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To Sue, who gave us edits to this book as she literally waited in the hospital room for her breast cancer surgery.
There is no more true dedication.
burn-in: “the continuous operation of a device (such as a computer) as a test for defects or failure prior to putting it to use.”
—Merriam-Webster Dictionary
The following is a work of fiction.
However, all the places, trends, technologies, and incidents in it are drawn from the real world.
CAPITOL HILL
Washington, DC
The man’s greasy red beard and braided Viking-style Mohawk had likely not been washed in a couple weeks, but the way that he cradled his AR-15 assault rifle made it clear he took care of what most mattered to him. And Special Agent Lara Keegan of the FBI’s Washington Field Office would have bet a month’s salary the Viking cleaned that weapon each and every day.
Side-eyeing him through the passenger-side window of a dated black Chevy Tahoe SUV, Keegan delicately folded the wax-paper-thin orange-tinted nanoplastic that she had laid out on the vehicle’s dashboard. It gave her something to do while they waited in traffic, plus it kept her hands visible for the Viking to see.
Everything from Louisiana Avenue on up to Union Station was at a standstill. A few drivers honked in frustration, but the rest of the vehicles idled without complaint. That was the easiest way to tell which had a human at the wheel; machines knew not to waste their energy on emotional inefficiency.
Keegan made sure the nanoplastic’s gold unidirectional filament was aligned with the crease, and then gently pulled on the next fold of the sheet. As she did, a blue minivan crept into the lane next to them, blocking her view of the Viking. The parents in the front seats were ignoring their two kids in the back trading punches over a suitcase wedged between them. She hoped for their sake it was the end, rather than the start, of a family vacation.
The minivan moved a foot forward and she got a better view of the Viking. The AR-15 was airbrushed a mottled gray and black. So he’d kitted it out for urban combat operations. And, yep, there it was. Peeking out from under the man’s red beard was a tactical throat microphone. It was the same kind once only used by special operations teams, designed to allow subvocal, hands-free communication during a firefight. Now anyone could buy one.
The next step in the build required Keegan to look down for just a microsecond. She carefully slid a needle-like spine inside the crease of the folded sheets.
“Hello, World,” she said quietly to herself, reciting the mantra of expectant computer programmers dating back before her grandparents’ day.1
As she quickly looked back to the side, to ensure the Viking hadn’t moved, the folds in the orange structure opened up into an origami form of a robotic praying mantis, six tiny hairlike legs unfurling.2 It gave Keegan a tiny moment of satisfaction to know that she’d created the only thing that seemed to be moving this morning.
The SUV moved an entire foot, then braked hard enough to tip the mantis over. A freshly washed black four-door sharecar wedged itself into their lane mere inches ahead of a dirty red hatchback with cracked roof solar panels. It was just one tiny skirmish in the all-encompassing war between billions of lines of software code, each fighting to make society function smoothly, while simultaneously screwing over their market competitors.
“Bot fight coming,” said Keegan. “Two cars up.”
Another gleaming black car braked to let other vehicles pass. It was all part of the game. A vehicle might perch on the edge of the traffic line, not close enough to block the neighboring lane, but enough to set off the automated detection protocols, tricking its counterpart into stopping to creep around the perceived obstacle. Or it might be what the fleet of black cars were up to evidently. If two vehicles detected a rival company’s car behind them, they would set up a moving screen, driving in parallel at the lowest legal speed.
And Keegan was stuck behind it all, playing with a robot in the passenger seat, trying to ignore a newbie agent nervously tapping a steering wheel that required nothing of him.
“You should call their complaint number,” said Special Agent Aiden Griffin. “Or should I override and clear a path?” He’d been out of the FBI Academy a little over a year and still had that too-eager voice; that was why he had the backup-chauffeur job.
That was the only sacrifice the systems would make to the algorithmic gods of efficiency—the law enforcement vehicle protocol had been required for legalization of autonomous vehicles. At the simultaneous signals of a short-range radio wave and siren blast, the battles for speed and position would cease and all vehicles were required to pull to the side of the road.
“Don’t touch anything,” Keegan commanded. “You do that and ‘FBI seen on way to Union Station’ will be in the newsfeeds before we even make it a block,” she explained.
The drive out to the downtown train station and subway hub hadn’t been a planned operation, just a quick response to a flash alert that necessitated an FBI presence. It was likely a wild goose chase, but they had to assume whoever was behind it would be monitoring any activity of interest in the area.
Griff started picking at the sole of his shoe as the tension built, flicking out a small rock that had gotten lodged in one of the ridges. The nervous fixation annoyed Keegan because he wasn’t keeping his eye on their environment.
“I get the rest, but what’s the hat for?” she asked.
Each day Griff came to work as if dressed for a raid: sleek gray tactical pants and a too-tight black long-sleeved sensor-defeat shirt. He also wore a cumbersome tactical vest, which he was always trying to find a reason to wear.
“Keeps the sun off,” he said of the knit black watch cap he had pulled low, almost touching his eyebrows.
“Seriously? It’s a winter hat.”
“Sweat gets in my eyes otherwise.”
“Because you’re wearing the hat.” She reached back, grabbed a ballcap with “FBI” on the front, and offered it to him. “Here, this is actually what you need.”
“Nah, I’m good,” he said.
She tossed the hat back behind them. “Suit yourself,” she said, point made.
She picked up the origami robot off the dashboard and began to move it back and forth through the air, the way kids played with toy planes. Sweeping it slowly across the horizon, her eyes tracked what was happening in the distance behind it.
“Yep, right there. Just about your two o’clock. One coming down from the distro facility in the Post’s old printing plant in College Park.”3 Zooming the mantis back out, she aimed the triangular point of its head at the eight-rotor delivery drone flying above, an imaginary line running from her tiny robot to the larger one in the sky.4
“As that thing flies over to deliver its beet juice or spare charger or whatever, it’s just soaking up data to mine and sell. That’s where the real money is. You set off the siren and it’ll flag us to anybody who’s buying that drone’s feed right now.” Keegan tipped the tiny robot in the direction of the Viking. “Plus, there’s no telling how our friend with the AR-15 will react to the excitement.”
