing portal 
within the U.S. military's access to The Network.  They would execute an order for a weaponized 
flysub drone.  Then, trace The Network's process for manufacturing and delivering the 
equipment.  If Montana were right, hidden in the official instructions would also be the protocol 
for triggering the automatic defensive drone production process.

The military did not officially maintain an automatic drone production code.  Every 
weaponized drone had to be ordered by the correct authorities for a specific reason.  Since the 
flysub had come from a factory in Kansas, to avoid attracting added attention, the identical 
location was used to originate the fake military order.  Given the recent history, Slater set the 
order to be issued from Forbes Air Force Base, south of Topeka, as a genuine order, from an 
active General, in response to a training request.  

The background details on The Network were classified.  But if a member of the team 
managed to access the data folder, the saved document would be blank.  To obtain approval, 
Slater told Special Command he was conducting an experiment, without officially stating who 
would be assisting him.  The entire operation was further cloaked under the security protocol of 
"Restricted Eyes Only."  

Slater, Roman, and a trusted military insider would follow the process.  As the Bashes traced 
the fake order through a digital manufacturing path, they would record every command The 
Network executed, and run and re-run the code through their own software in the hope of finding 
an anomaly.  In the meantime, the drone would proceed from production to ready-for-delivery 
before the order was cancelled at the last minute.  

Cancelled customized drones were automatically sent to be melted down and recycled. 
Expecting the infiltration to end there, the Bash twins relentlessly began their work.

Chapter Thirty-Five

Unbeknownst to Santana, the communication she had opened to Julie Vide days before, had also 
opened to Zylen.  Using Birdtail, the rogue techs' own secure contact software program, included 
the possibility others with access were likely to be spying on each other.  

Years before, Zylen had implemented a backdoor command to record conversations when 
one tech opened the app to speak to another.  His limited trust for all people, even his own team, 
and especially a group he did not personally know, aligned with a lifelong strategy to leave no 
opening unguarded.  At the beginning of the undetectable drone project, when he had learned the 
team's individual names, he set up a tracker for their digital trails.  Some left heavier scents than 
others.

His suspicions were confirmed when he heard the recording of Vide and Santana speaking. 
Unappeasably disgusted that the Bash twins had plainly turned into government contractors after 
a bit of sweet talk from Slater James, Zylen decided they were permanently lost to the other side. 
After all the years, time, effort and sacrifice, they had abandoned their friends without a 
backwards glance, no wave of a coded digital farewell.  



His wrath was directed only at the Bashes, not Vide, whom he knew would never turn. 
Having no appetite for judging or questioning other people's decisions, Vide treated everyone the 
same.  Zylen found her stance annoying, but also predictable.  But the twins were a heartbreak. 
He imagined they had been completely spooked by their last near capture by the law.  But he had 
no idea they would go this far to avoid a repeat incident.

Filing their betrayal into his mental log, Zylen decided he had little time to dwell on their 
traitorous decision.  The source code creating the killer drones was worth a lot more to him than 
two girls' immunity.  The program was worth billions, and an entire team's freedom to move 
around the globe as they saw fit.  If he could retrieve the program before the Bash twins 
uncovered the data, their deal with Special Command would be done.  

He thought about putting the sisters out of their misery forever, but temporarily suppressed 
the idea.  His friends who normally would take care of that sort of business were mostly in 
prison.  Moving around the world with illegal weapons was increasingly perilous.  Taking people 
out with bare hands was not as straightforward as the action appeared in the movies.  To avoid 
more drama than necessary, he had to focus on virtually defeating Montana.

But any approach would be complex.  Montana was the pure technological brain behind the 
Bash twins' power.  Santana was the muscle.  To win this contest, Zylen would have to stalk 
Montana's cyber trail, and she knew how to mask her digital scent better than any rogue tech he 
had ever known.

Zylen accessed his own off-ramp and using his proprietary apps, raced to catch up to the 
twins.  He would have to find them through uncountable waves of data points, using multiple 
tracers searching for their signature and code pattern, where they were most likely to be 
operating.  Although they would have more processing power than he could get his hands on in 
Puerto Concepcion, he would have to improvise and make the most of the capacity directly in 
front of him.

Chapter Thirty-Six

"Somebody's chasing us," Montana stated matter of factually to Santana as they rolled through 
another day of analysis.

"Chasing us?" Santana asked.
"I've been going backwards, making sure we can wipe away any virtual residue.  I found a 

pattern.  A pattern mirroring our pattern."
"Mirroring?"
"They knew exactly where to start looking."
"That's gotta be fuckin' Zylen Blain and the pattern tracker he's always using to troll around. 

He might have found out we're working for the assholes."
Montana glanced up, her panicked face betrayed rolling emotions.  "You're right.  He must 

know we are.  How did he find out so quickly?"
"Fuck!  You know how he is about loyalty and all that shit.  He'll come directly at us."
"Only if he knows where we're going."
"Can you throw him off?"
"A little.  But you better tell 'the Man' we are going to need more help."



"I should have known.  Took him all of a day."
"He's so good.  Better than us."
"Better than me, not you.  You have to throw him off Monti.  At least buy us time."
"I'll see what I can do."
"And I'll contact Mr. Idiot Slater."

Chapter Thirty-Seven

"You are going to secretly stand guard over Santana Bash while you are officially on a mission 
for Special Command?" Isabella asked Roman in disbelief as she locked on his face with cold, 
unforgiving eyes.  

On Kade's orders, they had initially made a trip from Estonia to Dublin, and met with 
Branson, Dominique and Madison.  But after searching Zylen's Kquanttech factory, and 
following up on other leads generated by activity linked to dozens of abandoned buildings, they 
all considered the trip futile.  Madison returned to Puerto Concepcion.  The others flew to 
London to join Slater to assess events in the Pacific as the incident with the flysub spiraled into a 
geographic disaster.  Now in a private room at British Intelligence headquarters, Isabella, 
Roman, and Slater faced each other in a fractured alliance to debate their options in the face of 
narrowing possibilities.

"Don't tell her," Roman half joked in reply.
"Please do not jump to conclusions, Isabella," Slater interjected.  "Think about your actions. 

Think about the outcome we are trying to achieve.  Montana Bash can get us to the code faster 
than an official military technologist or Special Command programmer.  But we have to keep her 
alive."

"Thinking?  Is that the word for your little scheme?" Isabella responded in rising anger. 
"This is some other level of betrayal, and I don't know where to begin with the implications. 
You guys are total assholes if you think you can run a covert mission without telling Kade."

"We cannot tell her.  She is in charge.  We tell her.  We risk her job.  Being outlaws is a 
better approach.  We can deal with the issues.  She does not have to accept the consequences for 
approving, or even knowing about this type of offline activity."

"I cannot agree to your twisted plans."
"Bella, we are trying to save the world," Roman insisted.  "You know we have a good plan."
She turned to Roman.  "Get on a plane, and go and tell Kade face-to-face exactly what you 

are up to.  Do not go to Santana before going to her."
"There is not enough time," Slater warned.  "The Irish guys are on to the sisters' work.  We 

have to immediately protect them."
"Send another agent to watch them."
"They will not trust another agent."
Isabella briefly turned away, before turning back to face Roman.  "You do this and Kade 

finds out, you two are finished.  You know that right?"
Roman began to comment, exasperated, "We are not—"
"Oh stop your fuckin' bullshit!  I know you two are together.  Stop trying your little cover 

up!  You are going to end your relationship with her by running a secret deal with Santana, you 



know that right?"
"Kade will understand," Roman carefully noted.
"Understand?  Lying?  Cheating?  I don't think so."
"I'm not cheating."
"You're going, God knows where, to hold Santana Bash's hand.  Are you fuckin' kidding me, 

Roman?  Everyone knows you have a track record."
"Everyone?  Or you?"
"I'm not talking about us.  I'm talking about you."
"My private life has nothing to do with this.  I'm going to help Santana because the world 

has attack drones on the loose, and we have to stop them.  I have only one reason for making this 
trip, Bella.  There is no other agenda.  Do not tell Kade about our plan."

"I'll tell Kade whatever I want."
"Isabella, please do not tell Kade," Slater begged, jumping back into the discussion.  "Do not 

make a scene.  Let me meet you halfway.  I will get on a plane to go directly to see her, and 
secretly tell her face-to-face, not remotely, about this idea.  But we cannot reveal every detail. 
Allow me to inform her our investigations are moving in a direction she has not authorized, 
without advising Roman is with Santana.  But I will tell her we have other people, with great 
skill, who we have unofficially contracted to work on solving our world crisis, and are making 
progress we can use."  Isabella glared at him.  "Halfway Isabella, give us halfway.  Give us a 
chance to prove the Bashes' work will help us."

Isabella reluctantly gritted her response.  "I do not agree with this plan, but I will take no 
immediate action based only on your intentions."

"I will trust your word.  I am going to Chile.  Roman is going to a confidential location. 
Kade will assume you're still here in London."

"Maybe I should go with Roman."
"I told you.  We cannot risk a negative reaction to more agents.  I need the Bashes to trust 

us."
"You trust Roman?"
"For this, yes I do."
"Well I don't."
"Deal with the situation, Bella," Roman interjected.  "Give me credit for knowing how to do 

my job.  I'm doing this for all the right reasons and you know it."
"We'll see about that."

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Roman arrived into the hot, dripping Chennai weather as Montana was working her way through 
the manufacturing code.  The rogue technologists who personally knew Global Intelligence 
officers were only those who had been caught, and who had traded information for flexibility. 
Those like Santana and Montana who had been captured, separated and interrogated, three years 
before, by Roman Francon.

"My programs are on auto," Montana told Roman as she briefed him about the code she had 
uncovered.  Her relationship with him was relaxed with no personal entanglement, only 



business-level discourse, which was exactly how Montana preferred to speak to any human 
except her sister.  "Every command triggers an auto response."

"That's how stuff is coded," he indifferently noted.  "That's how we create all programs."
"Well, 'we' don't really do the creating.  I mean we did in the beginning, but afterwards we 

defaulted, auto-corrected and auto-accepted by checking any prompt The Network gave us.  Our 
indifference told The Network enough to stop asking our permission about which instruction to 
execute next.  I mean that's okay for like, auto-updating your favorite games or whatever, but for 
manufacturing killer drones, our complacency has been just insane."

"I agree.  But I think once we started with the small stuff, enough people decided we should 
keep going."

"This is the result we get, a Network manufacturing its own weapons."  Montana looked at 
her screen again.  "And this..." she almost whispered.

"What?"
"Legacy code."
"Legacy?"
"Yeah, old code as the foundation for the new stuff.  Unfortunately that's how we create new 

applications also.  Code is programmed layer upon layer, rarely from scratch.  If there's a bug in 
the first layer the problem perpetuates through each successive update."

"There's a bug?"
"No, a command."
"A command?  What's it say?"
"Use this default."
"Default to another command?"
"No, the instruction looks for a parallel program to create the exact same drone as 

undetectable.  The code is exactly the same, except it looks like The Network created the copy."
"In response to an automatic command?"
"I can't tell.  What's the protocol if…like a wind turbine is attacked?"
"Let me check."  Roman projected a screen, and entered the search request into his com. 

"Depends on the type of attack, but basically - send drone, assess situation, if persistent, shoot."
"Shoot attacker?"
"Depends on other variables."
"What about when a process breaks, when a facility receives an error message?"
"Send drone, assess situation, if cannot fix, remove and replace."
"Receive error, cannot fix…what about if the process is not really broken in the first place?"
"There's no protocol for receiving an error message when nothing is broken."
"Maybe The Network created an instruction because one was not available."
"You mean from commands already generated for similar circumstances?  The Network 

could be processing instructions in another order like…receive error, send drone, assess 
situation, not broken, if persistent, shoot, broken, cannot fix, remove and replace."

"Yeah what if the program merged and mixed up the commands?"
"Or not mixed up.  The Network set up its own logic based on existing instructions.  The 

system receives an error message when there is no damage.  It's persistent.  That is the error 
message is persistent.  The programmed option is to shoot.  When the process is broken, the fix 
can come in."

"Seriously?"
"You tell me.  Sounds like the scenario you're uncovering, right?"



"I guess.  But that is unbelievable.  When would this protocol have been created?"
"Some time ago I guess."
"And only now we have a trigger?  And why undetectable drones?"
"Because of the parallel instruction.  Use this default.  The Network does not need to detect 

the drone because the system already knows the machine is there.  The system is directing the 
attack drone, and does not need an internal report to execute on the action.  The attack drone is 
not really undetectable.  The Network is not bothering to report the existence of a drone it 
ordered for itself."

"This is crazy."
"Okay let's say we have the working theory.  Now how do we stop the process from 

continuing?"
"That I do not yet know."

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Having lost Montana's online paths behind her practically indecipherable masks, Zylen renewed 
his anger.  Wistfully recalling when they were on the same side, he realized that as soon as she 
detected his intrusion, she moved away from him.  

He set virtual hunters after her, following the last known trail, but came up against another 
dead end.  "I can't believe I lost her," he exclaimed to the empty room.  He knew she must have 
found her way inside the military Network, which was the one place where he also wanted to be.

"Okay Montana, since you got away from me, I'm going to have to go right at you." 
Knowing a solo attempt would be constrained by time, Zylen picked up his com, and entered a 
coded text to travel from the com of Gordon Gold to a scattered group of rogues techs located at 
points all over the world.  

Within seconds, the transmission sent a worldwide request for help in identifying the 
location of the Bash twins, for a reward.

*

"Shit!" Santana announced, staring at her com.  Montana and Roman turned to look at her. 
"We are wanted.  One of those guys has put out a message looking for us."

"What?" Montana responded.  "No way!"
"A message?" Roman asked, confused.
"Yeah a coded message, basically saying if anyone knows the whereabouts of the Bash 

twins, he'll pay for the location," Santana explained.
"Oh."
"Every independent tech in the world will be searching for us."
"Well the faster we get this done, the sooner we can move you into hiding."
"Get this done?" Montana said alarmed.  "Don't you understand?  We're exposed."
"I understand.  But we need to get back to work.  You're almost there."
"A bunch of guys could come through our front door at any minute."
"They don't know where you are."
"They will.  You should get back-up, or whatever you types do."



"Back-up?  And advertise we are here?  I'm not contacting back-up."
"C'mon Roman, these guys can be super dangerous when they want to be."
"So can I."
"Not like this."
"Better."
"Okay cut the shit!" Santana interrupted.  "I'm your fuckin' back-up.  Monti stick with the 

plan.  Roman and I will be on lookout."  
Montana cautiously eyed her sister, but returned to looking at her screen.
With a tilt of her head, Santana gestured, commanding to Roman, "Step out for a second." 

He nodded and followed her onto the balcony.  In the open air, she turned to face him, loudly 
stating, "Ok what is your plan Mister Big Shot?  How are you going to save us when they break 
down the door?"  But continuing in a whisper she added, "We really have not had a chance to 
talk since you got here."

Roman arched his eyebrows.  "We're on business here," he flatly stated.  "The plan is to be 
ready if your old friends catch up with you."

"But you and I have unfinished business."
"What are you talking about?"  Santana moved closer to him.  He took a step back.  "Santi," 

he warned.
"So the rumors are true?" Santana coyly inquired.
"What rumors?"
"You're with a new woman."
"I'm not responding to gossip."
"You're serious about her?"
"I said I'm not—"
"You don't want to be with me?"
"No, I don't.  Not like that, not anymore."
"Why'd you come here?"
"Because Slater said you would not trust another agent."
"Oh yeah?  We might of."
"Well, I was a precaution."
"A precaution?  Nice."
"Let's go back inside."
"Roman, are you sure you don't want to make more of this trip?  We never fini—"
"Yes, I'm completely sure."
"You'll be missing out."
"Our time together was years ago, Santi.  A different era."
"Well if we die soon, remember you said no."
He half-smiled, but his thoughts crossed to Kade.  "Okay I will.  Now let's go back in."
As the balcony door opened, Montana proclaimed, "Whatever you two were doing out there 

wasn't worth your absence?"
"Oh yeah, why?" Santana asked concerned, coming around the corner.
"Because I've gone all the way through the code."
"And?"
"You two weren't here to celebrate with me."
"What'd you do?"
"What I always do.  I cracked it."



Chapter Forty

Puerto Concepcion was on edge.  The coastal region's strained man-made defenses for limiting, 
but not stopping, floodwaters had held off the worst effects of the tsunami.  But emergency 
crews were still mopping up, especially along the tourist area shoreline.  Having retreated to the 
higher floors of their hotels for safety, the visiting ship and subvee passengers were locked 
together.  Four people sailing in pleasure boats in open water outside the city's protected bay had 
been killed.  

The earthquake had been less of a shock.  Shaking ground was a recognized occurrence in 
the area.  After the initial panic, and the inevitable aftershocks, the city slowly prepared to return 
to its habitual pace.  Shielded from a view of the destruction under the ocean, the population 
assumed they had little more to fear.

In this atmosphere, Zylen sat at a table in his hotel room, staring at a projected screen.  He 
had followed Montana's path as far as she would let him, before deciding to improvise.  For 
hours, he manipulated code, looking for a trail back to where she had left him.  

He had a specific understanding of how Montana operated as a programmer, about how all 
of the technologists in his inner world worked.  He always thought he knew best how to 
interpret, and if necessary mimic, the paths they could follow.  But this time, he was lost. 
Staring at his screen, exhausted, with his heart pounding, and sweat dripping from his brow, he 
leaned back to consider another option.  He wanted to be the technologist who uncovered The 
Network's connection to the manufacturing of killer drones.  After all he had been the one who 
had triggered the incidents in the first place.  He was the one who revealed to the world that The 
Network had the capability.  The entire story from beginning to end should be written with his 
name underpinning every line.  

Standing up, he thought, 'I started this entire investigation.'  
But Montana did not know the origin story.  Maybe to move ahead of her in the race, he 

could risk triggering The Network again.  If he sent another drone to another site, but this time 
operated from inside The Network, he might be able to determine the exact commands The 
Network was reacting to, instructing, and using, when the program activated a defensive drone. 
The risk associated with another test had exponentially increased.  Global Intelligence was 
watching every node.  He knew a major incident had happened in the Pacific, and law 
enforcement from multiple countries was nearby.  A global tech security team was tracking his 
friends, and investigating his prior actions.  But he did not know if they had a sense of his 
whereabouts, right under Special Command's digital sniffing nose.

Zylen projected a map of global energy installations, and considered the numerous potential 
targets.  The stand-alone simplicity of a solar panel, wind turbine or transmission tower was not 
effortlessly duplicated.  All other facilities tended to be resource driven integrated complexes, 
like natural gas plants, where there were no stand-alone parts featuring sensors directly 
connected to The Network.  He did not want to duplicate the type of facility.  Repetitive behavior 
was the work of an amateur, and he was no amateur.  'Another option had to be possible,' he 
considered as his eyes drifted across the map.  

Suddenly, he stopped on the dots of blue circles representing wave farms off the west coast 
of the United States.  The farms, located along ocean coastlines, were a complex of identical 
wave energy generating machines, laid out on the water's surface in a grid similar to the wind 
turbine configuration.  Each machine stood alone, but connected to the energy grid, and to The 
Network.  He looked at the coordinates.  The approach would be no different from those he had 



used before.  But this time he would have an inside view of The Network's response.  Once he 
determined how to position his digital tracers inside The Network's activation points, he could 
record and analyze the reaction.  

Zylen had already noted that although the flysub drones were manufactured at a plant in 
Kansas, the response time on the other incidents had been too short to assume the drone's 
production was initiated only when there was an unfixable error message within the energy 
company's Network grid.  Either the companies had existing weaponized drones onsite or 
nearby, or The Network could re-program a standard drone into a laser-firing weapon.  A 
reprogramming command would also explain why the killer drone used the concentrated energy 
of laser beams as its weapon, and not bullets or missiles.  Civilian drones used lasers for multiple 
activities including cutting tools, soldering irons or pointers.  Even if not initially weaponized, a 
drone could technically be reprogrammed to use existing functions for defense.  

While ingenious, the option was unnervingly dangerous for civilians.  'If the average kid 
remotely controlling drones to deliver pizza knew he could also use the machine to kill people 
without adding actual weapons, the result would be...'  Zylen stopped to consider the theory 
again.  'Could he really use the drone to kill people?'  

Although no human had recognized the creation of a protocol for ordering a civilian drone, 
without traceable authorization, to explicitly convert laser power functionality into a weapon, the 
command was exactly the instruction the world was seeking to uncover.  Zylen could not believe 
his own analysis.  But before he contemplated the options further, he knew no technologist ever 
succeeded without testing his ideas through experimentation.  Regardless if he were right or 
wrong, he would only know for certain, after another test.

Following the same operational structure as the other energy sites, only one onshore 
technician watching status indicators in a control room would likely be monitoring a wave farm. 
But even if Zylen identified a suitable site, he still had to breach the interior Network to capture 
the code processing the production of the defensive drone.  To achieve his objective, he needed 
Montana.  The traitor had access to the military's view only because she was working with the 
government.  But the government would have had to open a door to let her in, probably illegally, 
since working with rogue techs was not sanctioned behavior by any official organization.  

'What would the government use to get her inside to find the code?'  Zylen tossed over a few 
thoughts, until the most obvious occurred to him.  'They would order a drone.  If they gave her a 
manufacturing order, she could follow the electronic process, and look for code deviations.  But 
her order would be authorized, still probably illegally, but authorized nonetheless, and The 
Network would not know the difference.'  Zylen wanted an order too, but he would have to force 
The Network to self-generate the specs, and take his chances.

For the next several days, he pursued multiple apps to create a fake order for a legitimate 
drone he could use to enter the military's production view on The Network.  He considered 
adding a trail, like a virtual ball of string to follow as his order went through locked doors.  But 
he came to multiple dead ends.  He also thought of asking for help, but decided he did not want 
his competitive friends to try and replicate his infiltration process.  Although they would not 
know he was chasing Montana, they would realize he was trying to break into a government-
controlled Network server, and they would wonder why.  Prepared to execute the process alone, 
Zylen pushed himself.  

Government facilities were the most coveted hacking prizes for a reason.  As server 
fortresses with layered encrypted firewalls, the systems were nearly impossible to infiltrate.  That 
challenge was the test of true genius for a rogue technologist, and Zylen always considered 



himself at the top of the class.  As he relentlessly worked on his plan, the hours passed, and 
despite continuous carafes of sharp, rich Brazilian coffee, he found alertness increasingly 
arduous to maintain.  Overwhelming fatigue finally pushed him into sleep.  

In his unconsciousness, the extraordinary evolutionary feature of the dreaming mind 
continuing to process a formed idea, overtook him.  In the absence of managing the rest of the 
body's functions, the brain churns through the dreamer's store of knowledge data, and returns 
conclusions to a conscious mind, when the eyes open again.

When Zylen awoke, he had a solution, one he may not have come across had he been awake, 
but one to propel him forward more quickly than Montana, Kade's team or the worldwide hunt 
for him could have imagined.

Chapter Forty-One

Montana's enthusiasm for her triumph was short-lived.  Identifying the code, and knowing how 
to stop the program from running were two completely different concepts.  "If we make changes 
The Network does not like, I have no idea how the system will react," she cautioned Roman.  "I 
mean it freaks out when unidentified disturbances are on the outside.  Imagine the deal if 
someone is fooling around on the inside."

Roman could imagine, but he did not want to express his sentiments aloud.  Instead he asked 
calmly, "Okay how do you proceed?"

"How far do you want to push our risks?"
"For starters, we want to turn off the violent reaction to undetectable drones."
"Okay, but think about your wish.  Is turning off the functionality really the solution you 

want?  What if you really have an external object you need to destroy, then what?"
"We'll use a manual process to launch the attack."
"But humans are slow.  If you do not let The Network protect itself, humans may not react 

fast enough.  You probably would not want to let happen, whatever would happen."
"Okay, explain your plan."
"Let me set up a simulation.  I can copy the code into another server, and run different 

protocols to monitor the reactions."
"You want me to let you copy secret production code into your own server so you can play 

with options?"
"So I can help you save the world."
"No.  Think of another way."
"If I run scenarios on the live Network, the results could cause chaos.  C'mon, do you want 

peace or war?"
Roman stared at her.  "How would you manage a separate process?"
"We set-up the dummy server right here.  I get the code out and try different scenarios."
"How long will your scenarios take?"
"I dunno, it's an experiment."
"Let me check with people who care."  He stood up and walked into a nearby bedroom. 

Closing the door behind him, he contacted Slater.
After explaining the idea he thought Montana was articulating, Roman waited for Slater's 



reaction, which was not comforting.  "That is an impossible request," Slater commented from 
London.

"I know, but her approach is also correct.  We do not want to experiment directly in The 
Network.  We have no idea if the system has been programmed to build a thousand drones when 
someone tries to attack code from the inside."

"I doubt we have that threat, but I get the point."
"It's your call on the security."
"Well there is no way she will be handed a stand-alone server.  But we can give her space in 

The Cloud which we own and can see."
"Yeah, but the official team will see our work too."
"Not this space."
"Your own cloud?"
"Of course."
"Okay I'll tell her."  Roman moved to sign off.
"Ah Roman, I have another..."
"Yeah?"
Slater hesitated.  "Kade is asking questions."
"Questions?  About what?"
"Your com says you are in London, but she says the status is masked."
"How does she know?"
"You can guess she has access."
"I know, but why would she be checking on me?" Roman queried in panic.  "How'd she get 

suspicious?"
"Guess.  Once I gave her the half-baked story Isabella forced us to tell, she probably had us 

all tagged.  For more lies and deflections, I told her you probably forgot to unmask your com 
since you travel around so much."

"I forgot?  She'll never believe that excuse.  You only mask when you do not want the 
government to know where you are, not when you're on the government's official business."

"Well that is the explanation I gave her."
"Great, now she absolutely knows something is up.  If I contact her directly, she will not 

believe a word I say."
"Yes women do hold to their anger."
"Aaghh, we don't have time for this.  I'll have to deal with her fury later, when we can have a 

face-to-face discussion."
"Good luck.  If she asks more probing questions, I will text you."
"Thanks man."  Slater signed off.  Roman turned the com over in his hand, resisting the 

temptation to contact Kade.  Officially, he was in London, working with Isabella on tracking 
down leads from Intelligence databases, and supporting the tech team's attempts to unravel The 
Network's code.  But the official government team was not within range of discovering the 
information Montana had already unofficially revealed.  Kade would appreciate the 
accomplishment when this assignment was over, of that he was fairly certain...he hoped.

"All right," Roman announced to Montana as he returned to the room.  "You can have one of 
our secure spaces in The Cloud."

"I need my own server.  There's too much residual debris with your stuff.  My programs may 
not run correctly."

"Our space is all you get."



"Okay, but be prepared for the consequences."
"Yeah I'm already set.  I'll let you know when we have the set-up available."  Roman walked 

over to the couch and projected his screen.  He pretended to be working as he again considered 
contacting Kade.

Santana sat down beside him.  "What are you looking at?" she asked.
"The scheme for the cloud server," Roman lied, clicking on an innocuous file.
"You look upset."
"I'm fine."
"Missing your girlfriend?"
"Leave me alone, Santi."
"I told you we—"
"Stop—"
"Hey peeps, we've got company," Montana shouted from the other room.  Roman and 

Santana stood up and moved towards her.  "The Network attracts such clever players."
"Zylen?" Santana groaned.
"Probably, but I cannot be 100 percent sure."
"What's he doing?" Roman asked.
"Following me as far as I can tell."
"Does he know where you're going?"
"I'm sure he's figured it out.  He's after the code too."
"Can't you get rid of him?"
"He's already in.  Imagine we are in the same room, and it's the only room of its kind, this is 

where we both want to be."
"And?"
"If he figures this out faster than I do, he can make changes and reconfigure the original 

code."
"Great."
"There are the official ones too."
"Who?"
"Whoever you already have in there.  A military kid might be smart enough, not to figure 

this out, but to know we are in there too, and—"
"An alarm sounds and all hell breaks loose."
"That's okay, I can move faster than their alarm.  If I see a problem, I'll get out."
"But you'll leave Zylen in alone."
"That's the risk we'll have to take."

Chapter Forty-Two

"Roman is completely off our grid," Kade angrily stated as she faced Madison over a table in a 
restaurant in the interior city of Concepcion, away from the damaged coastline.  Steam rose from 
her fresh salmon and eggs breakfast, and his steak and fries, lying in place in front of them.

"You can't find him, even with the tracer program I gave you?" Madison asked.
"No."



"I guess Slater is lying, Isabella too.  But at least she said she did not know where he is, 
which is likely true.  But she probably knows why he's offline."  Madison carefully looked at 
Kade.  "Do you want me to try a different program?"

"Doubt that would help," she whispered under her breath, while staring out the window.
"Kade c'mon, do not give up.  We're in the middle of a global crisis.  He couldn't have run 

off without a valid reason."
She turned to face him.  "If he was doing work I wanted, he would tell me, right?  But since 

he's obviously doing...whatever...he has simply disappeared.  I'm in charge of the mission he's 
on, and I do not know where he is.  How's that for being in command?  He thinks he can take off 
without explanation, take advantage of..." 

"What are you going to do?"
"I would like to fire him, and Slater too.  I don't care about their explanations.  I'm so furious 

with those two, a couple of bros protecting each other like guys always do.  But I'm going to 
wait.  I can hardly focus on insubordination while we have an investigation going on here. 
Imagine explaining that two of my best agents are working on their own, and I've lost control of 
their services in the middle of this situation.  We need to fix this mess."

"Okay specifically, what do you need?"
"A trusted friend to find Roman, so I can deal with both of them, my way."
"'Deal with them' means…?"
"You know what I mean."
"God, I hope not."
"Madison be a pal, troll around the world and find out where Roman is, please."
"Yes Commander."
"Don't patronize me.  If you don't want to help, I'll find another agent who will."
"No, calm down, I'll find him.  But does my trolling include asking Slater to cough him up?"
"Use your best judgment."
"Can I tell him you're threatening to fire him?"
"No, he knows I can't really relieve him of his duties.  I could only drop him from this 

team."
"Okay, can I tell him you're threatening to get to him some other way?"
"No, he's smart enough to know I can do that.  You do not have to spell out all of my other 

options for him."
"Okay, I'll tell him you're diplomatically displeased."
"Yeah maybe that or nothing."  Kade sighed.  "Just find out where Roman is, and why he 

decided to covertly do whatever he's doing."
"Okay.  And here?  Everyone is waiting for next steps.  We need to provide directions for 

The Omaha."
"Directions for The Omaha?"
"Yes, they are begging to surface.  They want to get the hell out of there."
"Oh I know.  But if they come up, The Dazhou will want to come up too.  But this city 

cannot support another 40,000 people right now.  More visitors would be too much pressure, 
there's still a lot of cleaning up going on."

"But all work is halted down there.  People are idle and anxious.  They're frightened out of 
their minds.  You're leaving Captain Ellis with a really dangerous situation on her hands.  You're 
forcing her to control 20,000 people on her own."

"She can handle her crew."



"Kade…"
"We need more time to find the source code for those defensive drones.  Until we do, we 

have no idea when the next incident could trigger another deadly reaction.  If the subvees 
surface, the world finds out the whole story about unknown, undetectable drones threatening 
thousands of lives."

"But people are struggling..."
"That flysub operated like it was following a routine protocol.  The actions were specifically 

designed to complete the task, and return home like any other manufactured drone.  The whole 
world is talking about its appearance.  We need to control all parts of this story."

Thousands of amateur photographers had taken the flysub drone's picture when, the morning 
after the attack, the machine finally surfaced off the coast of Mexico, and flew back to the 
Kansas facility to park inside a storage garage.  For the first time, the global team realized they 
could have looked in facility storage for the defensive drones from the other incidents.  But when 
they did, they had no idea if any of the innocuous black boxes, standard industrial drones 
originally delivered to the energy complexes in Botswana, Scotland and Canada, had been 
returned and were awaiting a reconfiguration protocol, or had already been recycled to another 
site.  The serial numbers on the defensive drones had never been known.  Even the deadly drone 
hovering outside The Dazhou had disappeared along with the flysub.  The weapons instigating 
relentless havoc were not found in a global physical sweep of potential locations.  The team had 
no program for virtual identification.  

Even a process of elimination against known working drones did not succeed because 
thousands of ostensibly functional, but unused, drones lay scattered around the world in storage 
boxes, abandoned warehouses, recycling centers and residential closets.  No human had noticed 
the automated movements and changes made to active drones continuously reprogrammed for 
divergent purposes.  A protocol could be triggered by a requirement, reconfiguration, or initiated 
command, and the programmed response and activation required no human authorization.

Upon the battleworn flysub's return to Kansas, U.S. Air Force planes had met the largest and 
most aggressive civilian drone any human had ever seen.  In attack gear with guns drawn, 
soldiers on the ground had swept into the storage facility where the flysub parked.  But the 
machine did not resist being captured and moved.  Nor did the once menacing weapon react 
when taken apart.  Effectively, the drone was no longer turned on.  The investigation revealed 
the flysub had been built with standard manufacturing parts from various facilities.  But there 
were no obvious indications in the flysub's electronics or design, providing a clue to its origins or 
controller.

At the ocean attack site, the revelation of the underground cable was...as General Crosby 
insisted...a surprise to the entire Defense community.  He repeatedly denied there was a military 
connection.  No archived schematics revealed the line's endpoints or even its existence.  The 
exposed industrial wires had a nearly one-foot circumference.  Remote drones ordered by Kade 
to investigate revealed inner copper bundles and metallic sheathing representing 20th century 
telecommunications technology.  But without a lab analysis on the materials, the team could not 
definitively declare its purpose.  The instability of the disaster site made prolonged underwater 
testing risky for the equipment.  When sensor drones were directed to follow the cable's path 
along the ocean floor, both the visual and electronic signals were lost, in both directions, one en 
route to the Chilean coast, the other, if continuing in a straight-line, to Australia.  

No official source would reveal if there was a previously undeclared connecting cable 
between the two countries.  



No military or government official would state if the link possibly represented a similar 
extension of The Network being 'irritated' into attracting the defensive drones.  

Kade did not know if the silence highlighted whether official sources really had no idea as to 
the details of the cable, or if its existence was a secret.  Either way, the global team now 
universally agreed, The Network was defending itself, and all of the peripheral parts that had 
once seemed the necessary, but inert, physical extension of their digital lives.  Inadvertently, 
humans had taught The Network to automatically create, in a parallel imitation of their own 
behavior, the identical tools they used to destroy each other.

"The problem is the instructions are in The Network," Kade remarked.  "We need to isolate 
the information.  Find the commands.  We understand the program sends defensive drones in its 
own defense, but we still do not know how.  And we have to control the reaction."

"But you can let The Omaha go, Kade," Madison pleaded.  "Send them to another port if 
you do not want them here in Puerto Concepcion."

"And let 20,000 people spread the details about an undersea explosion caused by a killer 
drone?  That will do wonders for world calm."

"They are going to go crazy down there."
"We need an explanation before The Omaha surfaces.  We need to be able to counteract self-

generated stories the crew will be telling."
"What if the Chinese decide to surface first?"
"They won't."
"How do you know?"
"Captain Ellis will keep them down there."
"She can't do that indefinitely."
"Then we'll have to move faster on fixing this or our entire situation is going to become even 

more dangerous."

Chapter Forty-Three

Montana and Zylen were operating at a speed that would have confounded any one of the official 
technologists on the investigation.  She was chasing code through the generated order.  He was 
preparing his next undetectable drone flight.  

Zylen organized his presence on The Network by first confirming no other intruders, official 
or commercial, knew he was there.  He positioned the equivalent of virtual hovering drones at 
Network portals leading to openings that would let him monitor inside The Network as the 
reaction program responded to his drone's activities.  

Montana was already in, running her simulations in The Cloud trying to find an option that 
would avoid an unpredictable disruption of Network activities.  But she was not successful.  The 
Network had built redundancies within redundancies.  When she broke the code in one location, 
the system automatically wrote fixes in another, effectively maintaining a 24/7 shield with no 
end in sight to repair possibilities.  Tracer programs also immediately began searching for the 
intruder trying to interfere with the recovery functions.  When Montana identified a sequence, 
The Network came after her.  If she had been live online, the hacking defenses would have 
destroyed her software.  Slater and Roman watched the simulations with equal trepidation.  No 



protocol was effectively working.  The Network was in complete control.
"I think Kade needs to know the rest of the story now," Slater offered to Roman via com 

from his London base.  "She is ready to send a squad out for you, if she has not already.  We 
have to tell her."

"We need to give Montana more time," Roman insisted.  "If we tell Kade now.  She'll shut 
us down."

"No, she will not.  Not if we gently tell her."
"She won't accept any explanations."
"Maybe she will...if the news came from Isabella."
"No way, Bella will destroy me."
"She is our best hope for exactly that reason.  Kade will believe her.  Isabella has seen the 

work you are doing.  She will be able to explain the sequence of events so far, the success we've 
recorded, and why we need to keep going."

"She can also say I'm with Santana."
"Are you with Santana?"
"Not you too, Slater."
"Well do not make your past another problem."
"I haven't and I would never...," Roman insisted.  "Look, I've thought of another way.  The 

idea has been on my mind for a couple of days anyway."
"You have an idea?"
"Yes, if you can get Bella to come here to watch the twins, I can go to Kade."
"Are you serious?  You are going to show up in Puerto Concepcion, and let her confront you 

in front of the whole team?"
"No, I'm not going there.  Her son has a recital.  His schedule updates to my com.  She's still 

listed as attending.  She loves that stuff and won't make a scene there."
"Where?  At her child's school?"
"Yeah."
"You have access to her boy's schedule?  But of course you do not have a special 

relationship with Kade, at all," Slater said.
"No comment."
"But of course you know the school, and probably her whole routine when she goes there, 

and every step she is likely to make."
"I can guess."
"Well all right, run with your good idea."
"I'll tell her the whole story, I promise."
"Beg her not to fire us all.  Show her the facts we have managed to learn."
"Yes of course."
"But we have to convince Isabella to support us."
"Tell her I'm going to confess.  She's got to agree to my complete contrition."
"I will work on her."
"Work hard.  We should move quickly on this.  I'll tell the twins."
"Do they trust us now?"
"No, but I know Montana.  She's too far in to stop now.  She has a chance to not only beat 

us, but to probably beat Zylen Blain too.  She won't go anywhere until the game is over.  And 
Santana would never leave her alone with us."

"They are indirectly being forced to trust us.  As Kade will be."



"Yes exactly."

Chapter Forty-Four

The Cathedral Close enveloping Washington, D.C.'s National Cathedral grounds dominated a 
hill overlooking the city, providing views across the low rise, river bound landscape for the 
worshippers in the church quarters, and for the children in its affiliated schools.  Kade 
appreciated the area encasing the unbroken comfort of buildings more than two centuries old, 
within a cluster of trees lying in witness to solemn contemplation, and quiet walks by unknown 
thousands of souls.  

Having flown directly from the military base in Puerto Concepcion to Andrews Air Force 
Base in Maryland, and traveling by private transport to her boys' school, Kade took a moment 
alone to stand, look at the view, and listen to the organ music rising from within the walls.  She 
had only a few hours to revel in this little changed fabric of humanity.  Hymns had been heard in 
churches for over seven hundred years.  Here, The Network did not play an instrument, nor sing. 
The words spoken by the Episcopalian ministers came not from a conflagration of ones and 
zeros, but from the source of their existence no technologist had yet to have claimed.  A light 
sprinkle of frost covered the ground, but Kade remained outside, closed her eyes, and leaned 
back into the solid brick wall in silent reflection.

Less than five minutes later, she tensed as a shadow crossed in front of her.  Slowly opening 
her eyes, she instinctively moved a hand to her side.

"Don't shoot," Roman exclaimed, emerging in front of her, arms half raised.  "I promise, you 
will want to hear the story I have come to tell you."

The light was fading, but his face was clear, open and as handsome as Kade could recall.  A 
thought she wanted to immediately excise from her mind.  "You think I will listen?" she angrily 
responded, dropping her empty hand back down her side.

"Please let me explain everything," Roman begged, lowering his arms as he drew nearer to 
her.

"The concert is beginning."
"After the concert."
"I'm taking Luke out."
"After taking Luke out."
"Send me a report of the lies you want to tell me, about where you've been, and what you've 

been doing.  I'll read it and decide on an official response."
"Kade, you know you have to speak to me.  We'll go to the concert.  The music will be 

beautiful and relaxing.  We'll take Luke out, and afterwards you and I are going to talk.  Jordan's 
still away right?"

"He's on a field trip."  Kade remembered too late to be infuriated Roman had access to her 
children's schedules.  Briefly she remembered why.  "I do not have time to talk to you.  I have a 
little window to visit with Luke after he sings."

"Seriously Kade, you have all the time you want to take.  Please—"  
Bells began to ring.  "I want a good seat.  I'm going in."
"I'm going with you."  Roman followed her.  Kade did not protest.  Inside they squeezed in 



among the parents and invited guests, many knew who she was and respectfully smiled.  A few 
waved.  "I'm sure they would be shocked to know the world's current cyber security status," 
Roman whispered.  "If they could even understand the actions you are taking on their behalf."

Kade stared at him.  "Give me my hour," she admonished.  "I came across the hemisphere to 
hear my boy sing.  I don't want any comments from you."

Silenced, Roman nodded and looked away as the choir began.  After the concert and pizza in 
a nearby restaurant, Kade kissed her seven-year-old goodbye at the door to his dorm room, and 
walked to a waiting transport where Roman was already seated inside.

"He's an amazing kid," he told her, putting one arm around her shoulders.
"Yes he is," she agreed.  "You've got from here to the Base for your lies.  Remove your arm 

and tell me this story you have been preparing."
Roman pulled his arm slightly back to rest on the seat above her head, and leaned in towards 

her as he began.  With a rounded apology for involving Slater and Isabella, Roman explained the 
work of the Bash twins, the second intruder in The Network who they assumed was Zylen Blain, 
the programming simulations in The Cloud, and the potential Network responses Montana’s tests 
had revealed.  Kade listened without interruption.  But Roman saw her eyes fight to hide 
amazement as he detailed his role in watching the Bash twins in India.

When he finished, Kade sank into thought.  Her anger had been forced to retreat in the face 
of information about more progress in finding the code than any official activity had provided. 
Looking out the window, she saw how close the transport was to her destination.  Too close to 
reprimand Roman about lying, hiding, dealing with wanted criminals, and hacking into the 
military Network.  

No technology could slow down time.  The Network had not determined how to stop the 
world from spinning, how to provide one more minute to every moment, how to manage 
personal anger in the face of a global crisis.  Those decisions still rested exactly where they had 
always been.  

As Kade saw her plane waiting on the tarmac, she realized her only choice, at this point, was 
forward.  "If you were in The Network trying to find this code, what would you do to figure out 
how the defensive drone manufacturing program operates?"

Roman un-tensed.  Bracing for vitriol, instead as he should have known, he received Kade's 
analytical response.  Briefly hesitating, he quickly thought, before answering,  "Maybe send 
another undetectable drone to a connected site."

"Zylen will want a distraction and a simulation of his own."
"But where?"
"The pattern is renewable energy, never the same source twice."
"After wind, solar, hydro…?"  They both thought for a moment, and at the same time said, 

"Waves."
"A wave farm," Kade repeated.
"Would work exactly like the wind turbines," Roman added.
"I'm prepared to gamble we know his intention.  We need to intercept him."
"There are a lot of wave farms."
"We have a lot of drones."

Chapter Forty-Five



Zylen welcomed the reality of his next Network attack unfolding geographically nearby.  The 
location did not specifically make a difference to his experiment.  The whole world operated as a 
giant neighborhood.  Yet he felt comfort in knowing his prototype drone was within a couple 
hour's travel.  As preferred, the travel route also kept the drone from crossing land on the journey 
to the site.  On the flight from Ireland, there would be no populated territories between the 
factory and the wave farm.  Official detectors were in a heightened state of operation only where 
humans were in a concentrated population.  

However, the full scope of his plan did have to contend with at least one distinctive human 
variable.  Logistical support took several days to organize as members of his original 
undetectable drone team initially refused his request to return to Ireland.  After Santino's death in 
Grand Rapids, the team had dismantled and hidden the drone manufacturing equipment in a 
Dublin storage facility on the opposite side of the city from the factory.  Under normal 
circumstances, Zylen would have been able to turn the operations back on remotely, but this time 
he needed a human to reset the equipment into an accessible form.  

Unfortunately, other options were not viable.  Private rogue tech sites were likely under 
surveillance and too high a risk.  Government Network security vigilantly trolled public 
commercial servers.  Configuring a temporary site in another location would have taken longer 
than reconstructing the manufacturing operation they had previously organized.  

Paying two of his teammates to sneak into Ireland to execute a singular task emerged as the 
most workable plan.  The persuading took longer than expected, as the team was cautious and 
suspicious about government officials searching for them.  But abundant financial compensation, 
and a lack of visible law enforcement action, eventually increased their capacity for risk.

*

The self-assured response of Zylen's team provided an opening for Special Command. 
When Madison received an alert that aliases used by Jane Prem and Sheldon Robine had both 
registered at an airport in Manchester, England within the same hour, he guessed where they 
could be going.  The fast ferry across the Irish Sea was only an hour's journey, even in winter. 
He put Dublin on high alert.

*

With his own tracker defaults, Zylen noted the activation of Dublin's high alert protocol. 
'Oh this will be fun,' he thought as his monitoring signals lit up for the city.  

Municipal police forces were as careless with their Network security access as businesses. 
Zylen always knew when local law enforcement received an alert to look out for people like him. 
Knowing they could be following his friends, he would give them a show.  

He sent Prem and Robine a coded message warning they were being watched.  They sent 
back another indicating they doubted his suspicion.  

He warned them again.  Reluctantly they agreed to adjust the plan.  Using paid assistance, 
they took real and decoy equipment from two separate storage sites to three different 
warehouses.  They did not see any official-looking surveillance teams on their mission, and their 
coms did not detect a single device following them.  

They were right.

*

Madison lost Prem and Robine after they had boarded the ferry on the English coast.  Boat 
travel between England and Ireland encountered no border crossing controls.  Facial recognition 



was useless because The Network did not have confirmed images matched to the alias names. 
After Zylen's warning, Prem and Robine switched to new identities.  

With no hope of locating Zylen's team on the ground in Ireland, Madison shifted to satellite 
surveillance.  He forced a European Union waiver and saturated official eyes on Ireland. 
Looking for a drone that had to be uncovered with only human eyes, required comparing official 
detection reports to random video images.  The satellites took a picture every 10 seconds over 
every inch of the Irish sky, and cross-referenced the scenes to The Network's pinpoint readings 
of authorized drone movements.  

Every grocery bag delivered into an elderly woman's arms; every legal document instantly 
requiring a personal signature; every bouquet of flowers sent to impress a girl in Ireland that day 
was being viewed, recorded and analyzed by a bank of servers located inside a data center 
attached to the Hudson Bay hydro grid complex.  

The vital site had been returned to full generating capacity less than forty-eight hours after 
the transmission tower collapsed at Grand Rapids.  The server crunched the data, sextillions of 
bits, non-stop for the global operations of Special Command.  While Madison waited, the energy 
created by the hydro complex where few employees roamed, fed the servers with information 
millions of humans used, to implement not their own decisions, but those of The Network.

Chapter Forty-Six

Madison was a day ahead of Zylen who would have preferred high-speed 3-D printers to 
manufacture his drones.  But once the work was done, the former prototypes tested perfectly as 
fully functioning undetectables.  Zylen built four drones, but he wished he had time for one 
hundred.  Sending global law enforcement scrambling all over the world would have been 
immensely amusing, but regrettably he did not have the time to plan an elaborate diversion. 
Each drone was programmed to travel to a specific destination, all wave energy farms where 
generators quietly rose and fell with the natural pull of the wind acting upon the water's surface.

Choosing to allow Special Command to know he was aware their team was watching, Zylen 
decided to ease global law enforcement's detection burden, and silently tipped off Montana about 
part of his plans.  Zylen input a protocol Montana was bound to notice, to allow her to detect the 
prompting of an error message on a server at his target wave farm site.  

One error message at one site was the only drawback in Zylen's plan.  He did not want to 
activate all four sites at once.  Needing the scientific experiment to trigger The Network's 
defensive protocol, he felt justified in instigating the additional test to open a portal for 
identifying and copying the code.  Kade had forced his hand to threaten multiple sites, but it 
would not take long for her to realize that only one was going to be used to activate a defensive 
drone.  At that point, law enforcement would narrow its focus.  In the meantime, he would have a 
little fun.