“We’re taking too long, though,” Griff said.
On that, the newbie was right. She used the robotic mantis’s beak like a stylus, tapping it on the “Time to Destination” option on the vehicle’s map display. In the rush out, they hadn’t been able to reserve one of the newer vehicles in the FBI’s fleet, so the display was the old-school, hard-screen kind, rather than a heads-up display that projected up onto the window.
She didn’t need to say anything. It had read seven minutes when they left the office and they’d already been in the SUV for twelve minutes, with another six blocks to go. No plan survived first contact with the enemy or DC traffic. So it was time to change it. Keegan pressed the FBI pin in her jacket lapel that doubled as the send button for her radio.
“Control, this is Keegan. We’re stuck here. Permission to get out and leg it?”
She could hear Griff’s quiet groan at the idea of leaving the car on the sweltering spring day.
“We can cut across Lower Senate Park and get there in the time it’ll take us to move another half block in this car,” she said. Keegan intentionally used the formal title of the green space that divided the Senate office buildings from Union Station, knowing that’s what the wall map back in the FBI Operations Center displayed, rather than what the Viking and everybody else would have called it: Patriots Camp.
In the earbud in her right ear, Keegan could hear the voice of her boss, Assistant Special Agent in Charge Harrison Noritz, having a muffled conversation with the others back in the Operations Center.
“I think that makes sense,” Noritz replied directly to Keegan. “You aren’t moving at anything over walking speed anyway. But use discretion, given the . . . sensitivities there.”
“You heard the man,” Keegan told Griff, crumpling the origami robot in her hand and slipping the balled-up nanoplastic into her pocket. “Set it on RUR. No sense in FBI property getting blown up at the station’s parking garage along with us.”
With the required permission from the human bureaucracy, Griff gave the machine its authorization, setting the vehicle on “Roam Until Recall,” to drive about until called back to their location for pickup. The vehicle quickly lurched forward a few inches. “Now you start moving,” Griff huffed. But it was only the autodrive resetting to the more precisely programmed follow distance in its traffic protocol.
As Keegan slammed the passenger-side door shut, she gave an open-handed slap onto the SUV’s window, as if giving the machine a high five. The titanium of her wedding ring made a reassuring ping as it rapped against the glass. Griff looked over and gave Keegan a thumbs-up that wasn’t needed. The slap was just an old ritual of Keegan’s from when she’d had to exit armored vehicles in far more dangerous places.
As she moved around the blue minivan, Keegan saw the dad escalating the argument, jabbing the air with his fingers while he yelled at the kids. Asshole. She could also see that the Viking had moved, and not in a good way. His lips were opening and shutting in the staccato style of a professional sharing a rapid update with someone on the other end of a command network. More important, his finger had flicked off the safety and moved down into the rifle’s trigger guard.
Keegan walked slowly toward the Viking, with her hands held palms out. “Hands where he can see them,” she hissed at Griff.
As they closed, Keegan caught a whiff of that old familiar smell of goat crossed with Break-Free cleaning solvent. She’d been right about both the hair and the gun.
“That’s far enough,” growled the Viking.
Keegan paused and scanned the area ahead of her. She stood near the start of a central lane that ran through the camp that had sprung up on the seven blocks of park bordering the Capitol building. A row of tents ran along each side of the path, covering ground that members of Congress had been using as a landing area for autonomous personal aircraft. None of the tents were uniform, ranging in size from Improved Combat Shelters—the Army version of a one-person pup tent—to massive AirBeam inflatable barrack buildings. Here and there, a few brightly colored civilian camping tents livened up the sand and jungle green of military surplus. But that’s where any disorganization ended. All of it was squared off and as clean as could be. Even the gravel in the pathway had been recently raked into the wavelike patterns of a Zen garden; whoever had that duty had evidently served in INDOPACOM.
“You know the agreement,” the Viking said as he tipped the gun toward the edge of the cement, which also aimed it just before their feet. “No cops inside. Only those that paid their dues. Step on the green and y’all will get your asses handed to you . . . again.”
Keegan still got angry every time video of that confrontation flashed through her feed. The DC police had gone in dumb, thinking they could roust out the camp with the same tactics that worked on angry students or farmers. But batons and pepper spray were nothing to a couple thousand veterans who’d been through far worse. No one was ready yet to copy what General Douglas MacArthur had done to the Bonus Marchers over a century earlier and bring in tanks.5 So instead, a rough truce had been made. Traffic was allowed on the streets that ran through the parks, but everything in between—now known as Patriots Camp—was the veterans’ turf, to run as they saw fit. At least until Congress paid up.
“Not a cop, but a federal agent,” Keegan said. “More importantly, I’m one of you. I have just as much right to be here as you do.”
Behind the Viking, a woman emerged from a tent set up at the park’s edge. It was pixelated desert tan, evidently military surplus, with a sign directing journalists to register there. Keegan knew enough about electronics, though, to recognize that the array of antennae peeking from the top was not merely for linking up to the news networks. When the DC police had tried to storm the camp, the veterans had thrown up a digital blockade, not just jamming radios, but tossing up so much electronic noise that the cops’ surveillance drones had literally fallen from the skies.
The woman was in her late twenties, diminutive, with a matte black eyebrow stud and dreadlocks. While the Viking was in green digital camo, cut off just above the knees into a pair of ragged shorts, Dreadlocks was in blue Navy coveralls. As she came closer, Keegan spied the name “Richter” stitched on the right, as well as the blue, gold, and red stripes of a Presidential Unit Citation on her sleeve. That and the fact that she carried no weapons indicated she was higher up in the camp’s ranks.
“Everything OK, Red?” she asked, looking only at the Viking, as if the two FBI agents didn’t exist. Keegan tried not to smile at the typically creative service nickname.
“This lady cop says that she can come in, that she’s one of us.”
“You don’t say,” Richter replied, leaning forward as she stared directly at Keegan. Her breath smelled of mint stim gum, which took Keegan back to her own deployments and the cravings that followed. “Prove it.”