Zylen's drones left Irish airspace at the same time and travelled in a straight line.  The 
formation was designed to attract the immediate attention of law enforcement satellite 
surveillance.  One drone traveling alone was hardly an occurrence.  Neither were four together, 
at least not over short distances.  But four in formation passing over the artificial borders of the 
Celtic Sea would be atypical.  As soon as Zylen realized the uncommon group was detected, the 



four would take off in different directions.

*

Madison's data crunching picked up the four drones in the sky surveillance video.  The 
machines were on the satellite's image feed, but not on The Network's detection reports.  As 
relieved as he was to appreciate his plan had worked, he anxiously also realized there were four 
undetectable drones.  He texted Kade, who did not flinch as she quickly ordered four military 
drones to follow Zylen's four.  

The Intelligence team's four were all on The Network, but they too would require the 
satellite's eyes, and at least four humans to guide them.

 Chapter Forty-Seven

"We received a tip, and I'm authorizing this action," Kade told the investigation team, and a 
group of international representatives on a global com meeting.

"Your approach will not be an issue over international waters, Commander," advised Ingrid 
Chung, the U.N. Security Council Ambassador from Malaysia who represented the views of the 
current member states.  "However, as soon as those drones cross into sovereign territory, you 
will require the target country's permission to engage."

"With all due respect Ambassador, I need every country's pre-authorized permission right 
now."

"We do not even know which countries these drones are traveling to.  We do not know 
which countries to ask."  

"I need the authority now.  As soon as we know, you will know.  But at that moment, we 
will not have time to request permission.  I have to follow those drones wherever they go."  Kade 
was met with silence.

One strained minute later, the global team heard a voice breaking the impasse.  "You have 
the authority," the President of the United States said.  "You have the authority.  Let me know 
the instant you know the target countries, and I'll speak to each head of state."

"Madam President if there—"
"I don't care which countries.  I will contact whomever has to be contacted when the time 

comes."
"Thank you, Madam President."
"Get the job done, Commander."

Chapter Forty-Eight

Montana had not yet developed instructions for stopping the manufacture of the defensive drone. 
Roman, having returned to guard the twins, was running out of time.

"He's got four drones set to trigger the defensive drone again," Roman said.



"Yes and our rival is Zylen for sure," Montana told him.  "I should have thought of his 
reaction from the beginning.  As soon as he triggers an error The Network will scramble to send 
another killer drone.  He'll be in The Network to track every step."

"As will you."
"Yeah and your stupid government."
"You can't all miss the process details."
"We can mess each other up."
"Stay out of their way."
"I will if they do."
"We all have everything on the line Montana, be careful."  Montana glared at Roman as she 

returned to her screen.  Restrained from admitting her fear that Zylen would restrict her access 
before she could see the code, she focused on preventing the possibility before his counterattack 
materialized.

*

As the four drones were approaching the four coastlines, in Taiwan, Brazil, Australia and the 
United States, the tension mounted.  The U.N. Security Council decided not to issue a general 
alert for all wave farms.  The fear of spreading panic had already been triggered with the incident 
in the Pacific Ocean, the details of which were being leaked by land-based family and friends of 
The Omaha and The Dazhou crews.  

Kade waited until the drones moved into the territorial waters of each target country, before 
alerting the President of the United States.  The drones had moved at top speeds to the 
destinations, all far enough away from Ireland to avoid any delays caused by one waiting an 
extended time for the others to arrive.  Although Kade wanted to rule out wave farm sites in 
other countries, she also wanted to refrain from taking any decisive action until absolutely 
necessary.  Zylen's whole tactic could be a ruse.  

The drones could change course at the last minute.

*

Zylen wished he had more time.  He would have loved to fly the drones back into the 
Atlantic Ocean to do a distracting dance for the official satellite surveillance before departing 
again in variant directions.  But the time constraint was his own.  If he could force The Network 
to generate another defensive drone, the opportunity to copy the code would be immediate.  Plus 
he could not resist the excitement of putting one of his undetectable drones on the U.S. coast.  

Rogue techs were always tempted into provoking the Americans.  Their media was the 
loudest, freest and most relentless in any country, which could mean, if even for fifteen minutes, 
Zylen's drone would be the biggest story in the world.  To reach his U.S. destination, he debated 
northern or southern travel routes from the Atlantic Ocean, but went south.  'No sense waking up 
the Russians,' he thought.  

Avoiding land and populated areas as much as possible, his drone would cross over the 
narrowest part of Central America, and travel north along the Pacific coast to a wave farm 
complex near the state of Oregon.  The south Australian destination would take his undetectable 
drone to the waters between Melbourne and Tasmania, a salute to his homeland.  For Taiwan he 
would wait at Taitung on the island's east coast.  

But his target destination, the one where he would make his move, was the Curitiba wave 
farm project off Brazil's southern coast.  The complex was one of the largest in the world, 
delivering energy to millions of people in four different countries.  If he had time to jump on an 



airplane, he would have gone to watch live, as the drone made contact with the energy generator. 
But regrettably, he could not travel any distance away from his Puerto Concepcion hotel room. 
He needed the concentrated processing power for his designed experiment to open a portal for 
monitoring inside The Network and copy the defensive drone manufacturing code.  With the 
travel speed for the drones calibrated to ensure each arrived at its targeted destination at the same 
time, Zylen drifted off to sleep.

The rest of the involved players did not rest.  Kade and the Global Intelligence team had to 
maintain a 24-hour vigilance.  Zylen was the only human who knew when to be awake again.

One hour before only one of the programmed drones was scheduled to touch down, Zylen's 
com alarm buzzed.  He climbed out of bed, showered, shaved, dressed, and checked news 
headlines, as he ate a breakfast of toasted bread and coffee.  Like all of the other laborers in the 
world, he prepared for his workday.  But Zylen's computer screen was projected next to him, at 
eye level and in follow mode.  Throughout his nominally average morning routine, he did not 
take his eyes off the movements of his drones.  

Pushing away the breakfast dishes, he watched his drones traverse their earth-bound 
coordinates within sight of the final destinations.  Unlike the Special Command team, he knew 
which satellite images to review, and had only required four trajectory lines to follow his 
machines, not hundreds.  Each drone arrived at the wave farm complex in each country to hover 
patiently over one bright, orange generator, moving only in tandem with the target bouncing on 
the ocean waves.  

Zylen took a deep breath.  "Game time," he announced aloud as he lowered his drone onto a 
wave energy generator at the entrance to where the canals at Linguado meet the South Atlantic 
Ocean.  "Let's see how these idiots and their beloved Network react now."

*

"There, Brazil!" Madison shouted as the pictures came up on the screen in the Chilean 
Pacific Command Center in Puerto Concepcion.

"Eyes on Kansas too," Kade demanded.  If another flysub was coming from the factory, she 
wanted to capture the travel route.

"Yes Commander," Megan Coyne responded over com from the Pentagon.
"Is there a response at the wave farm site?"
"Yes, error message," Madison replied.
"And no Network response?"
"None."
"Okay, we are on."

Chapter Forty-Nine

On opposite sides of the world, Montana and Zylen braced for a confrontation, as each ran their 
separate individually designed search code applications through The Network.

"C'mon!" Montana proclaimed.  "C'mon, where are you?"  Instantaneously analyzing 
numbered sequences and commands as data traveled back and forth through unviewable lines 
from one point to another, she sensed the timed unwinding of a ticking clock as thoughts of 



Zylen's parallel processes raced through her head.  A few minutes later, she cheerfully 
exclaimed, "There you are."  Montana turned to Roman.  "The Network gets the error message 
and executes a fix protocol.  You see the program check all diagnostics, even pictures from the 
surveillance cameras, but there's no data.  The recorded images are...like bouncing back a non-
recognition signal.  The system is rejecting the recorded images, so the sequence repeats the 
process, backwards."

Roman had furtively opened a communication line to Kade's core team.  Montana's 
explanation could be heard from Puerto Concepcion to London.  With audio muted on their end, 
the Special Command team listened to the rogue techs' chase while running the official reaction 
with the global stakeholders.  "The program erases the captured image?" he asked to clarify for 
all listeners.

"Three times.  After, I'm guessing, the program detects the result is completely wrong so it 
initiates the defenses.  The Network is looking for the closest, approved drone to reprogram."

"You mean this program is using regular drones?  From where?"
"Everywhere.  A spec protocol is running on a 360 degree radius within the first mile from 

the site, then five miles, then ten and so on."
"Seriously?  The program grabs a drone from anywhere?"
"No, I told you, a spec protocol.  Based on the parameters, the system looks for a specific 

type of drone available to be used."
"Okay I understand.  But the instruction for the spec is coming out of where, some factory? 

The program runs through a list of drones available at the site first, if they've got their own—"
"Here comes the winner..."  They looked up at the screen as Montana pointed to the 

instructions uploading to a drone stored on a shelf in a warehouse outside Sao Paolo, Brazil's 
largest city located over 300 miles to the north of Curitiba.

"The process happens that fast?" Roman incredulously asked.  "Why doesn't the sequence 
run more diagnostics?"

"Whole bunches have been run.  But The Network is programmed to replace broken parts 
immediately, to keep the complex up and running.  This program mimics human behavior.  As 
soon as a product doesn't work, we retry a couple of times.  If no luck, we throw the item away 
and buy a replacement."

"The system is mimicking how we trash stuff?"
"Yeah, sort of...exactly," Montana breathlessly responded.  "I think the program calculated 

we get rid of stuff that doesn't work.  We rely on Network messages and it does too.  Like if your 
transport has a battery error, you change the battery.  If your com keeps telling you a product has 
a fault refusing to be corrected, you probably check the product once or twice, but pretty quickly 
throw it out, and buy another one.  All the electronic trashed stuff eventually gets marked as 
destroyed.  The Network's decided if you can't fix the origin of an error message, destroy and 
replace."

"That is unbelievable."
"The sequence is running because of those undetectable drones.  If a rock or a bird had hit 

the generator, a program would detect the known object and ignore the contact.  Same for a 
detectable drone, the system would know where the contact came from.  Military drones don't 
hover around these kinds of sites.  The Network does not have to worry about registering an 
authorized drone.  But with this process…the program is reading an error was created, and 
moving on to fix the problem."

"Can you stop the program?"



"The program erased the error trail checking steps. The sequence is frozen on error message 
with no info after that.  Now the defensive drone is scrambling.  This program is all automatic 
and moving really quickly.  I want to get to the source code but..."

"But what?"
"Everything is the source code.  The whole world, the way we do stuff, that's the data The 

Network is reading.  The system is programmed to base its protocols on the actions we actually 
take.  Our actual behavior.  This response really is genius.  It's..."  Montana stopped talking.

"What?" Roman anxiously asked.
"Zylen."
"What's he doing?"
"I think he figured out the process."
"Why?"
"Because he's leaving."
"No way!  Why?"
"If Zylen figured out the same process I figured out but already got the code, he's got you 

guys.  He can pop around the world freaking out your Network.  And believe me, he's already 
thinking about his next chance to trigger a reaction you don't understand."

"Then where are we?"
"You have to find him and take him out.  You want these attacks to stop?  Stop Zylen."

Chapter Fifty

A military drone shot down the first defensive drone to approach the Brazilian site.  But within 
fifteen minutes, the Global Intelligence team realized another had been re-programmed, and was 
aimed for the site.

"How many drone storage sites could have available drones matching the spec protocol near 
the complex?" Kade asked, dreading the reply.

"Around the region?" Coyne replied.  "For that size?  Probably hundreds."
"Okay, The Network will find another facility with a drone to reprogram, anywhere in the 

world, endlessly forever, until we replace one wave energy generator?"
"Yes appears to be how the sequence works," Slater replied.
"We have to replace the generator."
"But we do not have a reported problem.  The Network will not replace a working unit."
"We can override the replacement protocol.  Enter any reason.  We don't need to allow an 

explosion.  Find a way.  Use manual intervention."
"We have no manual process for this.  The Network has to detect the reason or the 

replacement process will not be activated."
Exasperated, Kade reset her next question for the senior executive of the Brazilian wave 

farm complex.  From the time the undetectable drone had arrived on his coast, the perplexed 
manager had been told by his government to wait for a communication.  "Mr. Santos, can you 
simulate a wave generator replacement?" she asked over com.  

When the crisis had switched to focus on his company, Edson Santos and a technician at the 
complex site were connected to the global team.  No civilian was more surprised to be pressed 



into service with Special Command, than this mid-career executive from a sleepy southern 
Brazilian city, made famous by its globally envied sustainable development.  

Kade's question was greeted with silence.  "Mr. Santos?" she repeated.
"Yes Commander, we do simulations in training," Santos hesitantly replied.  "But I do not 

know if the same process will work...live." 
"Would we really have to break the generator?" Kade lamented.  "Because we do not know 

if trying to replace the machine will work any other way?"
"Can we erase the error message?" Isabella asked.
"Not in a way that does not appear to be careless human error," Slater responded.
"How about restoring the system back before the error message?" Madison added.
"You mean mimic when a computer is hacked.  Lose the unsaved data by running the last 

back-up?  Use a system restore?"
"Curitiba, can you reset to your last back-up?" Kade asked.  "Activate a manual system 

restore?"
"We do not know, Commander," Leandro Mourao, the technician replied.  "There are many 

back-ups.  Not sure if The Network would accept the last one.  Maybe we have to restore the 
data all over the system."

"Start with trying the last back-up."
"Commander, I will have to request an override."
"Put in the request for all the data you need and run the restore.  We have to try every 

possible option before allowing a rogue tech to blow up a generator.  Try all possibilities you 
think might work."

"That I think?"
"Yes do what you think works," Kade replied.
"And the incoming drones?" Coyne asked.
"For now...keep shooting them down."

Chapter Fifty-One

Lying on the floor in his Puerto Concepcion hotel room, Zylen hovered between terrified and 
exhilarated.  The Network, the venerable connector of all human activity, had purposefully 
created unfathomable self-defense instruction code, generated on the inside to react to an irritant 
on the outside, and Zylen had copied the details into his own waiting hands.  He could not 
believe his talent.  In his enthusiasm for his triumph, he let his rogue tech friends in on the news. 
Encrypted congratulatory messages were coming in from all over the world, including one he 
was certain was from Montana.  This was an accomplishment extending the reach and ability of 
rogue techs into the next level of global surveillance resistance.  

The Network at the center of global operations had coded itself into a knot, miscalculating 
the intentions of its controllers, and in so doing, had turned on the humans who relied on the 
functionality the most.  The same people who Zylen spent his adult life condemning for their 
intrusive system were now under attack by their own creation.  Now he had the power to turn the 
outcome around again.  

His thoughts were flying in all directions.  'How could they have gone from repetitive 



replacement product apps to the auto-creation of killer drones?'  He could not even imagine the 
concept, at least not before this moment.  But as the joy danced in the air around him, an uneasy 
gnawing of concern approached.  The entire Global Intelligence and military community were on 
to him.  They would be completely focused on capturing him and his team.  

Zylen looked out the window.  The wet, summer air simmering over the city provided the 
covered shroud permitting him to operate right into his conquest.  Following the sub-ocean 
earthquake and tsunami, the coastline had become an armed camp with not only global military, 
but also the Chileans additional emergency reinforcement teams managing the aftermath of the 
not-so-natural disasters.  

And Kade Laltanca was still here.  Special Command was in the same city from where this 
chaos was emanating, a fact coating his victory in sloppings of warm maple syrup.  Zylen stole 
the code while sitting literally down the street from the world's premier cyber security 
organization.  Such a pleasurable thought was overpowering.  He even considered the military 
protocols arranged to guard the official investigation would make his identification and arrest 
more challenging.  No Global Intelligence or military officer would imagine Zylen was close to 
their base of operations, and no additional security plans would be instigated.  'This is the most 
spectacular detection failure in Special Command history,' Zylen delightfully thought.  

But another consideration crept through his conscience to temper his earned gloating, 
'should he hang around to see what happens next?  

Or should he run now while he had the chance?'
Zylen appreciated the idea of returning to Brazzaville.  But the Congolese capital did not 

have the population size or demographic range to conceal him under these conditions.  The 
largest African cities were mostly populated by Africans, Indians and Chinese people.  On the 
streets, Europeans were not a surprise, but they stood out.  Facial recognition technology would 
easily detect his image.  

In contrast, the cities where majority European descendants lived were too controlled, 
blanketed with advanced surveillance equipment, vigorous law enforcement, and The Network at 
its most robust.  Mixed ethnicity countries were acceptable.  Mexico City or Sao Paolo might 
work well.  But his language skills after French were useless.  Too late, he berated himself for 
not having learned Spanish or Portuguese to the fluency of a local.  With translator apps on 
coms, visitors did not bother to learn to speak another language.  But Zylen did not want to 
manage as a tourist.  The only way to melt in with the locals was to operate like one.  

Mentally exhausting his options, he realized Puerto Concepcion would have to hold him. 
The city was active and crowded, and near the water all visitors blended together, canceling one 
another out among only a scattering of locals.  He would wait, although he knew he could not 
stay.  

The fact the subvees had not surfaced made him uneasy.  He could not understand the 
decision officials could be contemplating.  After witnessing an earthquake, tsunami and 
aftershocks, he thought Special Command would recommend the crews' release.  But for some 
reason, the Commander did not want them to move.  Her choice required courage.  An official 
who could define an unchallenged reason for keeping 40,000 people in underwater prisons was 
not to be trifled with.  Kade Laltanca must have another level of ironclad control.  

'But how much control?' Zylen wondered, as the inevitable question surfaced again.  Should 
he risk leaving the city now, or stay near her until the coast was literally cleared?



Chapter Fifty-Two

"Zylen Blain, the man with the undetectable drones," Slater announced as he projected suspected 
pictures of Zylen on a screen in a conference room at Intelligence headquarters in London. 
Around the table sat Isabella, Dominique and Branson who were already in London; Roman, 
who had left Santana and Montana at a safe house in Chennai; and Madison and Kade who had 
flown in that day from Puerto Concepcion.  The team's complete focus turned to a plan for 
capturing Zylen.

Roman's story about Santana and Montana's work, their access to secure servers on The 
Network, and Zylen's ultimate victory in copying the defensive drone production code, and 
sealing the portals, had been explained in detail to everyone.  But since the immediate task 
captured the team's attention, Roman's literal and figurative punishment was on hold.  Having 
given each team member except Slater, a reason to distrust him, he could feel the air biting, and 
had little room to recover.  "Blain has no known home.  No one location," Roman confidently 
added.  "He works wherever he feels comfortable, and can find equipment and accommodations. 
His earnings are transferred from all over the world to accounts all over the world."

"His team?" Kade asked.  "Where are they now?"
"After the two confirmed in Manchester, we detected another two possible connected rogues 

boarding a ferry to Dublin," Slater responded.  "They were probably the same people, but once 
they arrived in Dublin we lost them.  These guys communicate through their off-ramps.  There 
was no chance we would pick-up on their activity on The Network.  Wherever they went in the 
city to execute their plans, they completed the work, and probably left."

"They helped him launch this last drone?" Madison added.
"Yes that was one theory," Slater continued.  "The other was the additional one we discussed 

to approach this situation from a different direction.  This other idea may help us more.  We 
think he was so excited by his success in copying the code he lowered his guard, and forgot to 
close a few doors behind him."

"Did you find an opening?"
"Our help told us Blain had to exit The Network the same way he came in.  She was able to 

follow him.  She got onto his off-ramp, and has been trying to pinpoint exactly where he was 
located.  With all of the action he unleashed, he had to be controlling his applications from a 
specific location.  The problem of course, is masks.  The off-ramps are always heavily masked."

"Did she find the location?" Kade asked, avoiding a direct look at Roman.
"Still working on specifics.  But…"
"She narrowed down the possibilities?"
"Yes to the southern hemisphere."
"The southern hemisphere?  Why?"
"She can tell by the masking routes and satellite usage.  I don't know how the analysis 

works.  Rogues spend all day with code and Network traffic.  But however she determined the 
result, her best guess is he is in the southern hemisphere."

"Well that's helpful," Isabella said.  "There's a hell of a lot less land in the southern 
hemisphere." 

"There are a lot fewer potential locations for sure," Madison agreed.  "We can pretty much 
rule out all of Asia.  Concentrate on a couple of cities in Africa and South America.  He has to be 
in one of the open, mega cities where he can blend in, Sao Paolo or Johannesburg."

"What can we look for to find him?"



"Processing power," Roman noted.  "We can look for temporary accommodations, hotel 
rooms using up more energy than others."

"A hotel seems very public," Slater contended.  "The buildings have blanket security." 
"Perhaps he is in one of those youth hostels or overnight houses."

"No, he'll pick a hotel.  For this scale of a project, he would have needed a suitable work 
area, and security away from other people, especially drifting students or backpacker types.  Plus 
he has money from whoever paid for the undetectable drones.  He'll stay in a hotel, probably a 
decent one too."

"Maybe he rented an apartment." Isabella offered.
"Probably not, his plan has to be short term," Roman noted.  "But let's check apartment 

hotels."
"Okay run those options," Kade ordered.  "Every international, magnet city in the southern 

hemisphere, look for anomalies in hotel and short-term stay buildings."
"I am certain we can de-prioritize Australia," Slater stated.  "The country is too controlled 

for a rogue tech like Blain."
"Okay start with the African and South American cities.  Would he purchase equipment 

locally?"
"That's a possibility," Roman replied.  "When he travels, he would want to carry as little as 

possible.  But when he arrived, he would only need minimal equipment, a high-capacity 
computer, and maybe a server.  But my guess is he keeps his entire digital structure in his own 
secure Cloud space."

"How would he get started?  Through the public Internet?"
"Sort of.  Rogue techs have their own hideouts, friendly cyber cafes and the like, where he 

could easily access services to reach his off-ramp with minimal risk of detection."
"Wouldn't that approach leave a door open for a long-time?" Kade asked.  "Easy always has 

a price.  If he went in to access his off-ramp, his portal may still be open."
"Okay we need to check for a user who has been signed in to any public Internet access 

service for as long as we've been at this," Roman suggested.
"He'll mask public access too," Slater said.
"Yeah, but we should still be able to tell if the portal stayed open, even if his direction is 

hidden from there."
"Other suggestions?" Kade queried.
"Where would he go next?" Isabella added.
"My guess is, he hasn't moved," Roman stated.  "He should know we have uncovered his 

identity and can guess we're watching for him to make a move.  He should not try to leave.  In 
fact, if he's in the southern hemisphere, he's got few exit options."

"Yeah geographically he's isolated himself.  All the travel distances are long."
"But he can board a ship heading to any port," Madison observed.
"Possible but would be tricky," Roman explained.  "He'd want to get on a giant container 

ship to hide, but get off where there are tons of cruise ships or personal boats.  He needs to be 
able to blend in with big crowds."

"Like a subvee crew," Kade quietly interjected with guarded apprehension.  "When subvees 
surface, the disembarking passengers are cross-referenced with the manifest at the port of entry. 
The port is crowded, chaotic—"

"Most docks are difficult to control, wide open."
"Like in Puerto Concepcion," Madison completed the trail of thought.



"Exactly," Kade conceded.  "Puerto Concepcion."
"Puerto Concepcion?" Isabella exclaimed.  "He couldn't..."
"Yes, that's exactly what he could do," Slater countered.  "Makes perfect sense.  Why not 

operate from exactly where we were?"
"Check there first," Kade directed.  "I'm guessing we won't have to search much further.  If 

he's there, he'll have a view of exactly when the subvees surface.  He can take the opportunity to 
make his escape."

"Yeah when subvees surface, most people go off into the city," Roman said.  "But Puerto 
Concepcion has that hotel and recreation area where they like to keep the visitors contained.  The 
whole beachfront is really crowded and diverse, a great place to blend in.  You can barely move 
down the streets.  The city is full of foreigners from all over the world.  No individual looks out 
of place."

"The dock is also part of that area," Madison said.  "Because of the way the development 
was built, a careful schemer could probably walk from a hotel onto a boat without anyone 
noticing."

"But you could not hide on a subvee," Kade cautioned.  "They strictly control the entry and 
exit of the crew and their families."

"Yeah a subvee would be tough.  But he could still use the subvee crowds to camouflage his 
escape to another ship, a cruise ship probably.  Cruise ships actually stop in Puerto Concepcion 
just to let the passengers see subvees.  He'll look for a vessel with a few thousand passengers 
from around the world, and probably pass himself off as a worker.  He could bribe a 
crewmember to let him board."

"Okay look at all of the outgoing ships in Puerto Concepcion.  Check Valparaiso too.  Look 
at the destinations of the ones that have left in the last few days.  He could already be gone."

The team turned their attention to the data streams for the rest of the day.  As night fell they 
had no material leads.  "All right," Kade finally declared as scenarios played out in a repeated 
loop.  "Everyone keep coms on alert for an update, go eat and get some rest."  The individuals in 
the room nodded in agreement, except Roman who walked over to Kade's side, and sat down in a 
chair beside her.

"Are you going to take a break soon?" he hopefully asked.
"Go back to work," she whispered.
"Can we please talk?"
"Not now."
"When you take a break, I'm following you.  You and I have got to talk."  Kade ignored him. 

Her com buzzed.  Standing up, she walked away.  Isabella watched a despondent Roman turn to 
look at a projected screen, and walked over to him.

"We should put a tracer on the activities of the Bash twins too," Isabella suggested.
"What activities?" Roman questioned.
"You left them unprotected.  You think Zylen won't try and find them?"
"You think he'll go after them?"
"Why not?  They're traitors to his group, and he's got the key to disrupting the world.  Why 

wouldn't he go after them?"
"Because he's too far away."
"His buddies aren't.  Once he figures out where the sisters are, he'll order a move."
Roman considered this option.  "Maybe you're right."
"Of course I'm right."



"I'll get people to check in on them."  Less than a half hour later, an alert signal flashed 
before Roman's eyes.  He quickly looked around the room, but the team members were focused 
on their work.  He looked at his com.  "Damn," cursing under his breath as he read, he walked 
over to Isabella and projected the message.

"Shit," she echoed his sentiment.  "Too late."
"Yep," Roman agreed.  "The Bash twins are gone."

Chapter Fifty-Three

The Bashes had no intention of allowing Zylen to find them.  They could guess he had deduced 
where they were located.  Holding their payment from Special Command and new passports, 
they had considered departing immediately from Chennai, but were waiting for their air flight 
passes to crawl through the ether of global government approvals.  When the passes did not 
arrive before the risk of staying became too elevated, they were undeservedly forced to rule out 
air travel, and settled once again on an overland run.  

The twins traveled north by bus to Kolkata, staying along the coast, and plugged into the 
chaotic and busy streets of the Bay of Bengal cities.  Near the northeast Indian border, they 
boarded a train to the Pearl River delta.  Two additional countries and four train transfers lay 
between India and the next safe city they had selected in China.  But at least in this part of the 
world, occupying seats on trains between the world's two most populous countries would buy 
them time, and create distance from all pursuers.

When Zylen's team originally arrived in Chennai, they traced the sisters indirectly through 
the movements of local security.  Assigned clusters of armed agents were an indication of 
protection for an identifiable individual, and the practice was even clearer when the clusters were 
not locals.  Roman hired one too many foreigners as additional security to safely transport the 
twins across the city.  

By the time Zylen's team realized exactly where the Bash sisters had been residing, they 
were gone.  Santana and Montana irately comprehended that they had been made obvious to 
find.  The ounce of trust they had developed for Global Intelligence immediately disappeared.  

"Roman is not stupid," Santana bitterly remarked to her sister.  "He wanted to draw Zylen's 
team out.  He basically gave them a map with us as their targets.  One up for Roman.  But never 
again.  I'll never give him another chance to trap us.  If we ever confront him again…I won't give 
him a chance to survive."

Chapter Fifty-Four

Roman took his com message to Kade.  "Can we privately speak about another issue?" he asked, 
holding up the com.  "Can we step out?"

"Show me," Kade replied, pointing to his com.
Roman sighed and projected the screen with the message about the Bash sisters.  Kade 



suspiciously eyed him, and slowly read the details as if failing to absorb the import.  She looked 
away, reluctantly stood up, and walked him out the door and down the hall to an outdoor terrace.

The late winter winds churned through them as they moved to step outside.  "Is there a 
problem?" Kade demanded, folding her arms across her chest.

"The Bash twins took off," Roman replied.
"Yes I understand.  They decided to leave.  Why?"
"I don't know.  They walked away without a word."
"They don't even have their air travel authorizations."
"They're resourceful."
"Still, why would they leave without the passes from us?"
"My guess is Zylen.  He thinks they're traitors.  He may have figured out where they were 

and sent a message.  Who knows.  We can only guess they're on the run."
"Do we need to send resources to track them down?"
"Do you want to have another dance with Zylen?  Holding the Bashes could lure him to 

them."
"Yes it could."  Kade turned and walked to the railing at the terrace's edge.  She looked out 

at London, the gateway to Europe, a magnet city for millions from all over the world, carefully 
preserved to embed its recognizable Britishness.  Like a charcoaled drawing highlighting 
industrial change, centuries old brick churches formed the outline of the skyline alongside 
spiraling glass skyscrapers.  The city was a marvelous modern metropolis from another age, 
uniquely clinging to a managed past in the face of unrelenting urban adaptation.  

Roman followed and stood directly behind her.  Leaning forward to place his hands flat on 
the terrace's glass wall, he trapped her body between his arms.  Few people were around late at 
night, but he resisted the temptation to touch her.

"Can we please get together tonight?" he whispered.
"We're in the middle of a crisis," Kade replied, sensing his body compressing the inch of air 

against her back.
"Kade, we've been in the middle of a crisis since the day we met.  We need to talk."
"No, we don't."
"C'mon."
"I trusted you and that was a mistake.  I thought you were mine, my partner who would stay 

connected to me.  I was wrong."
"You were not wrong."
"How you think it's okay to disappear, to be with her...someone who you've...you've known 

before, and re-appear without an inkling of guilt.  Honestly, thinking of your behavior made me 
physically sick, Roman.  I wanted to throw up."

Roman moved even closer.  "Please do not think I did anything wrong," he whispered.  "I 
did not betray you.  I made the work-related decision I thought needed to be made in the 
moment.  You did not want to be involved in hiring wanted criminals.  I knew how you would 
react."

Kade swung around to face him.  The movement put his body against hers.  She reached out 
one hand to his chest, and pushed him back to arm's length.  Reluctantly he took a step back. 
"You did not know how I would react.  This is my investigation and I'm in charge of all the 
related activities.  Your responsibility is to talk to me and keep me informed.  But you didn't 
fulfill your duties because you were with Santana."

"I was not with her.  Not the way you're implying.  Your assumptions are just not true."



"My intel is true."
"Kade, c'mon you cannot be jealous.  You put me with Bella."
She glared at him.  "Isabella?  She would never let you try anything.  Wait...is that now your 

excuse?  If you're professionally working with one ex-girlfriend, you have free rein to be with 
another one?"

Roman grimaced in unforced pain.  "I swear to you.  I swear on everything I hold holy.  I am 
not involved with Santana.  I swear working with the Bash twins was a strategy for helping this 
investigation.  Kade, please believe me.  I love you."

"I'm very tired, Roman.  We've been working non-stop for months.  We are still in the 
middle of a crisis, and you chose this time, of all times, to break my heart.  I do not forgive you. 
I prefer to be free of you."

"Don't make statements you will regret.  C'mon Kade, you do not mean a word you just 
said."

"I do.  I'm not putting up with this anymore.  Why don't you go and find Santana.  Then you 
and I can really be over."

"We are not over, Kade.  There is no way.  Breaking us up is not the outcome you want from 
this misunderstanding, and I know it's not what I want.  Think about our entire lives, everything 
we have been planning together.  Nothing happened with Santana.  Nothing happened, I swear."

"I need to get back inside."  She walked past him to reach the door.  Briefly holding the 
handle open, when he failed to respond, she stepped across the threshold, and let the door close 
behind her.

Roman stared at his hands and shuddered.  His mind was backtracking, searching for an idea 
for convincing the only person he really desired, to believe he was telling the truth.  But as 
another brisk wind crossed through his shivering body, he too reached for the door, and slowly 
returned to the team.

An hour later, Slater projected a screen in front of Kade.  "We were right, Puerto 
Concepcion."

Kade stared at the report about a hotel near the dock in the Puerto Concepcion tourist area, 
where one room was soaking up more energy power than any other would on a normal day.

"The data matches the time frame from when you arrived there," Slater continued.  "We also 
have visual confirmation.  Or at least we think we do.  But we do not understand how Blain 
could have known about the incident with the subvees?"

"He probably followed the flysub," Kade responded.
"Or you."  Kade looked up.  "Blain has been there all along.  He arrived before the flysub. 

Maybe his decision was a coincidence.  The city is a magnet for rogues, but really only the 
transient ones.  Maybe he temporarily went there, but thought he would keep track of the flysub 
activities.  Eventually he got the idea to attack again."

"Because he was in The Network and wanted to see how the program would respond?"
"Right, but now we have to determine his next move."
"Well he'll probably leave now."
"We can intercept him.  Is there any chance he would have weapons in his room?"
"Don't take any chances."
"I will get a team to investigate with the hotel.  But I'll need analysts for the equipment we 

find.  Unless we can isolate data evidence off his server, if we catch him, we will not be able to 
hold him."

"Data evidence?  He'll have all programs and files masked, or buried in The Cloud.  He'll 



use a kill switch, probably oral to his com.  We won't get one file if he sees us coming."
"We will go in quietly."
"I'll go," Roman stated behind them.  They both turned to look at him.  Neither had noticed 

his approach, but most of the room followed his movements, and lifted their eyes to watch as he 
raised his voice.  "I'll go, knock on the door and have a chat with him."

"Approaching him directly is extremely dangerous," Slater cautioned.  "We will need to 
disable him first.  We do not know the set-up he has built or the contingencies he has planned."

"Plus he'll shoot you on sight," Isabella warned, approaching the group.  Kade's expression 
did not change, but she noted a flicker in her eyes.

"She's right," Slater agreed.  "He may have smuggled in weapons.  A trap may already have 
been set.  If he has managed to chase the Bash twins out of India, you of all people cannot go 
knock on his door.  He probably knows about your connection to the Bashes.  The guy has every 
reason to attack you.  If he knows what you look like, he will not even ask questions."

"Yes, me of all people should go," Roman forcefully responded.  "I've tracked this guy and 
his kind for years.  I know their profiles and their behavior.  With my experience, we can make 
reliable guesses about the room and any weapons he may be capable of using."

"Roman come on, this is not a good idea," Slater pleaded.  "You do not have to do this.  This 
entire team can develop an effective plan."

"This is a good plan and I can lead the operation.  We need a team ready to disable the room 
and another to separately grab Blain."

"We'll do both at the same time," Kade interjected as the team turned to look at her.  "One 
team can go in quietly and disable the room when he's not there.  Roman can find out where he is 
and apprehend him at the same time.  I’ll get all of the clearances for any action we have to take. 
This is our best chance.  We have to move now or we'll lose him.  Let's finalize the details 
immediately."

Briefly Kade turned to Roman, and held his gaze a second longer than any team member, 
except Isabella, would have noticed.  "You can leave now," Kade directly stated.  "You can lead 
the team down there.  Take the agents and analysts you think can help you to get this done with 
minimal fallout."  Roman nodded and walked out.  The rest of the team cast glances at one 
another.

"Set up the protocol for monitoring every step," Kade told them, before quickly walking out 
and leaving no opportunity for another question.  Swiftly crossing the four block path to her 
hotel, Kade switched her com to indicate she was in a private office in Intelligence Headquarters. 
As she entered her hotel room, her heart leapt, he was sitting on the sofa.  "Don't you ever follow 
my orders?" she demanded.

"I thought I just did," Roman replied, standing up.
She walked over to him.  "You know, I'm furious with you.  So you volunteer to travel to the 

opposite end of the world to let Zylen Blain get a shot at killing you."
"I was trying to get your attention."
"No kidding."
"I love you, Kade.  I swear up, down and sideways.  Nothing happened with Santana.  You 

can put me through any lie detector app, just please tell me how I can get you to believe me."
Kade closed and opened her eyes.  Dropping down onto the sofa, she said,  "I read through 

the file, your entire history with her, Roman."
"How did you get," Roman stopped when he realized the answer, "Slater."
"I read all the details," Kade continued.  "There's no way..."



Roman sat down beside her.  "Don't respond to assumptions.  Nothing happened with her.  I 
love you.  I went down there to watch over their work, nothing else."

"You couldn't be an adult, an Intelligence officer, and tell me about your plans for dealing 
with her?  You couldn't be honest with me?"

"We've been through this a hundred times.  I was protecting you and your team.  I didn't tell 
you the whole story to avoid compromising your position.  C'mon Kade, you have to believe me. 
I know deep down you believe me.  Let your anger go mi amor, please forgive me."

"But you loved her and you two never broke up.  You only thought she was dead."
"We are not together."
"You're not, not together."
"Kade, I've got to get on a plane.  I'm not lying to you.  And I cannot leave with this over our 

heads.  If Zylen Blain takes a shot at me, I have to know I've got you.  That we are one.  I cannot 
do this if we are not connected.  You know the real depth of our relationship."

She studied his face and asked, "Do I know?  You had no problem disconnecting from me to 
chase your girlfriend to India."

Closely searching Kade's face to observe if her anger was a stretch of aberrant jealously, or 
if he could break her stubborn stance and be with her again before leaving, Roman lifted her chin 
towards his face.  "I was never disconnected from you.  I thought about you every moment. 
Followed your every move.  I knew when you were at the Command Center, when you were in 
bed.  I knew the meetings you were in, when you were on com.  I spent my free time watching 
you.  I did not betray you.  I never have and I never will."

He moved her head closer to his, Kade looked directly into his eyes.  "If I find out you're 
lying..." she whispered.

"That will never happen.  I swear.  I'm not lying.  Trust me, I love you."
"Please don't get killed down there," she whispered.
Roman grinned.  "Because you love me or because you want to kill me yourself?"
Kade carefully eyed him.  "If this is the biggest mistake of my life..."
"It's not.  I swear to you.  I promise, I promise, I promise."
"Don't get killed...because I love you."  Tears fell as their lips met.  Roman's flight out of 

London, and Kade's return to Intelligence headquarters would be delayed for an hour.
"We have to keep this alive," Roman said as he lay beside her in bed, his arm falling across 

her naked stomach.  "This is real.  This is life.  We have to hang on to our relationship, our 
connection to each other."

"I know," she responded, turning to gaze at him.  "I know and I want us to work.  Our 
relationship is not on The Network.  Sometimes our reality is hard to remember, except right 
now."

Roman smiled.  "We are real, my love, flesh and blood humans.  We have to speak to each 
other, directly to each other, or we will lose this."

"I know."  Propping up on one arm, Kade gently placed a hand on his chest, over his heart, 
reflected a smile into his eyes, and as directly as she could, said "We'll be connected forever you 
and I.  We're pregnant."

Chapter Fifty-Five



From an oceanside bar packed with Russian sailors, Zylen examined the layout of the dockside 
at Puerto Concepcion.  City officials had cleared away most of the emergency supplies.  All of 
the streets had been drained of ocean water, and repairs to damaged buildings and roads were 
ongoing and rapidly progressing.  The long broad dock was scattered with crowds moving in 
both directions.  

At the end closest to the boardwalk, the Chilean government handled entry formalities for 
arriving visitors.  Documents were immediately scanned before disembarking passengers and 
crew formally passed through the wooden barriers and entered the city.  The layout appeared to 
offer a person the opportunity to walk diagonally across from the beach area, and climb onto the 
dock without passing through the official arrival gates.  But Zylen knew such a ridiculously 
uncomplicated option had to have an observable catch.  Scrutinizing the entry and exit points, he 
looked in all directions.  Moving his eyes from the official path to its deviation, he noted the 
highest rocks piled against the dock had two distinct colorings.  'The tide,' he thought.  'The 
change in sea level with the movement of the tide changes the configuration of the dock.'  

When the area had originally been built, the entire section from the beach to the dock would 
have been underwater.  A person would not have been able to cut directly across from the beach. 
Visitors would have stayed on the boardwalk leading straight to the gates.  But the dock had been 
expanded and reconfigured beyond the original plans.  The rugged, rocky shore had been filled 
in with reclaimed land stretching two miles out into the sea.  The tide at this point rose over the 
rocks for a few feet when the water was in, but left the foundation completely exposed when it 
was out.  The area that should have been permanently underwater was now a slippery walkway, 
bypassing the official passageways, to arrive on the other side.  

The other catch, and probably the reason why the government had not bothered to 
reconstruct the dock, was the attempt to end up on the other side of the gates would be a 
treacherous walk, across unstable rocks still covered at low tide in seaweed, sea creatures, ocean 
garbage, and varying puddles of saltwater.  Each end also displayed a configuration of 
surveillance cameras covering, as Zylen noted, the entire potential walkway.  Although no bold 
traveler was attempting the crossing, whoever tried could undoubtedly be caught.

But as Zylen had learned years before, he would only be caught if people were judiciously 
watching.  Depending on the time of day, the boardwalk crowds thinned to offer panoramic clear 
vistas of the bay, or swelled to block all views except the tops of moving heads.  At peak times, 
the crush of humanity heaved over the edges of the boardwalk.  People often accidentally fell 
onto the rocks below.  Zylen noted good Samaritans or law enforcement would materialize, and 
reach down over the boardwalk edge to pull the unwilling escapees back up onto official ground. 
But he could pretend to be one of those who deliberately walked on the rocks to avoid the crush 
above.  Sliding in with the crowds, and inch-by-inch stepping further away from the boardwalk, 
he could appear to be a compliant tourist until he was clearly beyond the gates.  But the minute 
he was isolated, the cameras would notice, and he would have to be rapidly enroute to a specific 
destination that he could rush towards faster than law enforcement could approach him.  His 
escape plan required both the long boardwalk, and the dock area on the other side, to be 
enveloped in swarming crowds at the same time.  He wanted to slip out of one, and disappear 
into another, at an exact moment completely limiting the capabilities of law enforcement to 
capture him.

The Russians had arrived on a military ship, which for Zylen was unfortunately docked on 
the other side of the bay, leaving the potential distraction of the crews' drunken, chaotic behavior 
unutilized.  Several cruise ships were also docked, but they carried day visitors, and the crowd 



movements were much more sporadic.  All passengers did not disembark at the same time, nor 
did they have passports checked.  Instead cruise ship passengers used a separate gate, where they 
were photographed and swiped their ship ID card.  Limited cargo traffic could be seen coming 
and going, but their crews were small compared to a subvee.  

Zylen fruitlessly hoped for a subvee to dock, especially one from Europe, which would suit 
his specifications perfectly.  But as he looked at the global sea vessel traffic map on his com, he 
noted none would be in the area over the next few days.  The surface date for The Omaha still 
read two months out.  Although he suspected the authorities would have to be planning to let the 
vessel come up sooner, he did not have an exact date.  Reluctantly, he decided to take his 
chances with the cruise ships.  

Looking at the scheduled movements, Zylen reviewed the arrival and departure times. 
Unfortunately he could not choose a cleaner exit.  Having decided to depart from Chile and 
South America as quickly and stealthily as possible, flying would involve too much surveillance. 
Exit by land would take too much time.  

Zylen had to be gone before an individual clever enough to track him down actually figured 
out where he was.

Chapter Fifty-Six

Roman flew into a military base north of Puerto Concepcion and went directly to the Command 
Center to meet the capture team.  Special Command was now one hundred percent certain they 
had the correct visual on Zylen.  Hotel staff confirmed the profile of a lone young man, leaving 
the hotel only to buy food, or to walk out on the boardwalk for drinks and a meal.  The 
authorities had not tracked him traveling into central Puerto Concepcion or ever departing from 
the tourist and ship crew recreation area.  Nor did he loll on the beach or shop in the malls.  He 
had been in the city much longer than a crewmember, even one waiting for a vessel turnaround. 
His activities clearly signaled he was not a typical foreigner in Puerto Concepcion.  Like similar 
analysis performed by The Network, a discrepancy in expected behavior was always the first 
clue.

Based on this level of certainty, the team decided to capture Zylen away from the hotel, in 
the open where they hoped he would not have access to weapons.  The hotel was equipped with 
metal, explosive and gunpowder detectors.  Staff confirmed Zylen had not triggered any alarms 
indicating he was carrying a weapon, not even a plastic one, when he exited or entered.  Hotel 
surveillance video captured his routine of stepping out to eat or buy food every 48 hours.  

Roman was amused.  This rogue technologist had calculated the value of fresh air, and in his 
activity pattern required to satisfy physical desires, the global team had identified his 
vulnerability, and could target the hungry man as he left the hotel.  But Roman would not rely 
only on those basic motives.  His team also had to be on full alert for Zylen's personal security 
hires.  If he could make Santana Bash run, his capture could not be trivialized.  From experience, 
Roman guessed an operator like Zylen may have planned deliberate activity specifically to be 
tracked.  If he ever wandered from the expected paths, his security could attack or trigger a kill 
switch for his data.  He could also contract personal bodyguards to walk around with him. 
Puerto Concepcion was full of tough, old seafarers who would readily accept a few extra pesos 



to form a ring around one small man.  Roman would take no chances.  With his team watching 
from every direction, and a back-up team guarding them, he decided to approach Zylen himself. 
The streets of Puerto Concepcion would be crowded in the early evening, but he expected the 
compression to help, not hurt, their plans.

At the intended time, Roman approached a section of the boardwalk where he could mingle 
with the crowds languidly walking past the hotel doors.  From points encircling his location, his 
team scanned the area looking for the physical man who matched the suspected digital images of 
Zylen Blain.  

As expected, Zylen soon emerged through the hotel front doors in pursuit of a bowl of 
seafood soup and slices of bread to be washed down with beer.  He had several preferred eating 
spots along the oceanfront, and had already decided exactly where he was going.

But this evening, with no intention of leaving Zylen in charge of his next destination, Roman 
moved swiftly and deliberately towards him, keeping the crowd on either side as he approached. 
As the boardwalk crowd squeezed in, Roman reached out and grabbed Zylen's upper forearm, 
dragging him back a step to stand next to him as if they were two friends trying to cling together 
within the press of bodies.  "Good evening Zylen Blain, keep walking," Roman directly stated 
into Zylen's ear.

Zylen did not flinch as Roman dug his fingers into his arm.  But Roman did notice he made 
a quick sideways glance.  Roman could only hope his own team had also noticed the gesture. 
"Ahh dude, get your hands off me," Zylen demanded, as he tried to slow his pace against 
Roman's forward pull.

 "I don't think so.  You and I are going to have a talk.  Keep walking."
"Keep walking?  You're assaulting me.  Let go of me!"  Zylen's voice crept louder, but the 

lift would not attract any attention on the busy boardwalk.
"No!  I said keep walking."
"What do you want?  Who are you?  Take your hands off me!"
Roman swung Zylen around hard and peered into his eyes.  "We're Global Cyber Security, 

Mr. Blain.  You are wanted for disrupting vital operations of sovereign states, murder, and 
Network code theft.  We also want the code for your undetectable drones."

"I don't know what you're talking about."  Zylen flashed him a noncommittal stare.
"We also want your team to surrender," Roman continued.  "Cease your undetectable drone 

attacks and turn over all of your equipment.  We want to know who else has the code, and where 
we can find him."

"You watch too many spy movies man.  I don't know what you're talking about."
"Tell us who paid you and why."
"Wow that's some list.  Do you need the key to evolution too?"
"We have a team at your hotel room right now.  We are seizing all of your equipment for 

analysis."
"Ahh this is a free city, under what authority—"
"Under our own.  Under the authority we received once you got people killed."
"I still do not know what you're talking about, and why you're assaulting me.  I could yell 

for help."
"You could but you won't.  At the very least you've overstayed and are here illegally.  You'll 

have no case to claim assistance from law enforcement."
"You're Chilean immigration police?  Funny, your accent is sort of American."
"Start answering questions, Mr. Blain."



"Who?  You grab me in the street.  Call me by some name without taking identification and
—"  Zylen stopped.  

Roman was slowly dragging him through the crowd.  But Zylen now noticed, less than 
twenty feet ahead, a transport van parked off the boardwalk with a side door open.  Two armed 
men stood on either side.  They were not displaying guns.  But Zylen guessed men holding a 
prepared stance of discernable bulk likely had weapons in their possession.