Keegan slowly pushed up her left sleeve to just beneath the elbow. There, 1 inch below the elbow and 2 inches above the wrist, was a tattoo of an eagle above a globe crossed by an anchor. Three names were below it, each in a different font: Ferry, Rodriguez, Anton. Keegan covered the tattoo with her hand, just to show that it was sized according to Marine regulations, just like she’d had to do for her NCO the morning after she’d come back to the barracks with it.6
Richter nodded her approval, not having to ask what the three names meant. “How about you?” she asked Griff.
Before he could answer, Keegan said, “He’s with me. We just need to cut through to the station.” Griff nervously cracked his knuckles while Richter briefly looked him over.
“Sorry, no can do.” Now, she only looked at Keegan, ignoring Griff again. “Only those that served.”
There wasn’t time to argue.
Keegan turned to Griff. “Head back to the vehicle. Link back up with me when you get there.”
Griff looked like he was going to argue with her—the Academy certainly didn’t teach you to leave your partner behind in a camp full of armed protesters—but Keegan cut him off.
“I’ll be fine. Any of them could have shot me back in the Corps, so why do it now? Move,” she said more emphatically, signaling an order. “We don’t have time to waste.”
At that Griff turned and headed back to the SUV, which had only driven itself another 7 feet.
At Keegan’s impatience, Richter looked at her quizzically. “I got this, Red,” she said to the Viking. “I’ll escort her through.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he said, the chain of command clear.
Richter motioned for Keegan to follow.
Keegan had mixed emotions about it all. She’d been asked to march more than once, but declined every time. She’d varied her excuses—sometimes it was an FBI training course she claimed she couldn’t get out of, other times a family commitment. But it was really because she just didn’t like where it all had ended up.
Of course, she understood their anger. The toxic combination of an economic collapse and a screwed-up political system had done a job on the benefits they were supposed to get after their service. Everyone was suffering, but it was the inequity of it all that had sparked the movement. Civilian Social Security checks were automatically adjusted higher by law, but not the veterans’ benefits, which had to be voted on each year.7 That one little difference, and the pedestal that veterans were put on in politics, had made their checks the hostages that the two parties used to bargain for what they wanted. Anyone in the military knew that being a pawn for politicians was part of the deal, but not in a way that also harmed their families.
So the response had been familiar to anyone with military tactics: advance toward the threat. A million-strong march of vets from around the nation had shown up in DC to “occupy” Congress.
But that was the thing about anger—once you got organized around it, it could never be satisfied. Most of the vets had gone home after Congress had buckled and the checks had been adjusted. But a decent amount had decided to stay on until Congress also met their demands for guaranteed jobs, housing, and, well, pretty much anything else anyone who’d given more than their fair share felt they deserved. This was the part Keegan wasn’t too comfortable with—the idea that they deserved more not just because they were owed it, but because they were better than those who owed them, and whose rules they no longer had to follow.
It was maybe because she wasn’t really owed anything; she could never really repay what the Corps gave her. She had joined up a few weeks short of college graduation. She had seen one of those recruitment ads about how the Marines chose to run toward trouble. For her, it had been about fleeing it. The University of Washington Tacoma was 2,936 miles from Parris Island, South Carolina, but even after a cross-country bus ride, at times it still felt too close. After boot camp, the Marines had sent her a few thousand miles farther, to yet another place and time she’d rather not remember, but for different reasons. Forgetting was a necessity, just like it was for a nation that had simply come to accept the sight of veterans bathing in the Reflecting Pool as the price of staying a superpower.
“What’s your story, Marine turned Fed?” asked Richter. “Where’d you serve?”
“Keegan. Lara. E-5,” Keegan answered, using official shorthand for the enlisted rank that anyone in another service would recognize as a sergeant. “Marine 1st Law Enforcement Battalion, most of it in the Sandbox. You?”
“MP unit, eh? That answers how you ended up becoming a cop afterward,” Richter replied. “Me? Radar tech on the Zumwalt, most of our time off Hawaii.”
“No shit,” said Keegan. “I’ve been to the Smithsonian exhibit.”
“Yeah, that was exactly what it was like.”
“Smelled better than the ship, I bet.”
Richter got an annoyed look and brushed a rogue dreadlock off her face. She was evidently still getting used to their length.
Keegan had done the same thing when she got out. After years of someone else telling you how to live your life, all the way down to the exact length of your hair, you wanted to have control, even just over your looks. Now, she compromised, wearing the straight black hair she’d gotten from her father’s side of the family in an angular bob that hit just past her jawline. It was barely long enough to pull back into a half-ponytail when she needed it out of her eyes—or just needed a change.
Keegan nodded and edged slightly ahead of her, a less than subtle signal to Richter that they needed to pick up the pace beyond casual walking speed. She didn’t have time for a get-to-know-you talk. The increase in speed, though, caused the sciatic nerve running down her right hip to fire. She suppressed a wince. It felt like a shot of electricity, followed by the muscles involuntarily contracting around the nerve. The old wound always seemed to wake back up at the worst times. Normally, she would ease off and baby it with the yoga stretches she’d learned in recovery, but Locust pose obviously wasn’t an option now.
“Seems like you have more than a train to catch,” Richter said as they crossed the park toward Columbus Circle. “Something going down at Union Station?”
“Just something that requires our attention,” Keegan replied tersely, hoping the pain wasn’t registering on her face. That was the only answer Richter would get. Fellow veteran or not, she was still outside the fold.
“Look, I don’t need to know the specifics, but do I need to move my people away from that side of the park?” Richter pressed. “If the SOA is able to do here what they did in London, we’re within the blast radius.”
It wasn’t a surprise that Richter’s thoughts had first turned to the Sons of Aleppo. Rising out of the refugee camps that held the second generation of Syrian war refugees, the terror group hadn’t even been on the FBI’s threat matrix when Keegan had first joined.8 Now, SOA hits on watch lists were a daily fixture of the FBI Counterterrorism Division’s briefings. The alerts had spiked again after the Paddington Station attack, where the suicide bombers had worn virtual reality cameras to allow fans to “experience” the attack.