"It's over Mr. Blain," Roman articulated one more time as he followed Zylen's eyes spotting 
the van.  "You're coming with us."

With his free hand, Zylen pointed one finger up in the air, and turned to smile at Roman. 
Roman followed the finger, but as he moved to tighten his grip on Zylen's arm, a gunshot fired 
over the roof of the van.  

Roman's men pulled their guns.  The crowd on the boardwalk screamed and began to run 
away in panic.  As the crowd scattered, Zylen tried to wrench himself away, but Roman 
tightened his grip.  Zylen propelled his body forward and took a swing at Roman, but his 
opponent was much stronger.  He pulled Zylen's entire body back towards him.  Roman shouted 
to his men for help.  

Zylen, swinging his legs and screaming, took his chances with a crowd running in multiple 
directions as individuals focused on their own protection.  He could see his hired security 
pushing their way along the boardwalk, but Roman's men were closer.  They pushed and pulled 
Zylen until they had him secured in the van.  Jumping in behind him, they drove off, leaving the 
members of Zylen's security team empty-handed on the swarming boardwalk.

*

"We have reports of gunshots on the boardwalk," Kade anxiously stated into her com.  "Are you 
all right?  Are you hurt?"

"Yes I'm all right.  No I'm not hurt," Roman replied.
"Are you sure?"
"Yes baby, I'm sure."
"You've got him."
"Yes, we've got him."
"Any info on his com?"
"Not yet.  That man operates in an encryption world I have never seen.  He has all of his 

code on lockdown, behind armored doors, remarkable technology."
"We need proof."
"We're working on the analysis."
"Okay, well in the meantime, let's get him to the site."
"Okay I'll meet you there tomorrow."
"Roman?"
"Yeah."
"I'm so relieved you're all right."
"So am I, my love.  So am I."

Chapter Fifty-Seven



"Mr. Blain, as you are probably aware, infants in Australia are finger-printed at birth," Roman 
remarked, looking down at Zylen.  "The practice started as an anti-kidnapping identification 
program.  Now the data helps the world catch criminals like you who never use the same name 
twice.  You can stop pretending we don't know who you are."  

Lying flat on his back, Zylen was strapped to a steel operating table with attached metal 
manacles around his wrists and ankles.  His head was immobilized, held down by a leather strap 
across his forehead.  

"We've got your DNA.  We're running diagnostics on your com.  We've swept your hotel 
room and taken all of the equipment we could find."

"Fuckin' fascist dictator bastards!" Zylen shouted.
"We've apprehended your friends.  Locked down your Irish warehouses.  Notified your 

parents, and for the purposes of the Vienna Convention on Consular Relations, your other 
possible national governments.  Now you can start talking."

"Where the fuck am I, you freedom-sucking government pig?"
"The first question is, who has access to the undetectable drone technology?"
"Fuck you, government pig dick!"
"Zylen, you are a smart man.  You have incredible talent, but you are making wrong 

decisions right now.  I strongly suggest you talk to us."
"I strongly suggest you go fuck yourself, and the fuckin' dictatorship you rode in on."
"We would like you to cooperate, we—"
"Who the fuck is 'we'?" Zylen screamed, jerking his body on the table.  "Where the fuck am 

I?  Under what fuckin' law do you have me bound to a fuckin' table?"
"We are the U.N. Security Council Special Command for Cyber Security," Kade announced, 

walking into the room.  "I'm the Commander, Kade Laltanca."
"I know who you are, bitch," Zylen responded, exhausted.
"You do?"  Kade moved closer and leaned over him.
"Yeah, of course.  You've been hanging around this town."
"Oh, you've been watching me?"
"Don't flatter yourself."
"Mr. Blain, do you want to be released from the restraints so we can have a serious 

conversation?"
"No bitch, I want to stay bolted down in violation of every human rights law ever written. 

You guys are such a bunch of fuckin' hypocrites."
"We have you restrained under several laws.  First, you were arrested under an agreement to 

share intelligence about cyber criminal activity across borders.  We know you were in Chile and 
launched an attack into Brazil.  You were in Ireland when you attacked Canada, Scotland and 
Botswana.  All of the named countries are signatories, which put you under our authority.  You 
are restrained for resisting arrest and because you are a flight risk.  Your location is a Chilean 
military ship anchored in international waters, off the coast of Puerto Concepcion."

"What the fuck are you talkin' about?  Launched an attack?  Resisting arrest?  I was 
kidnapped off the streets.  International waters?  I love how you throw that in, like we're on 
neutral territory.  Waters ain't Switzerland, bitch.  I don’t even know how long I’ve been here. 
What do you assholes wanna do, kill me and have no country claim my murder happened on 
their land?"

"We don't want to kill you, Mr. Blain.  We want answers.  We want these drone attacks to 
stop.  We know you have the code to stop them."



"Drone attacks?  You're the fuckin' attack drone, bitch.  It's your fuckin' Network!"
"We want answers on your undetectable drones, and how they triggered the attack drones."
"Well I want an ice-cream sundae, and I think you can pull one out of your ass."
Kade leaned towards Zylen's face.  "You are a very unpleasant young man, Mr. Blain.  Now 

your lack of cooperation has forced me to respond.  We'll see you in 30 days."
"What are you talkin' about?"  Zylen began squirming again as Kade backed away.
"If you will not talk to us, we will extend your detention."
"You can't detain me.  Where's my lawyer?  What about my rights?"
"As I said, we've told your family where you are.  If they want to send a lawyer, they can go 

ahead.  We will not stand in the way of any legal process."
"What the fuck does that mean?  You'll scare them off?"
"We will provide them with a list of the charged crimes."
"And there it is."
"Mr. Blain, you absolutely have a choice here.  We will lock you up and come back in 30 

days.  Or you can start talking now, and thinking about your options, if you provide the requested 
information.  Remember people have been killed.  But we are willing to talk."

"I'm no traitor, like those fuckin' Bash girls.  You won't buy me off that easily."
Kade carefully looked at Zylen.  "What do you know about the Bash sisters' activities?"
"Fuck you!"
"Okay, I'll accept your last statement as your current response to our inquiries.  Let's go 

everyone."
As Kade, Roman and two guards exited, the lights in the room went out.  "Hey!" Zylen 

screamed into the dark.  But they had decided not to hear him.
"At least if he's locked up, maybe we won't have any more incidents," Kade remarked to 

Roman as they walked out of a building, and onto the worn tarmac of Forbes Air Force Base in 
Kansas.  "The Americans are prepared to hold him here indefinitely.  This facility will be tough 
for his friends to electronically infiltrate and nearly impossible to attempt a physical rescue."

"But if they figure out where he is, they're going to try," Roman responded.
"If they do, we'll be ready."

Chapter Fifty-Eight

Thirty days later, Kade walked into a windowless meeting room outside Zylen's holding cell to 
face a weaker, thinner, unshaven man sitting upright, handcuffed, legs chained to his chair. 
"Prison does not agree with you, Mr. Blain," she remarked.

Zylen looked up and stared at her with empty eyes.  "You know Commander," he 
unguardedly commented, "about three days after we were so rudely introduced, I realized 
something."

"Yes?"
"This ship ain't rockin'."
"Military vessels have excellent stabilizers."
"Not this excellent," Zylen noted.  Kade readjusted in her seat, but did not reply.  "Where am 

I, in one of your fuckin' desert prisons?"



"Are you ready to answer questions, Mr. Blain?"
"What do you want from me, Commander?"
"Who paid you for the undetectable drone technology?"
"What do you want that won't get me killed?"
"Tell me and we'll protect you.  We are very close to overriding the automatic drone code. 

That race between you and Montana Bash opened many doors."
"Glad I could be of assistance."
"Yes you could, Zylen.  You could be of great assistance if you worked with us."
"As one of your minions?"
"As technical assistance.  We can't have free code floating around the world for more rogue 

techs to start building undetectable drones."
"Commander, if I can build the drone any one of them can."
"Not really.  The work you do is on another level of sophistication."
"Ahhh are you flattering me now?"
"Zylen talk to us.  Do a deal."
"A deal making me a traitor, no way."
"We have two of your friends, you could help them."
"Oh really?"
"Yes, you can help them all."
"Sure, we can all be traitors together," Zylen responded.  "Commander, do you even 

understand the world you are living in?  Do you know how many technologists like me exist? 
Do you know how many points of The Network we have already infiltrated, and how badly we 
want to protect our privacy and our freedom?  Do you have any idea?  Our infiltration work is all 
we do, all day, all night.  People pay us, your richest people, to separate the world between them 
and the rest.  They know I'm here.  As soon as I'm released they'll know whether to kill me, or to 
let me keep going with our mutual plans."

"How is your situation freedom, Zylen?  You are being chased all over the world.  You're 
breaking into other people's systems.  How is your freedom about other people being 
compromised?"

"Because you and your Network are soul-destroying.  You've taken everyone's personal data 
and used the information to turn humans into zombies doing your bidding.  We have freedom 
because we do not have to live the same way you want us to live.  At least we're smart enough to 
stay in control of our own lives."

"By disrupting others?"
"Our activities wouldn't be required if the fuckin' government didn't try and track everything 

we do."
"Is surveillance really the issue bothering you, the capability to track people?"
"Everything bothers me.  The Network bothers me.  You bother me."
"Why don't we try and find common ground.  Talk to us, Zylen.  Work with us.  We can 

protect you.  Why don't you—"
"My detention is outrageous you know.  I didn't even do anything wrong.  You really want 

to call flying a drone around, a crime?  Or using advanced technology?  Is that the crime you're 
running with?  Did you miss the part where your fuckin' Network started killing people?  You're 
blaming me because you're too embarrassed to admit The Network, you and the idiots you work 
with built, is now unmanageable.  The destructive incidents were caused by The Network, not 
me, and you fuckin' know it."



"You started the entire process, Zylen.  You flew an unauthorized drone into a secure area, 
and set-off emergency protocol procedures that got people killed."

"No, you started this, Commander.  Your governments are lazy and stupid.  You let The 
Network take control.  You guys, you bureaucrats who are too afraid to make your own 
decisions, you got people killed!"

Kade stared at him.  "Who ordered the technology and where is the code?" she repeated.
"What's the matter Commander?  Can't live with the guilt?  Can't believe your precious 

world government is so fuckin' incompetent?"
"Thirty more days, Zylen is that really how you want to do this?"
"What part of, 'fuck you,' do you not understand?"
Kade abruptly stood up and walked out of the room.
"We can't keep holding him," Roman warned, when Kade rejoined him outside of the Base. 

"He actually does have parents.  The Security Council is faltering.  There is not enough evidence 
for a single crime.  We're still working on his data, but we do not have the code, or any proof 
linking him to the videos of the attack drones or his hacking.  His entire digital world has been 
virtually locked away.  He leaves no open doors that kid.  He controlled every incident from his 
masked off-ramps.  The work is truly exemplary."

"I wish he was on our side," Kade lamented.
"He's not.  Guys like him never will be.  You have to let him go, Kade."
"And he continues on his path of global destruction?"
"We can hope he does not have any more plans for the undetectable drone technology."
"They created the functionality for a reason."
"Until we find out how they plan to use the machines, we'll have to wait and watch."
"Really?"
"Yes, really."
"We're Special Command.  We were invented to fight the Cyber War.  By definition there is 

no evidence.  Our proof is virtual.  The rogues techs mask their Network access, and hide all of 
the code they're using.  We have to find another approach.  We cannot let this go."

"We are not letting the case go.  We can't hold Zylen, but we can at least keep tracking him. 
We'll figure out how to uncover the evidence.  But we need more time, and during that time there 
will be more Zylens.  These guys are like weeds.  Another one will emerge.  This is a long, long 
battle we face.  You know the old story, us against them."

"I don't think the old adage should be our rule, Roman.  He's absolutely right about us.  We 
let The Network program itself into killing people.  We created the function."

"We didn't know.  Anyway, the answer is not to go rogue and try to hold the world hostage. 
We had no idea The Network had those capabilities.  But Zylen got those people killed.  Now 
we've seen the process happen, we have to be ready to fight the next one."

"I think we did know but have been...soaking in our complacency.  I think we have known 
all along.  Zylen is right, we were too lazy to do anything about the disaster we saw coming."

"Don't start siding with him, Kade."
"You want our child to grow up and realize humans do not know how to think?"
"Not all humans."
"A good lot.  The ones we need to run the day-to-day.  The Network extended and re-

defined its capabilities because people became too complacent to learn, and to think, and to make 
decisions on their own."

"Okay, okay, we made a mistake on this one, but this incident was not the end.  We've 



almost got the override code—"
"Override code?  Do you know how absurd that sounds?  We need an override code to tell 

The Network to not automatically kill a human.  You want that world?"
"Well I don't want Zylen's standard of doing whatever the highest bidder will pay for either."
"So where are we?"
"We are on the other side of our initial obliviousness.  Now we know how The Network is 

reacting.  We know the steps we have to take to undo the errors we have made."
"Do we really know?"
"We know this much, but we'll have to learn the rest."
"Are we really going to undo decades of coding we do not understand?"
"Yes, we are."
"You and I?"
"And everyone who believes as we do Kade that we can actually retake control.  Every one 

of us who is staying awake, and aware, and ready to make sure this is not going to go the other 
way.  We are the ones.  We are the last chance."

"Yes, we are.  Let's get back to work."

### END of BOOK ONE ###
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Prologue and Part One of The Unbroken Line

Prologue from The Unbroken Line

At ground level, the Little Penguin appeared exactly as named, little.  At barely over one foot, 
the smallest of the species waddles around its territory, navigating through dirt and sand by the 
hundreds as they return, one by one, to Phillip Island each sunset.

Zylen Blain pressed his body sideways into a tree, appreciatively watching as one penguin 
after another paraded across the beach, and passed through the brush, before settling into a 
burrow for the night.  A park surveillance drone passed overhead.  Zylen quickly glanced up to 
confirm that the omnipresent government eyes disappeared from his line-of-sight, then he 
dropped down to the ground, crept forward a few feet, and settled flat onto his stomach.

Gaggles of tourists stood quietly by watching in amazement as the penguins traced their path 
from ocean to land.  With coms locked in video mode, the visitors recorded the unrestrained 
wonder of a natural animal act occurring far outside the commands and prompts of The 
Network’s control.

Within the scattered underbrush, out of view of the onlookers, one Little Penguin crossed in 
front of Zylen to stare right through his gaze.  The tiny bird appeared to be searching for an 
answer to hollow questions before Zylen even had a chance to formulate them.

Zylen immersed himself deeper between the branches, lower into the dirt where the 
surveillance cameras rarely grazed beneath the surface.  The bird had stopped its evening walk, 
contemplated Zylen’s movement, reproached him for a second, and hesitated, undecided about 
whether to move on.  Zylen grinned.  ‘I must be so fascinating,’ he thought.  He could feel no 
more perfect and uncontrolled joy as to be here, at the near end of Australia with these birds, 
whose watch over him was but unforced curiosity, and not an armed hunt.  Their mutual 
surveillance of each other was reaching, candid and unobtrusive, the exact opposite of Global 
Intelligence’s unfettering pursuit.

As Zylen contentedly lay flat contemplating his assessment, he sensed, with the specific 
tension defining his daily routine for nearly two years, a human joining with the penguin, to 
survey his attachment to the ground.  The possibility was not unusual.  Humans all over the 
world had been assigned to monitor Zylen’s actions.  But he hated to think that here, at the now 
and near southern end of land on inhabited earth, they had actually sent a human to physically 
infiltrate his personal space.  He shifted on his stomach, hoping to obtain a subtler look at the 
intruder.  But before he could reposition, the shadow descended from the periphery of his vision 
to drop down at his side.  In disgust, he turned away.

“What do you see?” a pretty lilting voice with a clear American accent whispered as her 
body aligned in the dirt next to Zylen.  In an instant, the voice broke his image of a repulsive 
Global Intelligence officer with an adversarial agenda.  Zylen struggled with the urge to look at 
this particular human, ‘she actually sounded cute,’ he thought.  But her demeanor may be a trap, 
and he did not want to give in to unrequested solicitations.  In bitterness he tried instead to inch 
away.

“Hey!” she exclaimed, boldly moving closer.  “What do you see?”



He halted.  Could this really be a government agent?  Maybe she was a young girl.  Children 
had no trouble rolling in the dirt.  Maybe he should be a little less paranoid and take a look.  Still 
wary, he slowly turned over in his spot and faced the voice.  As his head rolled around, and his 
eyes landed on her face, his heart stopped.

The sun had generously moved to frame her smile in a soft light allowing Zylen to clearly 
see a flawless oval face, shiny green eyes, a pert nose and delicate mouth looking back at him. 
This was no child.  He gasped, readjusted his body to move imperceptibly closer to her, blinked, 
and gasped again.  The French would say, without judgment or hesitation, he was overtaken by 
un coup de foudre, en par with the literal, bolt of lightening.

She arched her eyebrows in a recovery of her own.  “Sorry to bug you, but I was curious,” 
she softly explained.  “You looked so intent.  I was dying to find out what you were looking at.”

“You’re not bugging me,” were the first words Zylen thought to say.
“Oh good,” she happily remarked while nestling closer to him.  “I was a little worried for a 

second there, thought you were mad at me.”
“I could never be mad at you,” Zylen stated, coating his words in those of a reassuring 

spouse’s unfading attachment through a lifetime of marriage.
She broadly smiled, accepting his statement with unrestrained gratefulness, before giggling. 

“Well even better.  But never is a long time.”
“I mean it.”
“Good.  Now tell me what you were looking at?  What did you see?”
Zylen smiled as the sun shifted over them, reinforcing its heat.  The strongest stretch of his 

booming heart was reflecting in the expression of his mouth, and as he saw her waiting, he 
turned back towards the penguins.  

But as he moved his head, an unmistakable aberration altered their scene.  A wave of nausea 
crept over him, as his heart split and an uncontrolled fury began to rise.  On the ground in line 
with Zylen’s eyes, polished black loafers at the end of crisp dark dress trousers pressed into the 
dirt.  His eyes followed the legs up the torso of a man, and froze as his joy turned over to raging 
anger.

“Don’t worry about them,” she quickly said, noting in dread Zylen’s changing disposition. 
“They literally are only going to stand there.”

Zylen’s calm began fighting to return to the moment.  Rapidly, he noted two men in suits, 
obviously carrying guns, one staring at the two lying on the ground, the other looking all around 
them.  As Zylen turned, he saw two more.

“Seriously, don’t be bugged by them.”  Her voice hinted at a rising panic, as she scrambled 
to reclaim him.

“I don’t like being watched,” Zylen finally appeased her.
“Well me neither, but that’s my life.”
“Every human’s life,” Zylen bitterly whispered.
“Yeah true.  But my Network surveillance is backed up by moving humans.”
“Your surveil...”  Zylen turned around to look at her more closely.  “Your Network 

surveillance?” he asked.
“Well they’re not really The Network are they?  They are actually real humans.  And they 

have to be even more omnipresent than the multi-tentacled server system reprocessing all our 
data every second.”

“Why?”
“They have to keep me alive.  That’s the only reason they get to keep a physical eye on me.”



Zylen squinted and studied her face again, looking for an explanation.  If she had a British 
accent he would have guessed she was one of the Royal Princesses, they were all about her age. 
But she was obviously American, maybe a movie star or a high profile billionaire’s daughter, but 
he could not place her.

“Can you please ignore them and tell me what you were looking at?” she pleaded as if 
assuming he should know who she was, or pretending the knowledge did not matter.

Zylen was torn.  If she was famous and he did not know, he might insult her.  At the same 
time, he had to find out.  His heart had returned to rapid pounding.  He knew any girl who looked 
like her, stared at him the way she did, and could lie down beside him in the dirt of his native 
land, was the girl he wanted to be with, forever.  “Umm, okay.”  He slowly turned back to the 
penguins, realizing too late, the birds had almost all disappeared.  Desperate to find one more to 
prolong the encounter, he quickly looked around.  “You like penguins?” he cheerfully asked.

“Yeah, I love ‘em,” she replied, following his gaze.
“Me too.”
“Good, we have the love of nature in common.”  He turned towards her, forgetting for a 

moment the armed agents recording his every move.  “Look at us lying on the ground as if we 
were born from the soil.”

Laughing he agreed, “Yeah, I love the outdoors in general.  Plants, animals, being with the 
real parts of the world.”

“Me too.  They can’t put a camera in every tree.”
“No, they can’t.”  She smiled at him, and Zylen’s heart melted.  His feelings held as he 

locked in a vision of her, and broke into his explanation of the Little Penguins that, for centuries, 
returned every sunset to Phillip Island, 90 miles south of Melbourne in Australia, and wandered, 
unfazed, to their land-based homes.  As he spoke, she inched closer to him, eventually touching 
his body as he described how he tried to catch a penguin’s gaze as the bird tracked the route from 
the ocean, following an instinctive knowledge of the path to take home.  “I could show you 
more,” he remarked as his account came to an end.  “I know this area really well.  I hang out here 
all the time.”

“Great.”  She moved to stand up.  “Let’s go.”
Zylen quickly rose and held out his hand to help her.  He was stiff from having lain on the 

ground for so long.  Brushing himself off, he noted the incessantly watching bodyguards move 
closer.  Within a minute, a mini-drone hovered towards him.  Calculating the machine was 
running a facial recognition scanner, he dreaded the file it would find.

The drone was shaped like a camera, and approached his face as if a ghost were 
manipulating the photography device.  A drone, which was the informal, popular, and common 
global name for unmanned aerial devices, could be operated automatically on instructions from 
The Network or with a human override, or be controlled by a human with a manual remote 
control.  Human hands were not required on the flying machine.  And because the devices could 
be any shape or size, they also had an endless list of functions.

At industrial sites the machines were work-tools, in offices, package delivery vehicles, or 
during disasters, human recovery assistants.  But on a clear summer day at the Nature Preserve 
on Phillip Island, the drone could only be conducting surveillance, using internal functions to 
confirm identities, check for contraband, and monitor human movements to ensure visitors 
stayed on marked paths, and did not hurt the penguins.  Civilian drones operated silently and 
efficiently in streets, parks, study halls, homes, offices, shopping centers and businesses.

The average person did not think twice about a drone flying overhead, unless of course the 



device was directly over one singular head.  Through the corner of his eye, Zylen glanced at the 
drone, but did not give its electronic vision the satisfaction of capturing an unobstructed read of 
his face.  His joy began to fade again, as he imagined the reaction when the scanner reported his 
identity to the hefty bodyguards.

But before the scanner could work through the process, she turned on her human 
surveillance team.  “C’mon, get that drone out of here!” she demanded.

“Sorry,” the bodyguard closest to her contritely defended the action.  “But you know it’s 
protocol.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” she exclaimed turning back to Zylen.  Angrier, she faced another one of 
the armed men.  “C’mon.”

“Five minutes,” the man offered.
She grimaced and turned back to Zylen.  “I’m so sorry,” she repeated, almost in tears.  “It’s 

so awful to have your friends obtrusively scanned.”
“Friend?” Zylen asked, focusing on her long, slim body.
“Well sure.  We’ve bonded over the detailed lives of the Little Penguins.  We have to be 

friends by now.”
“Can we be friends forever?”  The query was released before he could stop himself. 

Immediately he clamped his lips together, but held her eyes.
“Of course,” she replied, returning his look with a soft smile.  “That’s exactly my plan.” 

She took his hand.  “Show me the rest of your secret island.”
Zylen stood closer to her, and they began to walk away with the guards trailing on all sides. 

Through the darkening day, he felt she was already his companion of years, but he still did not 
know her name.  He had been trying to recall where he might have seen her before, but kept 
coming up empty.  The anxiety rising in this realization was terrifying him.  Now he was the one 
who wanted to scan her.  His com functionality included a facial recognition application, but he 
knew focusing the camera eye on her would be unbelievably rude.  Unfortunately, he was 
carrying a physical com device, and did not have the features discretely implanted in his clothes.

The com was, in general, a communication device providing the functionality for products 
once called the telephone, radio, television, camera, notepad and computer.  Coms had other 
names too like palm, berry, apple, cherry or orange, but those were not used as often.  Like 
drones, coms were all sizes and shapes, made from a variety of materiel, and could be a separate 
stand-alone device, embedded in clothes or other products, or overlain on skin.  Essentially any 
product wirelessly connected to The Network, with the functionality to access all data any 
human would need to operate in everyday life was referred to as a com.

The data came from real-time operations being automatically updated into globally-
connected servers, direct interaction with Internet websites, recorded movements from cameras, 
sensors and satellites, and any other exposed digital data stream in existence around the world. 
The Network aggregated, analyzed, cross-referenced, and integrated the information to provide 
up-to-the-second instructions for humans and machines.

Every human, living, working, or studying within the organized global infrastructure, which 
was nearly every individual on earth and in outer space, was connected to The Network.  Even 
when humans tried diminishing its role in their lives, The Network knew the isolation they were 
attempting, and adjusted accordingly.  Humans had access to millions of programs and apps, and 
every use was assessed, reviewed and updated in a continuous revolution without end.

If Zylen had first noticed his companion from afar, he probably would have run his own 
facial recognition app, and already known whom he was going to speak to before she had lain 



down beside him.  But trying the practice up close, he would feel like an intrusive stalker, even if 
she let him do it.  He considered declaring he was taking her picture, but although she would not 
directly know the app was running, she could be suspicious of his actions.

Moving towards the drifting waves of the Bass Strait between the island and Tasmania, they 
reached a clearing of brush.  Determined to take a chance, he uncomfortably lifted up his com 
and displayed it to her.

“Can I take your picture?” he politely asked.  “Right here with the waves in the 
background.”

“You want to scan my image?” she directly responded, grinning.  Zylen turned deep red, and 
she laughed.  “I know you don’t know who I am, and I think it’s funny...and refreshing.  I like it. 
So no, you cannot take my picture.”

His mind raced.  Had he insulted her?  “I’m sorr—” he started to say aloud.
“You,” turning to face him, she placed a finger on his chest, “you will have to use your 

brain.  How does a boy find out a girl’s name?”
“I…umm…”  Zylen’s mind was scrambled.  “I don’t know.”
She laughed harder.  “Oh that’s so sad.  You don’t even know.  Think, a hundred years ago 

before face scanners, how did someone find out a person’s name?”
“Ahh…”  Reeling, Zylen could not believe he did not have an answer.  His brain locked as 

he tried to remember the communications humans were known to have used.  He thought of past 
entertainment shows, the programs from decades ago when people did not function directly on 
instructions from The Network.  How did they discover a name?  She had walked ahead of him, 
moving out onto the pier to follow the trail above the water.  He ran to catch up to her.  “I’m 
sorry but,” his voice rose in desperation, “I really want to make sure we stay together…I mean 
connected…you know…well you know what I mean.”  He stumbled over every word.

She turned to face him again.  “How are you going to find out my name?”
“I guess,” he suddenly smiled, “maybe I could ask your name?”  The response came as 

quickly as he had forgotten the concept.
She giggled.  “Awesome.  You remembered...and?”
“And?  And...” Zylen thought again,  “...oh, okay.  Hello my name is Zylen.  What’s your 

name?”
She burst out laughing, before switching to a gracious smile to reply, “Hello Zylen, my 

name is Alannis.”
“Alannis.”  Zylen repeated the name in a whisper, but immediately began to think again. 

Despite having punctually remembered how to converse, he now wanted to run her name 
through a Network identity search.

Catching the drift of his thoughts, she admonished him, “Stop over processing information 
Network boy.  It will come to you eventually.”

Network boy!  Zylen was stunned, embarrassed and disgusted to hear that phrase used to 
describe him, of all people.  He hated The Network.  Having dedicated his life to helping people 
avoid a Network-controlled life online, by building encrypted off-ramps, masked portals to 
locked private spaces in The Cloud that government infiltration had not been able to track or 
enter; he had risked his freedom in the name of individual privacy.

Engaged in law-bending conflict with global governments, he had once been arrested, but 
the authorities were all talk, and no proof when attempting to uncover evidence on people with 
his technical skills.  Without sufficient support for criminal charges, they had released him.

He was officially a free man, but one under near constant surveillance from government 



agents who were tracking his activities.  In his attempt to recant her claim, a thought struck him, 
‘government agents.’

“I don’t believe it,” he said, his heart pounding in another rhythm of unwanted realization. 
“You’re Alannis Solar, the daughter of the President of the United States.”

“Damn, cover blown,” she delightfully responded.  “I knew you would guess.  You’re 
actually a quick thinking man.”

Triumphantly Zylen considered her assessment.  He had run all the clues through his ever-
churning brain.  Using images he could process without The Network, he had recalled news 
reports about the President’s daughter visiting Australia, and seen pictures of her vaunted beauty. 
Plus her name was not common.  “Alannis.”

“Guilty.”  He cautiously looked at her.  “Aghh, I hate that look.”
“What look?”  Horrified his recharged heart may have betrayed in his face a sensation he did 

not feel, he asked, “What’s the matter?”
“That look.  Questioning your next move.  Like you’ve discovered a delicate crystal that 

could shatter at any moment.  The look saying: ‘better not make a sudden gesture.’”
“That was the look?”
“Yes and I hate it.  Go back to the guy I saw lying on the ground talking to penguins.  That’s 

who I want.  The man who attracted me.”
“Attracted?”
“Yes attracted.  You know and I know.  It’s as obvious as time.  We don’t need to run our 

feelings through The Network.”
“No, we do not.”
“Go back to where we were, right now.”
“Okay right now, I’m back.”  He reached out and took her hand, and continued the walk 

down to the end of the pier.
“The end of the earth,” she exclaimed as they looked out from the tip of Australia.
“Well Tasmania is to the south.”
“The end of the most populated Australian part of continental earth.”
Zylen laughed.  Looking at her seriously, he asked, “If I kiss you, will those guys shoot 

me?”
Alannis turned to look at her security.  “I dunno.  I don’t think they have a protocol for a 

first kiss within an hour of a first meeting.  Want to test them?”
“No, but I want to kiss you,” Zylen said moving closer and pulling her face towards his. 

The Secret Service agents stood a few feet away, not moving, maintaining their visual 
surveillance as the lips of the couple met in a lingering embrace, and held for a moment in time 
never felt by either before.

As the last of Zylen’s penguin friends finished their signature march across the island, and 
settled into their deeply buried homes for the night, Zylen and Alannis created a bond that would 
remain unstretched and unbroken for the long distant year ahead.

After that, Alannis would be dead.

*

“Not only have you been lucky enough to be attached since time immemorial to a favored 
evolutionary line, but you have also been extremely-make that miraculously-fortunate in your 
personal ancestry.  Consider the fact that for 3.8 billion years, a period of time older than the 
Earth’s mountains and rivers and oceans, every one of your forebears on both sides has been 
attractive enough to find a mate, healthy enough to reproduce, and sufficiently blessed by fate  



and circumstances to live long enough to do so.  Not one of your pertinent ancestors was 
squashed, devoured, drowned, starved, stranded, stuck fast, untimely wounded, or otherwise 
deflected from its life’s quest of delivering a tiny charge of genetic material to the right partner 
at the right moment in order to perpetuate the only possible sequence of hereditary that could 
result-eventually, astoundingly, and all too briefly-in you.”

- Bill Bryson, A Short History of Nearly Everything

PART ONE – THE REACTION

Chapter One

The flashing com caught Roman Francon’s eye as he crossed from the hallway into the kitchen. 
Without an attached earpiece on his head, he was forced to pick the device up off the counter, 
and manually select the ‘phone’ icon.  “Hello,” he responded, dropping a sippy cup into the sink.

“Well hello Daddy day care, how are you?” Agent Slater James jokingly inquired from 
British Intelligence headquarters in London.

“Slater, how thrilling to hear from you,” Roman replied with deadpan sarcasm.
“Oh I receive such little love from your end.” 
“Why are you contacting me?”
“Are you changing diapers?”
“No, she’s out of diapers.”
“Out?  But wait, she is not even two yet, is she?”
“That’s right.”
“Wow, such task masters for parents, I cannot even imagine how tough being your child 

must be.”
“Actually it’s quite wonderful.  She tells me all the time in three different languages.”
Slater laughed.  “I am sure she does.”
“Okay you've received your happy update, but I’m busy.  Why are you contacting me?”
“I want to relieve you from your daily Daddy duties.”  Slater shifted down his tone.  “We 

have received an interesting request.”
“I don’t take requests, at least not any taking me out of New York.”
“Only down to Washington.”
“Why?”
“The President of the United States has found disturbing data records in the simcon of his 

daughter Alannis.”
“Oh, such a sad story.  What did he find?”
“Zylen Blain.”
Roman froze.  “Zylen Blain?” 
“I thought his name might catch your attention.”
Roman moved to sit down as he recalled the last time he had seen Zylen Blain.  The rogue 



technologist had been a prisoner of the United Nations Security Council Special Command, the 
organization responsible for fighting the war in cyberspace on behalf of its member nations. 
Special Command’s core task was to protect access and use of The Network, the global 
infrastructure of coms, computers, servers, cameras, sensors, satellites and every other device 
seamlessly linked to support the complete interconnection of information and data 
communication for the entire world.  Zylen had been apprehended for creating and using 
undetectable drones that had prompted The Network to instigate a series of disruptive, deadly 
incidents.  Roman had been part of the team that had captured him.

Despite being the son of wealthy global financiers, Roman worked professionally as an 
agent in the highest ranks of British Intelligence.  Unofficially, he also worked with Slater, 
outside the established government structures as part of The Alliance, an organization with a less 
transparent mission.  The assignments Roman accepted were only those requiring his advanced 
level of skill and strategic thought.

After the last confrontation with Zylen, Special Command had completed the post mortem 
evaluation by establishing enhanced protocols to prevent another incident.  With the advanced 
security implementation, the organization had diminished its once vigilant physical tracking of 
Zylen, and monitored only for his computer programming code pattern to reappear on The 
Network, which as far as they knew, had not yet happened.

“He found Blain in her simcon?”  Roman projected a screen from his com to look at the last 
known report on Zylen’s whereabouts.

“Yes, the President was having a chat with her…with the simcon, and encountered the detail 
that she had been involved with Zylen Blain.”

“Involved?  But that’s crazy.  How does the daughter of the President of the United States 
get involved with a rogue tech?  How could no one have known about their relationship?”

“Such activities are uncovered when you dig into the personal life of a dead person.  You 
find out all of the scorched details they did not want you to know when they were alive.”

“Well, if you give up your simcon, you have to be prepared to unleash every secret you have 
ever had to anyone who has access to your data.”

“She did not give up her simcon,” Slater half whispered.  “The President stole it.  Alannis 
did not leave an after-life plan.  The President used his authority to order a Network override, 
and retrieved her simcon outside the very constraints he has signed into law.  He wanted the 
same capability most people want as soon as they learn about simcon technology.  He wanted to 
keep her functionally alive.”

“Are you serious?  He’s illegally running the simcon app from inside the White House? 
Soaking up all of that processing power on the taxpayers’ dime?  How could he have even 
considered the idea?”

“A grieving man can act quite irrationally.  And the simcon has changed the game for every 
human.  Everyone can live forever, and the application has no established rules.”

The simcon, or simulated conscience data application, utilized the entire digital record of a 
human’s existence, all of the online presence that had been updated, recorded, photographed, 
videoed or otherwise saved in any server or digital storage facility in the world throughout the 
individual’s lifetime, to recreate a functioning human facsimile as a hologram capable of 
interacting with living people.  The application software simulated the deceased human’s verbal 
consciousness by aggregating and indexing the existing data records, to generate real-time 
conversations or text responses from the once living human to the physical world.

On its own, the simcon app worked like an interactive recorder.  But the truly immersive 



experience with the deceased, came from the realistic life-size hologram, generated by utilizing 
online photos and videos to create a three-dimensional image of the individual incorporating all 
digitally stored gestures, facial expressions and movements specific to the recorded unique body. 
The deceased’s friends and loved ones could not only have a conversation, but also see a visual 
of the person continuously in their presence, as if the departed had never left.

Together the hologram, with the simcon as its communication app performing as the 
human’s brain, answered questions, engaged in conversations, laughed, cried, acted and reacted 
to the living humans as any other human would.

The app had generated extensive excitement.  If an individual could afford the processing 
power for simcon generation, their departed could be projected among the living, and continue 
on as a digital being in the physical realm.  All over the world, friends and loved ones had begun 
creating endless new records of live memories with physically dead humans.

But the advent of the app had also created a legal dilemma for governments who scrambled 
to legislate governance behavior for the simcon app, and to keep The Network records of digital 
humans separate from biological ones.  Living humans, who wanted to be re-created as a simcon, 
were required to prepare a simcon retrieval instruction, and to store the consent on The Network. 
If authorized, a designated person inherited the deceased’s complete online data record to 
generate a simcon.

When a death certificate appeared on The Network, the system cross-referenced for the 
simcon release and automatically started the program.  A data aggregation process retrieved all 
communications, reports, texts, emails, posts, photos, videos, education records, employment 
reports, all camera images and sensor feeds, all travel entry records, purchases, entertainment 
feeds, medical records, every single digital output created by, about or for a deceased human 
during a lifetime.  In most countries, any human could designate who received their simcon, and 
authorize its ongoing use.

But if an adult did not leave Network instructions for their data, then by law, no person was 
allowed to execute the simcon app.  Simcon authorization was the last stand for individual digital 
confidentiality.  Humans may not have the luxury of online privacy in life, but they would have 
it in death.

Unless an individual with connected authority interfered with the process.
Alannis had died as an adult, but too young to have planned and organized her last wishes. 

Since her devastated father was the President of the United States, he took the action for her.
“While running the app,” Slater continued, “the President discovered, as he well…roamed 

around in her data, that she had been seeing Zylen Blain.  Of course, he had his name run 
through The Network, our Network.”

“And he got all of the details on Blain?”
“Yes, he’s completely up-to-date on the whole story.  And rightfully concerned.”
“Why?”
“He believes we now have a global security issue.”
“Because?”
“Because he told us, with guarded embarrassment, that he used to tell Alannis all sorts of 

details about his work, and he would not want the rogue tech community to know.  He wants us 
to probe her simcon, run tests, and see if we can determine if she might have told Zylen a story 
or two that could compromise U.S. or global security.”

“You have got to be kidding me.”
“No, I am afraid, I am not.  We have the processing power and the analysis experts.  Of 



course, he wants the investigation managed…internally.  We need an experienced and discreet 
agent to head the team, and maintain the confidentiality.  I want to suggest you.”

“You want to recall me for this assignment?”
“Yes, I know you have reasons why you do not want to be activated but—”
“Reasons we have already discussed with you, Slater.”
“I know you have, but this is important.”
“Our kids are important.”
“I know that too, but world peace and all, Roman.  You should head the team on this.  Can 

you speak to Kade and work out the details with her?”
“You want me to tell the mother of my children that I’m going to abandon them to direct a 

fishing expedition for the President of the United States.”
“Well since she’s also the head of Special Command, I think she will understand.  You 

could uncover additional intelligence on Zylen Blain.”
“I would prefer ensuring my kids’ peace of mind.  We told them we would keep the family 

together.”
“This assignment will not take very long.”
“Slater, you are intruding on our lives.”
“Roman, we are in the business of world peace.  Your children cannot live in a world where 

Zylen Blain and his rogue tech friends have inside information on the plans of the President of 
the United States.  All of our friends and not so friends in London, Brussels, Moscow, 
Beijing...may end up wondering how much information the rogue techs have uncovered, such 
curiosity is not good for the world.”

Shaking his head, Roman had to concede Slater was right.  Having grown up and been 
educated all over the world, Roman operated on the alert side of the separation that had sent the 
majority of the world’s people into the omnipresent arms of governments, who monitored them 
into complacency, while a vigilant minority engaged in a struggle to protect their personal 
privacy and security.  His British father and Colombian mother were adamant their children 
contributed to humans’ functioning structure, as thinkers who helped command positive change. 
Learning more about the simcon technology was not an assignment he should refuse.

Sighing Roman acquiesced, “Such a pain—”
“I know, but can you move on this right away?  Speak to Kade…and the kids, and I will see 

you in Washington...tomorrow, okay?”
“On behalf of the entire family Slater, we hate you.”
“But you all love world peace.”
“World peace,” Roman whispered as he signed off.  “As if that were ever possible.”

Chapter Two

Like an escaping firefly, an alert light briefly flashed at the same moment Trina Lopez slipped 
down onto her chair.  Glancing up, the fourth-year technician looked across several monitor 
screens.  Alone in the brightly lit Control Room at the Federal Coast Guard Station three miles 
south of General Santos City on the southern Philippine island of Mindanao, Lopez and an 
arranged number of Network cameras and sensors were monitoring the sleepy waters of the 



Celebes Sea for boatloads of undocumented migrants.
The light had prompted a three second beeping alarm to emanate from her console, 

indicating a surveillance drone was en route to a suspect watercraft.  Each day, a variety of 
human-occupied floating transports were discovered traveling towards the island as part of a 
self-selected migration route transporting willing workers to the area’s busy manufacturing 
factory complexes.

Four hundred miles to the south, cargo ships, cruise liners, subvees, and fishing boats 
traversed the sweeping island-dotted waterways between the Pacific Ocean and the Indian 
Ocean, to facilitate commercial trade in the perpetually growing Southeast Asia region.  But a 
boat diverting from this stream and pointing north to Mindanao was, more often than not, 
teeming with desperate people who had crept out of the stuffed corners of their unsustainable 
homes, to spill over the edges of a makeshift craft, in the hope of avoiding detection as they 
searched for a revitalized chance to improve their lives.  Each migrant had a dream for starting 
over, and as soon as they landed on her country’s shores, Lopez’s job was to ensure the input 
into The Network of their personal information, photograph and likely asylum claim.  After 
identification, the migrants would be allowed to join the general population on temporary 
humanitarian passes.

But in recent months, the local population had become outspokenly anxious about the ever-
increasing numbers of newcomers.  In response, the Filipino government had changed its policy. 
As of today, the military would arrest and detain arriving migrants.

Anticipating a negative global reaction, the controversial decision had required support from 
Filipino allies in the United States’ military and government.  The largest Filipino population 
outside the islands lived in the U.S., and vocal dissent was expected to manifest there first. 
Domestically, all government and official agencies had been informed of the latest protocols, and 
were to be ready for the inevitable questions from the media about the social impact of switching 
from civilian to military enforcement.

Anxious about the changes, Lopez hoped the migrants would not be hostile or afraid, and 
that there were no children to be confused and terrified by the sight of guns.  When the 
surveillance drone scanning near the station signaled the camera’s identification of a migrant 
boat, the action would simultaneously trigger an alert to dispatch soldiers from a nearby military 
base to execute the detention operation.  On her monitors Lopez would be able to view the 
soldiers’ movements once they were on their way.  Together they would amass on the beach to 
meet the boat as soon as the arrivals came ashore.

As the alert had come and gone, Lopez waited in anticipation, her eyes observing the 
monitors.  The surveillance drone steadily broadcast a continuous view of the open waters 
through The Network.  But when a migrant boat entered the country’s twelve nautical mile 
sovereign zone, The Network automatically dispatched the drone directly to the approaching 
vessel to record a closer view.

Following the direct action, each authorized step in the detention protocol was displayed on 
the screens.  Since the incoming boat had already been identified, the military was expected to be 
moving towards the beach where the migrants were pointed to land.  But as Lopez looked at the 
monitor for evidence of this action, she nervously noted the military transports were not moving.

Puzzled, she shifted closer to the screen to re-read the alert message.  As expected, the text 
began with the surveillance drone action to track the unauthorized boat, followed by 
simultaneous directives to the military and Coast Guard to report to the beach.  But The Network 
was not providing transports for the humans’ actions.



Scanning the video feeds again, she suddenly stopped in stunned amazement.  One view 
captured another drone hovering over the beach.  The isolated machine was distinctly 
weaponized.  The extended barrel for an automatic firing pistol protruded from one side.

Lopez blinked.  A weaponized drone, here?  A weaponized drone, waiting for migrants?
The image did not look or feel correct.  She glanced down at her com.  Neither the drone’s 

signal or coordinates were displayed.  Searching earlier instructions about the revised detention 
protocol, she quickly read through the details again, and confirmed her assumptions.

No one had authorized the dispatch of a weaponized drone.
Only the military and law enforcement could legally operate weaponized drones to fire any 

lethal projectile from bullets and lasers to missiles.  Drones deployed for civilian use had no 
defensive functions.  The global community constrained this capability through treaties, laws, 
regulations and protocols, backed by government legislated operational rules within each 
respective jurisdiction.

Since drones could be any size or shape, and manufactured in any facility, the ability to 
ensure the difference between authorized and unauthorized exploits was a law enforcement 
action by itself.  Outside war zones, drones were not routinely deployed against humans.  Only 
once law enforcement received an initial report about potential criminal activity or civil unrest 
did an authorized supervisor review the information, and permit manually controlled drone use to 
take action.

If The Network had detected an enforcement issue with the migrant boat, the entire 
weaponized protocol would have started running.  But as Lopez refreshed the screen and 
reviewed all of the monitors, she realized neither the process nor any other program was rolling 
forward.

Fearing errors with the detention operation, Lopez considered directly contacting the 
military, but questioned how irregular her notification would appear.  She was only a border 
enforcement officer.  Why would the military want to hear from her?  They should have their 
own protocol for managing the situation.  Maybe the weaponized drone had even been sent by 
the military.  Maybe they have different internal instructions for the new detention protocol.

Assuming the soldiers could view the same images displayed on the monitors, including the 
weaponized drone, she reluctantly decided to wait.  All of her questions, with all of the 
possibilities could be valid, but the idea chilled her.  A boat full of people was about to arrive, 
and they would be greeted by both human and machine force.  She shuddered at the imagined 
scene.

With one monitor displaying the approaching boat, Lopez watched and wondered about the 
incoming influx.  The camera captured the tops of the heads of small children, hungry women, 
and desperate men.  Having once been one of them fighting to survive in her hometown, she 
connected to their sentiments.  To avoid accepting her doomed fate, Lopez had intensely labored 
to complete her education requirements and qualify for the government service.  Still she was not 
far removed from their suffering, and could envision calculating the risk of leaving a poverty-
stricken area, paying out all savings, and gambling a life on making a water crossing to search 
for an opportunity in a country with more to offer than her own.

As she considered the origins and options of the people now standing to view her country’s 
shores, Lopez desperately searched the monitor feeds for evidence of a reaction from the 
military.  At least two-dozen soldiers should already be on the beach ready to greet over one 
hundred soon to disembark migrants.

The military were expected to travel from the main base by all-terrain transports.  Once the 



soldiers had established the control perimeter around the arrivals, The Network would prompt 
Lopez to complete her required actions.  But as Lopez observed, the migrant boat was within feet 
of landing on the beach, and the soldiers were nowhere to be seen.

Where were they?
Bewildered, she desperately looked at her com again.  But there was still no sign of any 

military movement.  Location tracker information displayed the transports hovering at the Base 
gate, located only three miles down the road from the Coast Guard station.  Her panic rising, 
Lopez stared at the screen.

What’s going on?
On another screen, she could see the migrant boat had landed.  Lopez wondered again if she 

should directly contact the military.  If the soldiers did not arrive soon, the migrants could make 
a run for their freedom.

Lopez had no manual authority for registering their arrival outside the meticulously planned 
and programmed Network instructions.  Under the specific protocols, she would not be able to 
scan the migrants into the system and register their photos, without the military first updating 
The Network with confirmation of their custodial detention.  The entire process had to follow an 
authorized sequence.  Without a prior verified step, the system would not provide functionality 
for the next one.  She glanced down again.  Since her com instruction displayed: ‘Wait for 
military support,’ no transport arrived to take her towards the water.

Lopez began to tremble as questions plagued her.  If the arrivals were not registered, could 
she lose her job for allowing over one hundred unrecorded people to enter the country?  This 
conflict had never previously occurred.  She had always been able to complete her work.  Now 
the required Network protocol impeded her direct intentions.

Viewing the migrants’ surprised reactions at finding a deserted beach, Lopez’s anxiety grew. 
The camera drone was still recording the arrivals’ every move.  Two men had stepped out of the 
split-wood of their fishing boat, and begun to pull the watercraft further on to the sand.  The 
other people gingerly looked around, puzzled.  With the surveillance drone circling above their 
heads, the migrants knew government officials should meet them.  But as they began to scuttle 
out of the boat, and confusingly look up and down the beach, no one appeared.