“Just something that requires our attention,” Keegan said, repeating the statement as a signal that was all Richter was going to get.
“Of anyone, we have a right to know,” Richter replied, playing that card.
“Then you also understand why I can’t say more,” Keegan said. She gritted her teeth as her sciatic nerve fired again, this time radiating farther down her leg. She’d gone off to war a young woman and returned with her grandfather’s back, courtesy of her spine being torqued one way by an IED explosion as 135 pounds of combat gear twisted the other way.
“Roger that,” Richter answered, but in a disappointed tone.
As they approached the border of the camp at the traffic circle in front of Union Station, another sentry was waiting for them, also carrying an assault rifle. Apparently, the Viking had called ahead. This veteran, though, was older, making no attempt at follicle rebellion, just leaning into going bald by shaving it all off. From a guess at his age, Keegan thought he might have even served in Iraq during one of the earlier times around.
“I’m going to pass you off here,” Richter said. “Whoever it is you’re looking for, good hunting.” She held out her hand, and as the two shook, Richter added with a wry smile, “And thank you for your service.”
To another vet, it was as big a “Fuck You” as could be said.
The second that Keegan stepped off the grass onto the curb of Massachusetts Avenue, Richter started bellowing orders to shut down all access to the camp and place the medical team on alert. So much for trust, Keegan thought.
Massachusetts Avenue was somehow even more snarled up closer to the train station. There was no sign of Griff in the SUV, so Keegan began to pick her way through the cars. The automated ones were programmed to be 18 inches apart, so you could squeeze between those pretty easy. It was the human-driven ones that you had to watch out for; they were more likely to lurch unexpectedly and knock fenders, with you caught in the middle.
She stopped alongside a yellow-and-blue-striped sharecar, with two women in the back. One was evidently well-off, if the designer suit and pearls were anything to go by, maybe a lobbyist. Immersed in a VR rig, she was spending her rush hour somewhere else, maybe taking a mind-vacation in Aruba or Alaska. The other was sitting beside her, bored, no technology in hand. She made eye contact with Keegan and seemed to contemplate whether to get out and walk. Keegan shook her head, pulling back her jacket to show the badge on her belt and the holstered Sig Sauer 420 pistol. It was simultaneously the least and most she could do to warn the woman that she might want to wait a beat. The second Keegan did it, she regretted her kindness, realizing the woman would likely post something about it the instant she turned.
Keegan pressed the FBI seal lapel pin in her jacket again. “Control, I’m at the station.”
“Received,” Noritz replied in her right ear. “We’ve also got the TacNet up, so you can go AR.” Keegan pulled an eyeglasses case from her jacket and put on the pair of vizglasses. The FBI-issued version married thick-framed ballistic shooting glasses with an augmented-reality projector.9 They were supposed to be rugged enough to carry around loose in your pocket, but Keegan always kept hers in the case until needed; a bit of care was worth avoiding the tiny scratch that could cost you a paycheck or even a gunfight.
As Keegan switched the lenses on, her field of view began to populate with colored icons and raw data layered over what she saw. While the first versions of augmented reality had projected the data onto the glass, subsequent versions projected it into your eyes, allowing more information to be packed in. You could control some features with double blinks or exaggerated eye swipes to the side, but any typing was done on her wrist-worn Watchlet, the name of which was a bit of marketing misdirection. It was more like a bracelet than a watch in size, really just a flexible organic light-emitting diode screen that wrapped around the wrist.10 Whatever they wanted to call it, it was still a far cry from the clunky ruggedized tablets she’d lugged around for the Corps, or even the old iPhones she’d played with as a kid.
Noritz continued to update in her ear, while her viewscreen began to fill. “Griff is at least another minute out,” he reported.
Keegan looked back toward Patriots Camp. Just through the tree line, a blue orb glowed on her screen, marking Griff’s position at the end of Louisiana Avenue.
Keegan turned back to the arched entrance to Union Station. Now the dirty white stone of the nearly century-and-a-half-old station pulsed with data, from the estimated number of people currently inside (3,740) to a cluster of light blue marking the location of local police arriving on the scene. Most important, though, was the flashing red warning message that had set them all on this seeming race against time. The red strobed, messaging that the station’s automated bomb sniffer had caught a trace of volatiles, the chemical vapor trail of explosives.
Keegan made her way over to the police, who were huddled behind the low wall that bordered the marble memorial fountain in front of the train station’s entrance. It wouldn’t be much cover from a drone, but it might block shrapnel from an explosion. Her AR displayed a text box that marked the local cops’ positions and identified the 15-foot statue looking down—Christopher Columbus. That also helped explain why the white marble had a pink hue from being splashed with red paint so often.
“FBI!” Keegan announced as she approached. The law enforcement agency networks were supposed to be integrated, but they’d been developed by different sets of contractors. Anytime a crisis like this arose, the area was soon awash with cops from DC’s forty-six different law enforcement agencies, reporting to their own bureaucracies. So the information flow lagged, often taking seconds or even minutes to transfer across systems. No sense in getting shot by an itchy-fingered cop, just because a government contract office went with the low bid.
The cops were a mix of Washington, DC, city police in blue uniforms and, because Union Station was also a subway stop for trains running out to Virginia and Maryland, black-and-yellow-uniformed Metro Transit Police Department officers. Sitting just behind them, two squatters in faded dot-matrix camouflage uniforms calmly dipped canteens in the fountain, then began to divide up a thumb-sized pink bag of Mexican synth. They’d be locked out of the camp, but she guessed they wouldn’t mind in a few moments.
“Our guys inside haven’t seen anything suspicious. You getting anything more on your rig?” a DC police lieutenant asked Keegan, pointedly ignoring the two men as they stretched out and lost themselves in a narcotic haze. He was mid-forties, African American, evidently the senior officer on the scene. He was also wearing vizglasses, but the blocky, thick, black-rimmed ones that the local PD used. As he spoke, two of the Metro Transit officers began pulling a four-legged bot out of their trunk. Keegan recognized it as a derivative of the military models that she had used in the Marines. With chemical sniffers and cameras mounted on its head, the bot looked like a shaved Dalmatian whose body had been layered in sleek armor.