“What are they going to do?” Lopez questioned the room.
If she were one of them, she would run.  Within a few minutes, they should recognize the 

opportunity for the luckiest break of their lives.  If they could disappear on the island, not only 
would they not be arrested, but the country would also have no record they were onshore.  The 
new arrivals could obtain fake identifications, including Network profiles that blended their life 
directly into the population, without being officially recorded as economic refugees.  As they 
worked and earned money, official detection among the working millions would remain a 
possible, but unlikely outcome of their illegal entry.

Lopez continued to watch the migrants, secretly wishing they would take the chance to run. 
Although the camera drone would record the start of their escape, its mandated focus was only 
beach surveillance, capturing images of the boats in the water, and surveying the shore.  Beyond 
those parameters there would be no more ground video of the migrants’ presence, until they 
emerged into populated areas.  Lopez hoped the predicted result would also mean there would be 
no captured details to fault her for the migrants’ actions.

A moment later, the silence of her lingering thoughts was abruptly split by a voice shouting, 
“Open the gates!”  Startled out of her musing, Lopez spun around.  A man’s voice?

“Open the gates!”  The shout came again.



Alone in the empty Control Room, Lopez looked at a monitor and was amazed to finally see 
armed soldiers, on foot, standing at the gates to her facility.  With no transports. 

Scanning every monitor screen, she raised her eyebrows, 'How do I open the gates?'
Lopez had never heard of a manual action for opening gates.  The Network controlled the 

operation of entryways based on instructions emanating from an approaching human’s com or 
transport.  For security reasons, employees could not override The Network’s mandate to 
manage entry permissions to a federal government facility.  Similar to homes, a Network entry 
response was activated only when a human’s authorized presence was detected.  Accustomed to 
inanimate objects reacting to their pre-programmed requirements, humans did not perform trivial 
activities like unlocking a gate.  Lopez had no function for responding to a request to execute an 
action The Network was already programmed to automatically complete.

As her fear continued to rise, she swept her hands over the screen, searching for a speaker 
option for communicating with the soldiers at the gate.  She knew a method existed, if only she 
could find the icon.  A few seconds later, spotting the correct picture, Lopez touched ‘speaker’ 
and selected the location for the front gates.

“Ahh, hello…I…I’ve been wait—” she began.
“Open the gates!” a panicking military officer demanded.  “Hurry, we received an alert 

about a migrant boat.”
“Yes, they arrived.  But to open the…open—”
“Open the gates!  We have to hurry.”
“I’m sorry, but why didn’t the gates open for you?”
“We don’t know.  The controls aren’t responding.  You open them!”
“The controls aren’t…but…I’m sorry, but there is no authorization to open the gates.”
“What?”
“Only The Network can open the gate based on your authorizations.  The instruction should 

be coming from your com.”
“But The Network has stopped responding.  We received the alert, but the transports would 

not move.  Our coms do not have the command to come here so there is no authorization to open 
the gates for us.”

Lopez was stunned.  “The Network has stopped responding?”  She scanned over the dozens 
of camera images, flashing alerts, and text instructions glaring back at her.  “The transports?”

“Like I said.  The transports would not move.”
“But that’s imposs—”
“Contact a supervisor!  Get an override!  We need to capture those people!”
Lopez stood with her hands hovering over the console as if waiting to touch the one icon 

that could lead her forward.  But there was no instruction for a deviating action.  How could she 
contact a supervisor?  Lopez did not even know how manual communication would work from 
inside the facility.  If a supervisor needed to be contacted, The Network sent the instruction 
based on a protocol.

Even the names of the people who The Network would contact were buried in digital files, 
and not in her memory.  She had no idea of the functions The Network would decide to execute 
in a situation like this, or the instructions the system would provide to her.

“They’re running.”  She heard another voice say.  Lopez looked at her monitor, and could 
see the migrants had finally decided to embrace fortune.

“Open the gate!” the soldier futilely requested yet again.  Lopez would abhor hearing those 
words for the rest of her life.



“I told you, I don’t—”
“Chase them,” another soldier shouted.
“But…”  Lopez watched several soldiers move away from the gate, and start running 

towards the nearby forest.
The facility’s entrance was at the center of a split fence that did not completely encircle the 

entire property, but only blocked off one area facing the road.  This structure forced the formality 
of controlling entry, but people could walk around the barrier by entering through the once dense 
forest, with its limited visible trees located in patches at either end of the beach.  On the other 
side were wide-open spaces, the occasional fishing village, and after another mile, a connecting 
road.  The distance would be a demanding run for the soldiers, but they were fit, fed and healthy. 
The migrants were likely tired, hungry, thirsty, and probably moving at a quarter their normal 
speed.

“Warn them with a gunshot,” a senior soldier commanded.
‘Oh no!’ Lopez silently cried.  They’ll be terrified now.
Since no camera drone was following the soldiers, Lopez had no visual of the armed men 

who ran off after the migrants.  But she could still hear those who were near the gate’s speaker. 
Within hours, she would be required to recall the details of their conversations for all of the 
investigators who would eventually descend on the facility.

As soldiers ran along the fence trying to outpace the migrants, one fired a shot aimed at the 
sky above their heads.  As the bullet whizzed over the beach and fell onto the sand, the 
weaponized drone only Lopez had initially observed, turned, and began moving towards the 
soldiers.

Since humans typically ignored overhead drones, the enforcement along the beach did not 
notice the approaching machine.  Thousands of drones routinely circled over public areas, and 
few people found it necessary to look up whenever one passed by.  But this drone did not appear 
benign.

Unaware, the soldiers continued shouting instructions, until the original shooter realized the 
drone was moving directly towards him.

“Hey!” he yelled, pointing up as the machine’s shadow crossed over his head.
Several running soldiers stopped in stride to cast a concerned eye at the drone, as the 

machine slowed down, stopped and circled around them.
Gliding overhead with determination, the three-foot square standard box drone was 

supported by wings unfolded into a two-foot span.  In an instant, before any soldier could react, 
the drone emitted a deafening whirring sound, and shot a pulse laser beam directly at the 
shooter’s gun, flipping the weapon out of his hands.

Stunned, the rest of the running soldiers all stopped and stared.  But the soldiers next to the 
shooter, instantly opened fire at the machine.  The drone rapidly fired back aiming directly at 
their guns.

“That drone shot at me,” the shooter proclaimed, pointing at the drone as he ran back 
towards the other group of non-shooting soldiers.  “Whose drone is that?  Where did it come 
from?”

As the drone fired in multiple directions, another soldier witnessing the battle on the beach 
aimed his weapon to shoot, but his action was immediately detected.  The machine’s responses 
were much faster than the humans, with precisely aimed lasers, knocking the guns out of the 
soldiers’ hands.  Scanning for more weapons pointed in its direction, the drone flashed beam 
after beam to knock the guns away.



Initially shocked, the soldiers began anticipating the action, and continued to pick up their 
weapons to fire again.  Then two additional soldiers joined in.  The drone doubled, and doubled 
again, the number of beams firing in all directions at once.

In their fury, the soldiers kept shooting, and each became frighteningly aware that he had 
never seen a defensive weapon of this capability.  But as the futile battle continued, the drone 
began to gradually rise higher above the soldiers’ heads, and move back towards the forest.  The 
further away the machine retreated, the less accurate the soldiers’ shots became, but the drone 
did not miss a single weapon it aimed for, and did not stop firing until each soldier yielded, and 
all of the guns lay on the ground.  The astonished soldiers stood empty handed, as they 
acquiesced to the machine’s growing distance.

Throughout the encounter, a senior soldier had frantically been texting his superiors, 
requesting an explanation.  The drone’s existence had not appeared on their coms, only within 
their direct view.  With that conflict, the superiors sent no reply.

As the soldiers bent to pick up their weapons for the last time, a handful kept their eyes on 
the sky as the drone traveled further and further from view.  Others simultaneously watched the 
last of the migrants disappearing into the trees.  The firefight had lasted exactly long enough for 
the aching, weary boat people to prevail over the prepared Filipino military, and reward 
themselves with their own road to freedom.

“What was that?” a soldier exclaimed in disbelief picking up his gun, and staring into the 
empty sky space.

“What did it look like?” said another.  “That was a drone shooting at us.”
“Yeah okay, but who was controlling it?”
“Who knows.”
“I’ve asked for help,” the senior soldier stated.  “But there’s no record of a weaponized 

drone around here.  Did we get video?”
“No…well maybe,” another soldier said pointing to the surveillance camera drone still 

hovering on the beach, on the lookout for the next migrant boat.
“I think that one is too far away.”
“We have to get into the Control Room and check the monitors to find out.”
“That was crazy!  A drone attacked us!  The migrants took off.  How do we explain?”
“Let’s try and get in there, and get answers.”
Inside the Control Room, while the chase and battle were going on at the beach, Lopez had 

waited.  As the soldiers crawled back into her visual at the gate, she could hear them fighting 
over how to describe the escape of the migrants.  

The Network was not reporting a weaponized drone at the scene or shots fired at the 
military.  Both Lopez and the senior soldier had sent texts to find supervisors who had an 
override code for the gates.  But the response would take more than a half hour before 
identifying an officer with the appropriate authority.

When he finally did arrive by transport, the gates opened automatically on command from 
his com.  Captain Chris Martinez was a twenty-year veteran of the Filipino Army who could 
make absolutely no sense out of his soldiers’ frenzied tales of shooting drones and running 
migrants.  He decided only to retrace the detention protocol, as the rules should have been 
executed.

Berating the soldiers for not using their transports, he ignored their desperate attempts to 
explain that the machines would not work.  The browbeating continued for daring to suggest a 
ridiculous scenario where the transports were not responding to The Network’s alert.  The 



soldiers persisted with their stories, Martinez insisted on continuing to reprimand them.
Lopez could not verify that the transports did not work, but confirmed she had no protocol 

for intervening.  Captain Martinez ignored her.
But with Lopez’s help, the soldiers were finally able to direct Martinez to the recorded video 

feed from the shoreline surveillance camera drone which, in 180-degree sweeps of the beach, had 
caught on the periphery, images of the weaponized drone, and audio of the firing at soldiers.

At least Martinez could not deny the story was supported by unadulterated evidence from 
The Network.  In shock, he reluctantly acknowledged the reports of the drone precisely aiming at 
the soldiers’ weapons, but not directly at the humans, and flying away as soon as the migrants 
were out of sight.  But the question he asked was ‘who was controlling it?  Which terrorist, 
anarchist, or anti-government organization had decided to target the Filipino Army?’

After conceded the validity of their stories, Martinez escalated the surveillance video to the 
next level of officials in Manila, the capital.  Every government department slipped into fear.

If word circulated within the military about a sophisticated weapon threatening the country - 
an undetectable drone that could knock guns out of their hands - the soldiers were likely to panic.

If the story appeared on The Internet that migrants could arrive in Mindanao, and make a run 
for freedom without being detained and registered, the country would be inundated.  But as 
officials contemplated the incident with strain and limited hope for a reprieve, the migrant story 
leaked out first.

‘Free to Run,’ headlines lit up The Internet.  ‘Protector drone fires on military, frees 
migrants’ ‘Open door in southern Philippines,’ ‘Unknown freedom fighting drone, protects 
migrants, shoots at military.’  Over and over the stories were posted, forwarded, and re-posted. 
The news caught the attention of all individuals who were in the business of paying watching for 
unexplainable Network activity.  Including Slater James, who had seen undetectable weaponized 
drones turn on humans once before.

Chapter Three

The din of sidebar conversations overwhelmed the delegates to the United Nations Security 
Council committee meeting in New York City.  Ignoring colleagues on both sides, Khadrian 
Laltanca leaned forward in her chair, and scrolled through reports on the monitor projected onto 
her share of the delegates’ table.  If she had been chairing the meeting, the participants would be 
engaged in civilized dialogue and discussion, not the back-and-forth of whispered accusations 
and distrust dominating the session for more than two hours.

As head of the U.N. Security Council’s Special Command for Cyber Security, Kade was in 
charge of protecting the world’s digital borders.  Peacekeepers, the blue helmets, were the U.N.’s 
physical foot soldiers patrolling troubled earthbound areas.  But in cyberspace, the guardians 
were computer engineers and programmers who could virtually engage rogue technologists and 
anarchist hackers with code, encryptions, and firewalls.

A diplomat first, Kade was responsible for managing each nation’s fears and demands 
against the free trade goals of maintaining The Internet open for communication and commerce, 
and The Network operating for surveillance, data integration and human management.  Growing 
up in a small city before training as a lawyer, she was comfortable with many different 



personalities, and her character traits had helped earn her current official position.  But 
unofficially she had been singled out by The Alliance to operate off-the-record when meetings, 
like this one, no longer efficiently functioned on behalf of a waiting world.

A natural leader, with a relentless attention to detail and efficiency, Kade had come to the 
secret organization’s attention through her work at multilateral meetings, and her media 
interviews in multiple languages.  She was exactly the type of person they preferred to recruit to 
work outside every box, each country had already constructed.  In exchange, Kade insisted on 
outlining her own strategies, being her own boss, working directly only with highly capable 
peers of her choosing who challenged her intellect, and her decisions.

Having already submitted a report and made a statement, she had competently dispensed 
with the minimal requirements of U.N. documented requests, and had little or no additional role 
inside the confines of the meeting.  As the discussions whimpered on, Kade contemplated her 
exit.

Gratefully, a minute later, her com flashed.  But as she glanced down, she nearly groaned 
aloud upon realizing the incoming contact request was from Slater.  Despite her trepidation, she 
took advantage of the disruption, and under the guise of receiving an urgent communication, 
picked up her com and bag, and walked out of the meeting room and into a hallway.

“Yes Slater,” she answered after touching a com connection device attached to the back of 
her ear.

“Hello Commander,” Slater cheerfully announced.
“How can I help you?”
“Oh why can you not gently greet me as you used to?  You are breaking my heart.”
“If you’re contacting me, you likely have an extra-curricular assignment you need handled, 

but I possibly may not want.”
“I think you will be interested in this.”
“Really?”
“Yes,” Slater remarked.  “Unfortunately yes.  You are one of the few who understands.”
“Understands what?”
“Undetectable drones shooting at humans.”
Kade stopped walking.  “Okay, yes I understand and…?”
“The situation is also your jurisdiction.”
“I know.  The incident has been confirmed?”
“Yes, people are not exaggerating.  The stories out of The Philippines are real.  An 

undetectable drone appeared and fired at soldiers’ guns.”
“That’s unbelievable.”
“I know.”
“We completed the undetectable drone investigation months ago, and reset all of The 

Network’s—”
“We did.  But we have no idea who or what is operating this radical machine.  Our 

adversaries could be anarchists, terrorists, rogue techs.  The scenario is different this time.”
“Only soldiers are getting shot at?”
“Yes.”
“And no one gets killed?”
“That too.”
“All of the initial analysis has come up empty?”
“Correct.”



“We need a focused tactical team and a rapid response.”
“Yes and officially Special Command has, or will be tasked to investigate.  As usual you 

will have all of the official resources from government sources through the U.N. offices, and all 
the unofficial ones you need.”

“Right.”
“We are considering this a crisis.  I will assume you want to enhance your team with…

specialists.  I will be sending you all of the details the world has gathered to this minute.  Going 
forward, you can determine additional resources.”

“I imagine some of these details are not public.”
“Yes of course, I have more thorough researchers than global media.  You will see I have 

cross-referenced the elements of this incident with possible scenarios.  You will want to manage 
most of this offline.”

“When I see the details, I’ll decide.”
“And for the team?”
“Yes?”
“Do you want me to pull people together?”
“Who do you have in mind?”
“Those with experience?”
“Yes, go ahead and maybe even surprise me.”
“I can or you can tell me who you want around you this time.”
“No, you know who’s needed.  On that I’ll trust you.”
“Okay, I will direct them to meet you in Washington as soon as possible, say 48 hours.  All 

right?”
“Let’s get started within the next twenty-four hours.  I’ll see you there, Slater.”  Kade signed 

off before he could reply.

Chapter Four

A circular fragment of the Amazon rainforest near Manaus in northern Brazil, ended abruptly at 
a logging road twisting up through an entrenched solid green wall of trees.  Around the city, 
ancient rainforest stood under government protection to remind tourists they had entered the 
fabled Amazon jungle.  But ten miles away from the public sight lines, the foliage faded straight 
downwards to cleared land supporting fresh seedlings requiring decades to re-establish its 
original bounty.  The landscape was in a constant battle with the rainforest holding her ground 
beneath each industrial transport truck rolling through under the weight of freshly cut logs.

At the site of the joint U.S.-Brazil owned company Weltern, automated saws were being 
attached to trees as a group of military soldiers stood nearby.  

Across the road were hundreds of protesters, their standing front rows locked arm-in-arm, 
and behind them others held up signs reading: ‘Save the trees,’ ‘No more logging,’ ‘Auto-
logging is killing us faster,’ ‘No logging without jobs.’  Holding silent, they gravely witnessed 
the efficient auto-saw - a machine as long as the tree trunk was wide - snap into place at exactly 
the spot on each tree where the cutting would begin.

Men worked quickly and steadily, ignoring the angry shouts coming from the road.  The 



soldiers tensely paced, eyeing only the protesters, and not the company workers.  Drones from all 
sides flew overhead, photographing the scene for the protesters, law enforcement and the media. 
Few would pay attention to the news stories.  Environmental protests about logging unfolded 
every day, and the frustration was an ongoing complaint.

Weltern’s foreman Norberto Lencho anxiously looked at his com.  Company operations 
were precisely timed and executed.  His team had originally hoped to avoid protesters, but an 
agitator must have revealed the exact location of the logging operation.  Usually the workers 
were in and out of a site in the early morning hours of the first half of the day.  Today when they 
tried to leave, they would have to fight the blocked roads and furious slurs.  His unhappiness 
escalated at the thought.  But he had work to complete.

As each saw was locked onto a tree, his com was updated with a standby signal, he carefully 
watched as one after another, the machines came online.  In total, fifty auto-saws were prepared, 
to topple in a few minutes, trees that had stood for as long as a thousand years.  Cutting them 
down was not an uncomplicated process, permits and controls were required, and reforestation 
had to be included as part of the operation.  For the employees who noticed public rage, there 
were less precarious jobs, not as dangerous, but not as well paid either.

Lencho’s com beeped.  Looking down at the screen, he noted all fifty auto-saws were 
signaling, ‘start.’  He waited, staring at the com.

Direct human action was not required.  The Network knew to activate the operation when 
the saws were ready, and no humans were detected within the tree felling area.  A warning siren 
deployed an invisible magnetic fence to protect from further intrusions as the sawing began. 
After the felling, six-foot long, straight saws would be used to cut the trunks into manageable 
logs for drone cranes to move on to transport trucks destined for the processing facility.

Waiting for the familiar instructions to pass by, Lencho continued to stare at his com.  But 
the screen did not change.  As minutes stretched on, the protesters’ chants grew louder.  The 
soldiers who were also expecting to hear the sawing, began to turn their gaze anxiously from the 
crowd to the workers.  The workers were looking at each other, and at Lencho.  After affixing 
the saws, they had boarded roof-less transports hovering on stand-by near the road.  Like 
Lencho, they had no further direct human action to execute.

“Is there a problem?” the closest employee leaned out of the transport to ask Lencho.  “Why 
hasn’t the sawing started?”

Lencho looked at his com, but did not respond.  All of the Weltern employees had the same 
information, the same static visual displaying the last command from The Network, with no 
further details.  With limited authorization options, Lencho decided to hit reset on his com 
screen.  After a half second, the same message displayed again, ‘start,’ was the only visible 
word.

He requested an error report.  But there was no error.
He requested a start override.  ‘You are not authorized for this action,’ was The Network’s 

reply.
He double-checked if a command had changed, and he had not been informed, or maybe 

even missed, a routine message.  But The Network reconfirmed its sole authority to execute the 
physical sawing operation.

Humans were an artificial addition at a logging site.  The company had pre-programmed the 
process.  The Network directed each step.  But even though drones could have completed all of 
the manual work from beginning to end, the hiring of people to affix the saws was a government 
employment initiative.  Manual labor jobs for the uneducated were scarce.  Whenever there was 



an opportunity to provide relief for the unemployed, the government insisted companies hire 
humans.

As Lencho looked at his com, he knew the company would now have another data point for 
protesting the human labor decision.  He was certain they would blame the workers for this 
delay.  But how could they?

The Network was in charge.
It was The Network that wasn’t reacting, not the humans.
Lencho considered returning to the tree site to determine if he could find a problem.  But 

when he tried to summon a transport, the vehicle would not work either.  The Network displayed 
‘Saws at start.  No transport permitted within felling range.’  Lencho tensed as he felt the entire 
crew staring at him, and the rising impatience of both the protesters and the military.  All were 
waiting.

A soldier came up beside him.  “Why hasn’t the sawing started?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” Lencho began explaining.  “There’s no reason displayed.  It’s just not 

starting.”
“What do you mean, it’s not starting?”
“I mean it’s not starting.”
The soldier skeptically looked at him.  “This crowd is getting noisier, restless.  They’ll only 

back-off when the sawing starts.”
“I know, but there is no override.  The Network has to turn the saws on.”
“You don’t have an override?”
“No, I am not at that level.”  Lencho anxiously scrolled through The Network’s instructions. 

No actions were listed for humans.  He hit ‘Reset’ again.  The screen refreshed, but the 
instructions did not change.

He could sense the crowd inching closer, as if the silence from the forest was their cue to 
take over.  The protesters’ movements were slow and deliberate.  Without a signal for when the 
trees might fall, they would not come too close.  But Lencho could recognize that they were 
feeling emboldened.

“Contact a supervisor.  Who’s in charge of this worksite?”
Lencho did not respond.  The delay etched on, as the crew looked at each other.  The 

company’s regional headquarters were in Manaus.  Lencho silently hoped a manager there would 
have an override code.  Glancing at the soldier waiting anxiously for action, Lencho finally 
summoned his nerve, and hit a communication icon on his com.

“Weltern Base,” a technician answered on the other end.
“Hello,” Lencho responded with a shaking voice.  He had never previously contacted the 

Base, and hardly knew where to begin the conversation.  “Hmm, are you monitoring…
monitoring our work in the field?”

“Me?” the technician replied, surprised and embarrassed by the question.  Operationally his 
job was to monitor The Network surveillance of the company’s worksites, but he had actually 
been playing a football game on his com.  Every monitoring station employed at least one human 
who could lay truth to the name of the facility, and have the building be considered to relate to its 
function.  But his real work, if he had to provide a definition, was to exist inside the station walls 
for six and a half hours each day.  “I mean I’ve got the monitors on.”  He quickly backtracked as 
if to confirm he was, in fact, monitoring.

“Can you see…see the problem at our site?”
“What are you talking about?”  The technician had also never before spoken to a worker in 



the field, and was completely uncertain if he was required to be aware of their activities.  In front 
of him, several video screens displayed camera feeds, but he did not know from where the 
pictures originated.  He quickly touched the locate icon for the incoming communication.

“The saws aren’t working,” Lencho explained.  “The system is on ‘start,’ but the saws are 
not moving.”

“Umm.”  The technician selected several icons in front of him.  Different pictures were 
moving to the front screen, but he could not tell the difference from one to another.  “I don’t 
know about that.”

“Well, there’s a problem.  Can you override the start operation?  Do you have a code?”
“Me?”
“Yeah.”
“I…override…?  Why?”
“Because it’s not working!”  Hoping a brasher stance would encourage the technician, 

Lencho raised his voice.  He realized the task was being thrown over to another person’s 
responsibility, but as a field worker, he expected the technician at a monitoring station to have 
resources, workers in the rainforest could not access.

“Umm, I dunno.  I don’t have any overrides.  I’m a tech and…like…I look at alerts, my 
instructions.”

“Who can override when there’s a problem?”
“That’s a Network command.  The Network checks problems.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yeah of course.  The Network knows if you need an override, and it will alert whoever is 

supposed to...react.”
“But The Network…The Network is not responding to us out here.”
“Well I dunno about that.”
“But there must be another process.  Isn’t there a supervisor or other higher-up there?”
“Here?  In Manaus?  No way, man.  Those types all live in Sao Paolo or Rio.”  Now the 

technician was feeling slightly emboldened.  Maybe he had another level to which questions 
could be tossed.  “Those guys wouldn’t live out here with us.  They’re in the big cities.”