“Nothing more than the alert that went out. A hit on the chem sensors in the HVAC system,” Keegan replied. “Our records are also showing that it has a 43 percent false positive rate.”
“Yeah, those sensors were put in just after 9-11, so they’re . . .” The police officer paused as their glasses executed a digital handshake, which established an encrypted network. Each shared their officer’s identifying information and then layered their views over one another. Keegan watched a starburst of reflected color dance across the cop’s lenses. “. . . getting old,” said Kerryon Reynolds, lieutenant, Capitol Hill Station. With ID now shared, the FBI database began to populate Keegan’s AR with additional information: sixteen years of service history, no mentions in current FBI investigations, etc.
“My inclination is to follow your lead until there’s something more definitive,” said Keegan. The quick read from his info showed that Reynolds likely knew his business. Plus, there was no sense in big-footing the local authorities—until there was a need to.
“Appreciate that, Agent Keegan,” said Lieutenant Reynolds, going through the same quick assessment of her info. “Given the uncertainty, we’re not yet ordering an evacuation. The plan is to do a front-to-back sweep for anything suspicious.”
Keegan paused and looked up in the sky as a formation of dark gray Air Force drones flew over. She and Reynolds stood in silence, weighing whether the aircraft were part of the usual White House counter-drone air patrol or tasked to the threat at Union Station.
“Concur. I’ll follow in your wake. Give you another set of eyes. Plus the resources of the FBI IT department,” Keegan said, tapping the bridge of the vizglasses.
She also liked that the cop’s plan meant she’d be going in second. Anyone who’d served knew that going in first was for heroes, the kind more often celebrated at a funeral. At that, she spun her Watchlet’s screen absentmindedly, passing through message notifications, a weather forecast, and a photo of a young girl.
Pressing the send button on the lapel pin again, Keegan gave a quick update to Noritz. As she spoke, an automated delivery bot trundled by on the sidewalk, looking like a six-wheeled ice chest.11 In a different place, under different rules of engagement, she would have advised Reynolds to disable and blast it, just to be safe. But here, they assumed that the vacuum seal meant to keep any food inside fresh would have also likely kept any volatile fumes from leaking out, making it less likely to contain whatever had set off the sensors.
“Received, and agreed,” Noritz replied in her ear. “I’ll coordinate with their chain of command. I’m also going to relocate Griff, to link with their units going through the east entrance.” Taking away her backup wasn’t the call Keegan would have made. But it was all part of being quarterbacked from afar.
“Fan out, and try not to start a riot,” said Lieutenant Reynolds to the group of police, now up to fourteen with the addition of a couple of US Capitol motorcycle police.
The bright blue helmets and high leather boots worn by the latest two arrivals worried Keegan. Their pomp may have seemed fitting for a police department tasked with protecting the grounds of Congress, but with the Patriots Camp squatting on most of the green space, they had little left to patrol—only the Capitol building itself and the senators’ and representatives’ office buildings. They still had jurisdictional rights in a two-hundred-block radius, but Keegan thought their officers sometimes seemed to be trying too hard, too eager to make up for the loss of their home turf.
“Entry through each doorway, then fan out to cover the station. Keep off the net unless you see something. Identify but do not engage unless you have to. Call it in and then wait for backup, especially if it looks like something for EOD,” Reynolds commanded, referencing the Explosives Ordnance Disposal team, popularly known as a “bomb squad.” “And remember, everyone, move nice and calm-like. Day in the park.”
Stepping into Union Station was like colliding with a wall of smells. Urine, century-old HVAC systems, and unwashed floors all mixed. More disorienting, though, was the spray of digitized color that washed over information that already overlaid Keegan’s view of the lobby due to her AR. The station had been built in the Beaux-Arts style of the turn of the twentieth century, mixing Classical architecture with dripping ornamentation. Now, the soaring ceilings, decorated arches, and granite pillars were covered with riotous wraparound 3-D projections. Lightning-brand gummy stims (“Power Up!” the gum sticks said in a glowing neon rainbow) dueled with pop-up ads for MonsterMash, the latest vizglasses game, where you hunted classic Hollywood monsters across the landscape of your own city.12 Indifferent to it all, a pigeon took off from its perch in the honeycomb-like ceiling of the station, flew lazily down through a projected werewolf, and began to eat the leftovers of a crumpled farro chip bag on the floor. And through it all walked hundreds of people, equally numb to it all. About the only thing you could immediately tell was someone’s income and age. The oldest and poorest had their heads down, staring into their screens, while the virtual territory was dominated by the young and wealthy, staring vaguely into space as they experienced a personalized reality through their vizglasses.
Keegan considered the problem anew. An elderly woman in blue jeans was being followed by one of those “puppy” robotic suitcases, tiny motorized wheels extending out from pivoting legs. It could easily hold 40 pounds of nanoplex, enough to paint all the walls red. The high school group of twenty-two kids wearing matching backpacks . . . enough to take down the entire building.
Noritz’s voice chirped in her ear again. “We’ve been able to connect to the station’s sensor cams. We’ve gotten no hits of interest so far, but facial rec should start populating for you soon.”13
As the line of police worked its way through the lobby, Keegan stood about 30 feet behind them and slowly panned the crowd. She frowned. The sniffer bot was advancing on the far left side, not the center where its sensors would have been most effective. The two Metro Police officers had kept their bot close to them; this sort of thing always happened when you threw together people from different agencies that didn’t play well together.
The pause gave her a moment to stretch her hip, releasing some of the tension that had built up in the firing nerve. Federal privacy regulations kept the system from identifying everyone in the crowd with facial recognition; only companies could legally do that. But the system could run automated searches to ID any person in the crowd unlucky enough to have crossed paths with a US law enforcement agency, a fairly large portion of the population that grew with every traffic stop, visit to an airport, even a police athletic league summer camp. As the sales pitch for the Chinese company that had pioneered the effort put it, “If someone exists, there will be traces, and if there are connections, there will be information.”14
A red pop-up identified Andrew Watts as the college-aged male in the yellow and green sweatshirt celebrating the Palo Alto @s World Series win, marking him with a misdemeanor conviction for public intoxication and urination. Two drug arrests for Leigh Sullivan, the girl in a peach-colored long dress beside him, both old ones for synth. And a slew of people popped up as victims in one identity theft case or another. None of it matched the SOA database, though, or even the statistically tailored profile for extremist activities.
Then lines began to appear, illustrating any relationships between those identified by facial recognition. A green line blazed between two women at opposite sides of the room; Stacy Limbago wore a purple backpack over one shoulder, while Torrance Fettison carried a maroon attaché case. They seemed to have nothing in common other than that they were both in pantsuits, but the feed marked them as persons of interest in a tax fraud investigation, each unaware that they were about to be swept up in the same case. More and more pop-ups clouded Keegan’s view, lanced by green, then blue, then red lines identifying the type of link.
“We’ve got hyperspectral from the cameras in the station,” said Noritz in her ear. “I’m piping it through.” A pop-up live feed appeared in her glasses, a moving forest of rainbow limbs, a carnivalesque rendering of each person, their clothing, body, and luggage rendered in different colors depending on the material and temperature—every color but the red that would indicate explosive materials.15
It all made Keegan’s head ache. It was a familiar pain, that same deep ache in the absolute center of her skull when information overload and adrenaline collided. She’d first felt this way when out on patrol. Just when her unit needed to be at their most alert, they would be flooded with data streams, back then coming from drone feeds and satellites and officers back in an air-conditioned op-center trying to steer them one way or another. The AR rigs were supposed to take all that and boil it down into a “user-friendly tactical interface.” But it was still like trying to sip from a fire hose.
She took a deep breath and pushed the glasses to the top of her head. “I got nothing. You got anything?” she asked Noritz, who was likely toggling between the same video feed and whatever Griff was pushing out.
“Same here. Nada. But put your rig back on and just keep monitoring,” Noritz replied. He was watching her too.
As the line of police continued to move forward, it began to lose its cohesion, each officer moving off in a different direction, spreading out across the station. She saw Lieutenant Reynolds turn toward the escalator that led down to where the old food court had been in the belowground level of the station. A good idea.
“Understood. I’m going to head down to the good seats,” Keegan said. “Tell Griff to sweep the commuter train area and I’ll take the Freedom Lounge.” The entryway of the train station was where the majority of the foot traffic was, but killing the most people wasn’t always the goal of terrorism. Sometimes the play was to go for the most symbolic, the most likely to send a message.
As the escalator took Keegan down to the lower level of the station, she felt the pressure change as she crossed through a new wall of smell. Instead of piss, though, this one was of pumped-in oxygen and eucalyptus oil. At the base of the landing, the white Carrara marble floor shimmered with liquid waves, as if covered by a shallow reflecting pool. It was a projection of water mixed in with the blue text of a holo-ad. Keegan’s eyes didn’t pick up what it was for, though, instead surveying the room for faces.
Reynolds was in conversation with the Freedom Rail cop who’d been permanently stationed down here, both as an added layer of security and to deter the riffraff. He made eye contact with Keegan and said something quickly to the Freedom Rail guard, who waved her through.
Keegan began to walk slowly through the lounge, each step leaving the simulated appearance of a ripple of water on the marble. The lower-level food court had been converted as part of the Acela privatization deal. The original buyer had gone belly-up when their promise of trains going 800 miles per hour ran into the laws of physics, eminent domain politics, and unbridled inflation.16 But the ambitious design aesthetic lived on in the lounge, from the sleek black and silver Bauhaus benches to the projection on the wall celebrating the train’s passengers as not merely customers, but “visionaries of transportation’s future.”17
Down here, there were fewer pops on the facial recognition. The crimes also shifted, reflecting the clientele, meaning mostly white-collar hits. William Kellerman, in a gray pin-striped double-breasted suit: “illicit transaction designed to evade regulatory oversight.” Denise Aboud in a white pantsuit: “falsification of net asset values.” Here and there, though, the high and the low crossed. The gray-haired man in the pearlescent blue silk suit was Richard Reynolds: double entry, member of Congress from Delaware and multiple arrests for solicitation of a prostitute—no convictions.
Knowing the vizglasses were steering her to the visual cues, Keegan tried to shift her focus beyond, to see who and what wasn’t being called out by the data. An older man with a cane stood beside a woman in her mid-twenties checking her watch, an old-school wrist piece. Neither had any luggage, so Keegan could write them off as packing explosives. Indeed, the woman was hiding nothing at all, wearing skintight purple leggings and an even tighter tube top. A glossy white-legged robot stood beside her, one of the new Attendant models; it was unclear whether the bot was there to aid her, or sent by someone else to monitor her. Maybe a little bit of both?
Nearby was a possibility, a man with a large rolling suitcase and a duffel bag. A lot of carrying capacity. He was in a nice suit, but dated, a few years back in style, another tell. The man then went down to his knees and wrapped his arms around two young boys, twins maybe eight or nine years old.
As Keegan edged closer, though, she could hear the man apologizing: They couldn’t afford for all of them to move now, but Daddy had finally gotten a new job and he would come down from New Jersey every other week. Even more, now he’d be able to bring them back something special for their birthday next month. At that, a woman behind the man joined them, asking if the boys wanted ice cream on the way home.
There.
Just on the other side of them. Long black robe and black knit prayer cap. The man had a beard, but scraggly from being uncut for reasons of faith. He thumbed through screens on a tablet with his right hand, while his left hand gripped the handle of a battered rolling suitcase. He held it so tightly that it had turned the skin pale around the gold band on his ring finger.
That familiar feeling hit Keegan, and a single bead of sweat tracked down her back.
Keegan did the rapid double blink that ordered her vizglasses to take a snapshot and upload the image into the database.
She flicked at her collar as if dusting off lint, brushing her mic’s comms feed open to Noritz. “Tagged person of interest. Moving in closer to engage. Notify others to converge,” she murmured.