“Well can you contact them?”
“Why?”
“To tell them the operation stopped working!”
The technician’s confidence deflated.  His training had not covered a scenario envisioning 

an unresponsive Network.  “Man, if you don’t have a way, I don’t have a way.  I told you The 
Network finds the problem and fixes it.”

“But The Network is not picking up this problem.”
“I dunno, sorry man, but that’s how I know it works.”
“We have to take action,” Lencho pleaded, knowing both he and the technician had few 

options, and even less authority.
“I dunno man.”  Lencho anticipated the answer as the technician retreated, but he had still 

hoped for more.  Silence enveloped them both.
“Okay, obrigado.  We’ll try to find a workaround.”
“Like how, man?”
“I dunno.”  Lencho signed off.
Next to him, the soldier was still waiting.  “Well?” he asked.
“They don’t have an override at the Base.”



“Try someone else, this crowd is getting louder.”
“I don’t have any…”  Lencho suddenly looked directly at the soldier.  “You try.”
“Me?”
“Yeah, contact your supervisors and tell them we have this problem.  Tell them the crowd is 

getting out of control.  We need them to contact my company for an override.”
The soldier looked back at the chanting crowd, and then at Lencho.  “They’re only standing 

there.  Our supervisors will see them on the camera drone.  I can’t make stuff up.  It’s all 
recorded.”

“Well, tell them it feels like the crowd is going to get out of control.”
“Feels like it?  You can’t 'feel' if The Network can already see and record.  They’ll look at 

the video and tell me to go back to work!”
“Do you want to get out of here?  If those saws don’t start, we’ll all be stuck standing here. 

Do you want to wait?”  The soldier nervously looked at his com, towards the crowd, and back at 
Lencho.  “We’ll end up out here forever!”

The soldier already knew the volatile mix of protesters, workers and the military had been in 
the forest for too long.  Logging company operations usually allowed his soldiers to confirm 
their evening dinner plans without hesitation.  But this delay had pushed back all ideas of a 
familiar schedule.  They were operating in a state of unpredictability which none of them wanted 
to continue.  Contacting a superior officer would be a bold decision with unknown consequences. 
“What do I tell them?” he asked, stalling for time.

Waving his hands to the waiting groups in both directions, Lencho insisted, “Tell them this. 
There’s a Network problem!  The saws won’t start.  The crowd is going to go wild.  Give them a 
description.  Tell them we need an override!”

Bristling under Lencho’s logic, the soldier reluctantly agreed there was little other action 
they could take.  Clenching his com, he sent a text message to his superior.  

Within a few minutes, a reply came back.  Military officials in Manaus were looking at the 
camera drone images, and could see no crowd unrest.  ‘Explain’ was the only detail they 
requested.  “You see,” the soldier said pointing to his com.  “Now you’ve got me in trouble for 
reporting a problem that does not exist.”

“Of course a problem exists,” Lencho responded exasperated.  “We are in it right now. 
They’re looking at the crowd, but there’s a whole scene here they have to understand.  We are all 
stuck here unless we get an override for the saws or the transports.  If we leave the saws, the 
crowd might try and destroy them.  We need help!”

“I tried.  You saw their response.  They won’t help.”
Lencho looked around again, before settling his gaze on the soldier’s gun.  “We have to give 

them a visual they understand.”
“A visual?” the soldier asked.  Lencho pointed at the gun.  The soldier followed the 

direction of his finger.  “My gun?”
“Fire it.”
“Why?  At who?”
“Not at someone.  Up in the air.  Get the crowd, moving, rioting.”
“Are you crazy?”  The soldier nearly shook with alarm.  “I can’t start firing for no reason!”
“We have to provoke the crowd.  Get them charging at you or throwing rocks.  We need to 

attract attention out here.”
“But that’s dangerous.”
“Unrest happens all the time.  You must know how a riot starts.”  The soldier looked at the 



protesters still passively locked in embraced arms, chanting slogans.  “Your supervisors have to 
see a problem.  Let’s give them a problem.  You don’t have to hurt people.  Fire over the crowd. 
They’ll be scared into reacting.”

The soldier began to profusely sweat as the idea germinated.  Firing without provocation at 
peacefully protesting civilians would possibly end his career.  At the same time, Lencho was 
right.  How could they exit the area if the workers could not complete the logging operation?  As 
long as the status on The Network appeared routine, no superior level supervisor would support 
their requests.  “Okay,” the soldier offered.  “Let me talk to my guys.”  Turning, he jogged back 
to the members of his division who were waiting nearby.

Lencho returned to his own co-workers.  “Any change?” one asked.
“Hopefully the military can help us,” Lencho replied.  “Any second now we should receive 

an override.”
“I hope so,” his colleague continued.  “It’s really getting hot.”
Typically at the crest of midday, the trees would have already been felled and loaded onto 

the trucks.  Workers would not be idly standing, sweltering in the Amazon’s juicy heat beneath 
the humid rainforest canopy.

The soldier came trotting back, an extra lightness to his gait.  “Okay,” he announced to 
Lencho.  “We have an idea, watch.”

For a second, Lencho decided to worry about the soldier’s sudden eagerness to fire his gun. 
The military did occasionally exhibit overzealousness.  But with his need to attract official 
attention prevailing over his fears about military action, he stayed silent.  The soldiers’ plan 
could be his team’s only chance for receiving outside help to depart from the work site.

He glanced back towards the crowd, and could see a half dozen soldiers taunting the 
protesters, gesturing forward with their guns as they ordered them to move back off the road. 
The soldiers kept a two to three foot distance from the assembly, but swung their arms out 
towards them, shouting, and forcing the depth of the group to flatten and thin out along the 
asphalt.

The protesters, as the soldiers knew, had little room for retreating.  Already aligned along 
the edge of the pavement, people were avoiding recently planted young trees on the private 
property behind them.  If they stepped back, they would be both trampling the seedlings and 
trespassing.  Realizing this predicament, the line began pushing forward, trying to remain on the 
road’s paved shoulder to avoid crossing into the property.

The resistance was the opening the soldiers anticipated.  As the first movement forward 
brought the front protesters within a foot of the soldiers, gunshots rang out over their heads.

A second group of soldiers, standing out of sight of the confrontation, were firing from 
behind a nearby covering of trees.  Tracing the trajectory of the bullets, Lencho quickly turned, 
but stopped on a visual approaching through the dense forest cover.

The soldiers’ actions had attracted the attention, not of distant supervisors in a far off city, 
but of a rapidly moving and whirling drone.  Looming in the sky above them, the machine 
zoomed towards the firing soldiers.  Searching for cover, Lencho waved his crew off the open 
transports, and pointed towards the trees.  The approaching drone was clearly not for an 
industrial site or surveillance.  Civilian drones were silent, and displayed location signals on The 
Network.  But when Lencho looked at his com, only the camera drone coordinates were 
displayed on his screen.  

The approaching drone was not being detected.
The soldiers, intent on their actions, had not noticed the machine’s movement towards them. 



Neither had the protesters.
The panic between the crowd and soldiers was rising.  Lencho observed his workers 

retreating to positions away from the action, as the protesters realized the soldiers’ bullets were 
flying into the air above their heads.  This fact redoubled the crowd’s resolve.  Since the military 
was not shooting directly at civilians, they started to push back against the soldiers.

Lencho could see the supervising soldier furiously texting.  Now he could give the 
supervisors at their Base, a visual they could process and support.  But the look of triumph on the 
soldier’s face quickly turned to shock as the undetected drone moved into position above the 
firing soldiers’ heads.

The soldier looked up at it.
All heard the drone’s whirr become the sound of a firing mechanism.  Before the soldiers 

could respond, the drone aimed its laser and shot at their weapons, knocking the metal from their 
hands.  A few soldiers screamed in panic, prompting their colleagues who were directly battling 
with the protesters to turn towards them.  The protesters surged forward.  But they had also seen 
the drone’s action, and stopped short of confrontation as they stared at the firing drone.

“That drone,” a protester proclaimed, pointing his com to the sky.  “It’s shooting at them.”
The soldiers were all staring at the drone.  Then one, who was in among the protesters and 

not the original firing group, recovered his role, aimed his gun at the drone, and pulled the 
trigger.

At the same instant, the drone moved to swirl towards him.  With a precision astonishing all 
onlookers, the machine avoided the soldiers and civilians surrounding the shooter, and fired 
back, hitting only the soldier’s weapon out of his hands.  Bunched together near the disarmed 
soldier, protesters screamed as they pushed against each other.  But terror had simultaneously 
prompted most civilians to join soldiers in a frantic run up the road.  Waves of people clashed 
into one another as they sought to escape.

Alarmed, Lencho and his team backed up further into the forest as the first group of soldiers 
scrambled for their lost weapons.  Another round of shooting began.  The drone responded, 
focusing its astonishing accuracy on their weapons.

Scattering in all directions, the protesters and non-shooting soldiers were now a unified 
audience, transformed in their shared panic to stop and watch the battle as if the confrontation 
had been scheduled.

The show did not last long.
As the sound of more transports and more drones approaching enveloped the scene, the 

separated groups unfroze from their tracks.  The supervising soldier’s frantic texts, and sudden 
images of rioting scenes from the camera drone had finally prompted the military to send law 
enforcement support from the closest Base.

Hearing reinforcements arrive, the shooting soldiers tired of retrieving their weapons.  With 
all hostile guns lying on the rainforest floor, the undetectable drone suddenly rose higher into the 
sky, and retreated faster than any soldier could call out to track its departure.

All had seen the firing drone.  But no one had its signal on their coms.  Even satellite 
scanners could not discover the machine.

Dazed, the retreating protesters turned back towards the arriving scene of re-enforcements, 
and began cooperatively clearing the area as they eyed the sky, watching for more firing drones 
to materialize.

Lencho and his co-workers emerged from their forest hideouts.  He quickly convinced one 
of the recently arrived senior military officers to contact their company headquarters about the 



unresponsive auto-saws, the riot and the firing drone.
A company executive in Sao Paolo tried to run an override code to start the auto-saws, but it 

too failed to work.  The company realized The Network was no longer processing the command 
to cut down trees.  The baffled executive considered switching to manual operations, but the plan 
would require more employees than they had on site or in the region.

He escalated the issue, but also had to relieve the workers.  There was little more to be done 
that day.

By cancelling the operation, the executive could use an override code for the transports, to 
permit the team of workers to return to the trees to manually remove the auto-saws.

The few protesters who were still nearby, assumed their stance had been successful.  They 
cheered the company’s capitulation, posted notices and photos of their triumph to The Internet, 
along with conflicting reports of a protector drone coming to their rescue.

Lencho and his men hung their heads in defeat as they swiftly worked to pack up their 
equipment under military supervision.  But as they moved in silence, performing manual labor 
with only the indomitable ancient trees as witnesses, each worker was considering the same 
questions:

Why didn’t The Network respond?  And what was that firing drone?

Chapter Five

“Do you really want to be on this team too?” Kade remarked to Roman as she faced him over 
dinner in their New York City apartment.  Since her day’s meetings had extended into the 
evening, when she had arrived home, their children were already in bed.

Roman had been asleep, fully dressed with a projected screen displaying news 
programming, hovering in front of his face.  She had awoken him with a kiss.  But her 
contentment immediately faded when he told her Slater had already contacted him to confirm the 
undetectable drones incident in The Philippines.

“Of course,” he replied entwining her hand in his.  “I think Special Command could use my 
experience and expertise.”

“The Alliance works so much more efficiently when its best agents are on the inside.”
“Yes we do.”
“But we made a pact for the kids.”
“Our promise is still in place.  Going to D.C. will be temporary.  I’ve got my mother on 

stand-by.  She’s up for babysitting as always, looking forward to it in fact.  Her re-programmers 
are being warmed up.”

“You already contacted her?”
“Yeah, I wanted to make sure we were all set.”
“You’ve thought this through.”
“Yes of course.”
“Except...”
“Except what?”
Kade hesitated, and in a near whisper stated, “The last time we worked together, you went 

off on a trajectory that almost destroyed our relationship.”



Roman grimaced.  “No more unauthorized activities, Commander.  I promise.”
“You realize we actually have no idea how long this assignment will last.  Or where in the 

world it will take us.”
“Of course we have no idea.  That’s why we’re on the job.  We can work without a precise 

plan, without The Network.  You, me and a few other people know how to handle this.  We 
know how to execute on our own analysis.”

“The details here are on another level.  These stories about the drone—”
“You mean besides the fact that it’s happening at all?”
“Well yes.  Why are these incidents happening?  We worked directly on fixing The 

Network’s code on undetectable drones—”
“At the time we were working with all of the data we had available.  That’s the problem. 

That’s always the problem.  Every time we make changes to Network security, hackers 
immediately figure out the details.  We can never know all of the possible permutations of the 
system’s behavior.  We uncovered The Network creating its own code based on the recording 
and re-analysis of human physical actions.  Humans can unintentionally manipulate code into 
reacting in unpredictable scenarios.  I know we have spent nearly two years trying to unravel 
how this occurs, but the possibilities are infinite.  Any one can manifest at any time.”

“We will have to work through the analysis all over again.”
“That’s our job.”
“Together?”
“For as long as it takes.”
Kade’s com buzzed.  Picking up the device, she looked at the text.  “Could be longer.”
“Why?”  Roman leaned forward to look at her com screen.
“Another incident.  Another undetectable drone firing at humans.”
“No way!  Where?”
“Brazil.”  She shook her head.  “It’s really happening again.  But I tell you Roman, this time 

we have to move faster on the investigation.  We have got to stop this before the whole situation 
escalates out of our control.”

Chapter Six

Into a bend of black sheathing wall papering outer space, U.S. and Russian satellites launched on 
the same day settled next to each other, 22,000 miles above the earth’s equator.  Neither 
government had planned for the complex titanium cylinders to be orbiting close together.  But 
with no conflicts in overlapping coordinates, the displeased countries respected international 
protocol, and held silent.

Interference arising from the rapid proliferation of geostationary satellite launches was the 
number one issue in the global communications infrastructure.  Aside from the foreseeable 
intrusions instigated by Intelligence agencies, inadvertent interference was the subject of several 
treaties, and countless offline and official discussions.  But demand far exceeded supply for 
exclusive orbital slots as countries, businesses, media organizations, and thousands of wealthy 
individuals and sponsored rogue techs launched and maintained their own exclusive satellite 
connections.



International agreements had been signed, and accords established.  But the battle for outer 
space parking continued unabated.  For all, more advanced technology was the weapon of choice 
for settling disputes.  Governments did not want to shoot down satellites or engage in prolonged 
negotiations.  Instead each country, company and individual, preferred to outmaneuver the next 
in the race for communications superiority.

Within that fragile resolution, the newly launched satellites spun into their respective 
positions, and aligned with the assigned frequencies.  As the launches completed in the vacuum 
of space, no step looked extraordinary.

Inside the Kennedy Space Center launch site in Cape Canaveral, Florida, the completion 
status alert light flashed on Janna Marric’s console at precisely the predicted time.  Outside, the 
region’s warm beach sands and flowing waves of the United States’ southeast Atlantic Ocean 
coast had enticed visitors for generations, and become the established focal point for the popular 
imagination’s vision of humans’ reach into space.

Inside, sun-lit tourists wandered through the simulated shuttle launch control room, and 
gaped at pictures of early space exploration.  The images on the walls, the magnetic rooms 
around them, and the town’s sidewalks were populated with mission specialists, engineers, 
scientists and astronauts lingering among the swimsuits, sandals, and sunscreen.

Cape Canaveral was a blended location.  The local residents did not assume any suspicious 
activity arose from the people wearing suits, khakis, bikinis or no coverings at all, as they 
merrily interacted with one another on the sandy coast.

But not all of the resident professionals were a new generation of star seekers.  In full sight 
of the sustained visitor traffic staring appreciatively through the floor-to-ceiling glass windows 
of the public viewing areas, select Cape Canaveral technologists were coding and implementing 
advanced applications designed to provide cyberspace security against suspected rogue tech-
controlled satellites.

The United States and the European Union hid a privately-owned, jointly-managed satellite 
tracking test facility inside the historic space station.  None among the t-shirt and flip-flop 
wearing day trippers would have suspected that part of the enduring battle for control of The 
Network was being played out in real-time right before their eyes.

“Are we online?” a voice came up behind Janna as she read the alert report on the monitor. 
She turned to look at fellow engineer Dustin Chu approaching to stand next to her.  The two 
were at the frontlines of the U.S. government’s official response to the advances of rogue 
technologists.  Both had been heavily recruited from their science and technology university 
programs.

Educated techs who accepted government offers were usually driven by loyalty or national 
pride, or the opportunity to learn the secret, challenging protocols the official teams were 
developing at a pace that could challenge any private operator.  In government service, the 
mandate may be restricted, but the advances were not.  The informed and prepared, like Janna, 
who had original ideas for protecting the world’s digital infrastructure were welcome and 
admired in their circle.  But she was also expected to conform to the government’s constrained 
parameters as capably as she could manage.

“Yes,” Janna replied, pointing to the screen.  “We are online.  We are finally taking a shot at 
Cyber Army satellite communications.  A lot of people have waited a long time for this day.”

Chu leaned down and looked at the monitor.  “Awesome, let’s contact Toulouse.”  Sitting 
down next to Janna to project a com screen, he began entering a secure contact protocol code.

With monitor screens strategically shaded from the viewing public, Cape Canaveral’s team 



tracked the orbital space activities of the self-proclaimed Cyber Army, a loosely-formed group 
responsible for launching strategic and persistent attacks against government Network controls. 
The rogue tech organization had succeeded in stepping out of Network security’s view by 
building, and effectively using, its own untraceable digital on- and off-ramps to the public 
Internet.  Identifying the coders’ locations, and revealing their plans was vital to private satellite 
owners as well as the global military and government communication infrastructure.

Although often associated with rogue technologists in general, the Army was, in reality, the 
designation’s more organized brethren.  One faction illegally disrupted law enforcement, military 
and government servers in the name of personal liberty.  Another focused on corporate and 
media locations managing online consumer profiles.  All declared the fight was about personal 
privacy, the right to be left alone, a deceptive government’s manipulation of technological 
advances, the corporate profit agenda tied to endless advertising, and a deliberately under-
educated populace’s inability to defend itself.

No democratic government had been able to win the cooperation of its courts in preventing 
the Cyber Army, or at least the public version of the group, from winning the right to launch 
private civilian satellites, build camouflaged server farms, or transmit over the public airwaves, 
existing for humanity by the grace of God or chance’s formation of the earth.  Their retaliation 
lay only in more sophisticated technology.  If governments in facilities like the operation at Cape 
Canaveral could respond before rogues techs aligned their own resources, the official world 
could at least improve its monitoring, understanding and defenses to the Cyber Army’s actions 
and resources.

On the ground in Florida, Chu’s contact communication to a parallel team working at 
another monitoring station outside Toulouse, France transmitted within one second.  “We are 
on,” Chu confirmed as both sides acknowledged the connection.

The Control Room around the Cape Canaveral team resembled the inside of a hundred 
airplane cockpits.  In a semi-circular formation, projected and physical video screens lined the 
walls from the ceiling above to sitting armrest level.  Two dozen technologists twisted in office 
chairs facing separate monitoring sections labeled by orbital sectors.

“Excellent,” the team from France responded.  “Let’s execute step 2 and—”
“Wait,” Janna interrupted.  “I’m sorry but…there’s a...”  She pointed to a visual emanating 

on a monitor for one of the satellite’s onboard cameras.
“That’s the satellite,” Chu answered, surprised.
“No, it’s not.”
“Of course it is.”
“Is there a problem?” asked a voice from Toulouse.
“That’s not the satellite we want,” Janna replied.
“Of course it is,” Chu interjected.  “The Network is reporting our satellite, look.”  He 

pointed to another monitor screen.
“No, you look.”  Janna pointed to a different screen.  “That’s a Russian satellite.”
“No, it’s not.  I’m looking right at the report.”
“And I’m looking right at the camera feed.  I can clearly see a Russian satellite.”
The Toulouse team interrupted again, “What are you seeing?  Where is the problem?”
Janna hit the ‘mute’ icon.  “Look at this,” she said to Chu pointing to the screen with one 

hand, and swinging his chair towards her with the other.  “Look at the image.”
Chu reluctantly rotated his body and blinking once, his silence conceded she was correct. 

The visual showed a Russian satellite.  The name and flag could clearly be seen by the camera’s 



image, and more importantly its coordinate signals were aligned with global protocols.  Turning 
back to his monitor he viewed, consistent with a rogue satellite detection, The Network was 
reporting the same image as an unidentified, unauthorized satellite, and preparing to run through 
the scanning application the team was currently testing.  “I don’t understand,” he whispered. 
“Why does The Network think that,” he pointed again to the visual monitor, “is the rogue 
satellite?”

Janna began running error checking protocols through The Network, but the system did not 
change its report.  “The visual locked on the Russian satellite,” she replied in panic.  “Our new 
scanner will be detected by the Russians.  We have to shut the program down.”

“Shut down?  We don’t have the authorization.”
“We cannot let the Russians know about this scanning program.”
“But how do we shut down?”
Janna hesitated.  “I don’t know.  Let’s get Toulouse back on.”  They reconnected with the 

team in Europe.
After explaining the conflict between The Network and the video feed, the response from 

Europe was muted.  Toulouse had identical visuals, and had already descended into operational 
confusion.  “The Network must be right and the visual wrong,” the French supervisor began. 
“The report details on The Network say that’s the satellite we want.”

“The Network could be right,” Janna replied.  “And wrong.  Why would the program point 
the camera at a random Russian satellite instead of the rogue one it claims to have located? 
Either way, we have a problem.  We have to shut the program down.”

“We cannot shut down.  The program is already running.”
“We have to override the functions.”
“We cannot do that either.  We are contractors to the U.S. military, for testing only.  We are 

not given the override codes.”
“Then we have to tell the U.S. military.  This incident could trigger a Russian defensive 

reaction, and they have to stop it.”
“But we need a complete explanation, not only a human visual.  The Network is correctly 

reporting the program status.  We cannot tell them we’re guessing it’s wrong.”
“We are not guessing.  The protocol or The Network has targeted the wrong satellite.  We 

cannot let the program run.”
“But we do not have an explanation.”
“We have to at least warn them with the information we’ve got.”
“But I do not understand.  You want to tell them to stop their multi-million dollar test 

program on your visuals...with no Network verification?”
Janna did not hesitate.  “Yes, because there’s a clear conflict on The Network.”
“Well, you will be on your own.  We are not going to agree.  We are not going to stop the 

program protocols on our end.”
“But can’t you see where this is leading?”  Janna raised her voice, pointing at the screen. 

“The Russians will detect—”
“We are following The Network’s instructions.”
“But—”
“Janna!” a voice shouted to her from across the room.  Janna turned to see the face of a 

communication technician turning ashen as he gaped at her while pointing to a screen.
“What happened?” Janna demanded, rising from her chair and walking towards him.  She 

left Toulouse hanging on com.



“We...we…”  The technician was trembling as he continued to point at the screen.
“What?”
“We triggered…a…we triggered a Russian alert.”
“No!”  Janna gestured for the technician to move.  He jumped out of the way in time for her 

to position into his seat.  “Oh no!”  She quickly entered a stand-down signal code as Chu came 
running up behind them.

The Network did not respond.  
She turned back to Chu.  “Get back on com and tell Toulouse to look at this and tell me 

again I’m guessing!” she shouted as Chu hurried back to the communications console.  “Tell 
them we need an override code right now!  We have to tell the military to turn this program off!”

“How did this happen?” the terrified monitoring technician asked from above Janna’s head.
“We have no idea,” Janna replied turning to the monitor flashing both U.S. and Russian 

defensive reaction messages to monitoring stations around the world.  “But we better pray 
Russian alerts run a hostility verification protocol.  Because if not, a global power has just been 
provoked into an excuse for war.”

*

...the story continues in The Unbroken Line: A Future Tech Cyber Thriller by Case Lane

For future tech news, updates on new book releases, exclusive promotions, and secret story 
details revealed only to the Special Command or Cyber Army teams, visit Case's website at 
http://www.claneworld.com and sign up for Global Intelligence Insiders' list.

Or click here to go directly to the sign-up page and receive a free PDF Guide to the Future.

Case Lane’s Spinning World of books includes three fiction suspense thriller series, non-
fiction, and spiritual genres.  Read more at her website www.claneworld.com.
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