In her lenses, a text message popped that there was no return on the face in the law enforcement database.
“Keegan, what are you doing?” said Noritz in her ear. “Continue search.”
Keegan took the vizglasses off and put them back in the case, slipping it back into her pocket. While wearing vizglasses wasn’t a tell that she was an agent, the lack of them would steer a suspect’s mind to think she was a civilian. Plus, she didn’t need the info overload now. She needed focus.
With the easy amble of someone lost in conversation, she began walking toward the family. “No. That is not what I said. Begin again . . . Order five hundred shares at fifteen hundred.”
At that, Noritz spoke again. “Keegan, put your viz back on and continue your search. We have you in the station’s video feed. I repeat, there is nothing on that individual’s profile to indicate SOA affiliation. I am overriding target designation. Move on.”
“No, no, no,” Keegan said, now slightly louder, gesticulating as if making her case. “Five. Hundred. At. Fifteen. Hundred. One. Thousand. Five. Hundred.” She crossed in front of the tearful family, the children looking up at the loud woman yelling at some call center chat bot. They were old enough to know that arguing with a machine never worked, but people who hadn’t grown up with them couldn’t help themselves.
“Stand. Down. Keegan!” Noritz again in her ear, this time more forcefully. “Data’s not indicating a target. Stand down. You’re going to create an incident you won’t recover from.”
“Dammit, NO!” Keegan said roughly, stopping in front of the family, her back to the man in the black robe. The parents looked over at her angrily.
“Hey, can you please have your call somewhere else?” the father asked.
“No,” said Keegan, her annoyed disbelief evident to anyone within 20 feet of her. “I didn’t say one thousand at five hundred, you fucking machine. Cancel!”
She could sense the man in the robe notice her, but Keegan kept her back to the target. She didn’t like positioning that way, but better to show physical disinterest.
“Let’s try it again, you dumbass machine.”
In the distance, she could see Lieutenant Reynolds squinting at her quizzically.
“Look, I’ve got my kids here.” The father again, a little louder this time. More eyes—and vizglasses—turned their way.
When was the last time she had been this close to somebody dressed like this? Keegan half expected a sensory flashback to the choking heat and the taste of dusty phlegm and gunpowder residue. But nothing manifested. She was still in Union Station.
“New order. Five. Hundred. At. One thousand and five hundred . . . And don’t fuck it up this time.”
The father moved the children behind him, his body straightening itself up as he found his confidence. “Ma’am, I’ve asked you politely. You really need to stop.”
“Agent Keegan,” Noritz said in her ear. “I am now ordering you to exit the area, and report to me. Cease operation.”
“Don’t you fucking tell me what to do,” Keegan said louder.
As she said it, she extended her left arm and wagged her finger at the father’s face, knowing that everyone around her would be drawn to it, including the man in the robe. At the same moment, an expandable metal baton slid from her sleeve into her right hand.18 In one fluid motion, Keegan swung it backward. She’d aimed for the chest, but with her back turned, her aim was slightly off. The baton impacted higher than she meant to, striking soft flesh of his neck. The snap of metal striking skin was followed an instant later by a sizzle as 75,000 volts passed from the baton into him.
The crowd screamed as the bearded man crumpled to the ground.
Then came the telltale puff of smoke.
FBI DOMESTIC SPECIAL DETENTION FACILITY
Reston, Virginia
As she stretched her back out one more time, Keegan ran a finger down the wall, tracing the thin white dust collecting on the concrete.
Cleanup needed on Aisle Two.
Aisle Two was more technically Annex II of the FBI Domestic Special Detention Facility (DSDF).19 The “Dizz-Diff” was really just another term for the repurposed shopping center that now housed holding cells as well as one of FBI headquarters’ satellite offices. The developers’ plan had been a mixed retail and office park. The FBI’s plan had been to replace the old Hoover Building headquarters in downtown DC with a brand-new facility for all the FBI personnel in the greater Washington, DC, area.20 But the stock market’s collapse and congressional hearings into shady contracts had dashed both parties’ plans. So retail’s loss had been the federal government’s real estate gain. Keegan’s metal and black-felt office cubicle stood just about where stylish toddler pajamas were once sold.
It had been a good fifteen minutes of waiting so far, but Noritz taking his sweet time for the debriefing wasn’t going to have the effect he hoped. For Keegan, it was a moment to stretch, recheck the locks on her memories, and figure out what she was missing in the present. Sometimes a moment to do nothing more than think gave you an edge.
She stood with her back straight and felt herself and the nerve pain cluster calm down. As the pain receded, new sensations moved in to fill the void. Her shirt still felt clammy, chilling her in the harsh air conditioning, and she was getting hungry.
So when Noritz finally walked in with a coffee and a glazed donut for her, she eagerly took them.
“Pretty cliché, huh?” said Keegan.
Noritz chuckled, making a show of his offering. “Going to take more than a donut to make you a decent agent. Anyway, you earned it.”
That Noritz was wearing a suit and tie as late in the season as April marked him as management. His jet-black hair had about twice as much pomade as was needed, he was a head taller than Keegan, and he weighed at least 80 pounds more. Most of it was muscle, which should have made him an imposing physical presence. Yet from the beginning, Keegan had not been intimidated. From experience she knew that size mattered a lot less in a fight, so his physical bearing did not daunt her. It was also the way that Noritz had a smile that couldn’t be washed away during any meeting where higher-ups were present. He was a former Pennsylvania state trooper, and the assignment to the Washington Field Office had given him the glow of a AAA ballplayer who’d been called up to the big leagues. Still unable to believe his good fortune, he’d do anything to stay.
Noritz sat on the corner of Keegan’s desk and pulled out a tube of ChapStick, running it over his lips twice. This was the signal that he was moving into a part of the conversation that would be more awkward.
“Alright. Can you just let me in a bit on what went down? The takedown feed is all over gov and civ nets. You’re a hero for now, but this is going to bring us some problems until I can answer a key question.”
“You mean who is he?” Keegan asked, knowing the best way to divert a question was with another one. “Any hits?”
“None yet,” Noritz replied. “He’s not said shit since you brought him in. Facial rec and DNA are zeroes in our databases as well as state’s and local PDs’.”
“Have we run him through the civilian cloud yet?” she asked. She knew Noritz would lose his temper in a few moments, but his ambition was too easy to turn against him, especially once she had figured out how far she could push him.
“We’re working on expedited warrants for any cloud presence,” said Noritz. “But you know the drill. First their lawyers will argue about who needs to sign off on the warrant and then the engineers will come back and say end-to-end encryption means the info is not obtainable even with a warrant . . . Stop dodging,” he said, realizing he’d been taken off track. “You’re going to need an answer about how you knew he was the suspect. There were no sensor hits and his bag was shielded from the multispectral. I can’t just tell the director that the first person you decided to stun out in a 3,000-person crowd, luckily enough, just happened to be wheeling 22 pounds of Buckybomb.”
“Maybe I just love the smell of a cattle prod in the morning.”
Noritz rolled his eyes. “Alright, time for the serious part of the talk. Look, when we’re operating like that, I make the calls. That’s what keeps us all out of trouble. Just because you bagged the right bad guy doesn’t make what you did right. We can’t go around profiling like that, and we damn well can’t put it in a formal report that you picked him out of the crowd because he was Muslim.”
Keegan finished the donut and looked around for a napkin or tissue. Not finding one, she wiped her hands on her pants. “Sir, I didn’t detain the suspect because he’s a Muslim. Rather, it was because he isn’t.”
Noritz looked back at her and shook his head.
“We don’t have time for doublespeak,” Noritz said, more exasperated than angry, as they headed toward the interrogation room. “You’re going to need a clearer explanation than that for the formal report. You better hope you can get something out of the suspect, because your job may depend on it.”
FREEDOM RAIL STATION—PRINCETON JUNCTION
Princeton, New Jersey
She was just a few years older than his son would have been.
Her look was mere costume for fighting the system. A choppy haircut and asymmetric reflective makeup that confused the facial recognition cameras—in her case, a wedgelike seven-sided shape on her left cheek and a half checkerboard on the right.21 Circular blue glass earrings etched with a dazzle array, most likely some kind of adversarial image designed to fool object recognition software into thinking it was seeing a frog or a turtle.22 Chunky-framed, dual-mode AR-VR glasses with smoked lenses that obscured her eyes. Probably cost as much as tuition did back in her parents’ day. All of it as much a fashion statement as an act of rebellion.
Looking the part but still just a kid—just as he’d always be.
The man turned from his fellow passenger, still oblivious to the fact that she was being watched, and stared back out the window. Behind his reflection in the glass—his face framed by wispy, long white hair pulled back into a ponytail—the speed of the train turned the landscape into a green and gray streak. Then it slowly came back into focus, a visual clue that the Freedom Rail had begun to slow.
He used his cane to tap the polished steel toe of her black Dr. Martens boots, another statement of rebellion repurposed into fashion. He wondered if she knew the shoe’s journey, rebranded from originally being worn by police to becoming the emblem of skinheads and soccer hooligans and finally as part of the marketized revolution.
“Can I help you?” she said angrily, taking off her glasses. She took in the sight of the old man in the seat beside her. He wore old-fashioned eyeglasses, no electric hookup, just black with an overlay of an almost imperceptible pattern of dot matrices.23
“I’m sorry to disturb you, but I saw your ticket was for Princeton Junction,” he said, pointing up at the sign at the end of the car flashing their arrival at the station. “I didn’t want you to miss your stop.”
“Oh my God. Thank you so much! I’ve got an exam this afternoon and—”
“You got lost in studying?” he said, motioning at her lenses.
“Yep. VR cramming app blocks everything out, even my stop,” she said. “But I don’t know what I would do without it.”
“I can’t even imagine,” he said. “I’d give you the line about how we studied ‘back in my day,’ but you don’t have time to hear about how dinosaurs roamed the campus and used notepads and laptops.”
The train pulled into the station silently, and the two exited together.
As she walked beside him, just a half step back, both out of respect and to catch him if he fell, the man scanned the crowd. Waiting on the platform were a few students and business commuters, but not who he was looking for.
The girl noticed his pause, that minute shift in body stance from not finding what he was looking for. “Do you need any help finding where you need to go?” she asked in that tone that patronizing youth use with the feeble and helpless.
“No,” he replied. “Someone was to be here to meet me, but they must be running late.”
“Would you like me to wait with you?” It was unclear if she really meant it, or if it was just one of those things you said and hoped the other person wouldn’t actually take you up on it. But in either case, it was a kindness that made him think better of her.
“That’s very nice of you,” he said. “But I wouldn’t want to be the one to blame for you bombing your exam. I’ll be fine. Thank you . . . and good luck!”
As she walked away, he noticed that she’d pulled her jacket hood up, even though it was a sunny day. Her face was totally enveloped by the thick black light-absorbing fabric and its Defeat-All coating.24 Was she dressing that way for a reason or just to screw with other students data gathering on their classmates for feed chum?
Either way, he thought, it had to stop. There was more to be done than just coating yourself to slide through the system.
He sat down on one of the benches, pulled out his tablet, and plugged a slightly grimy pair of white headphones into a special adapter on the device. He didn’t actually read the text moving across the screen, but it gave him an excuse to wait there and occasionally look up, seeming to check the trains’ progress on the arrivals sign, but really to rescan the crowd for his contact.
After fifteen minutes of waiting, the old man gave up. If he stayed much longer, it would be conspicuous, maybe causing someone to come over and check on him. Very well. It would have to be just him.
He boarded the next “Dinky” train that headed directly into Princeton University campus, paying for the fare with paper dollars on one of the old automated machines.
The walk through campus was done at a deliberate pace, step by measured step, using the cane to steady his walk. He took in the Gothic buildings and their unapologetic suggestion that those who studied in them would never allow the progress of the world to erode their import.
If I were a building, that might be me.
He reveled in the feeling as he crossed another quadrangle of green space, where a half dozen youth lazed on the grass on top of orange-and-black-plaid blankets. While many of the students he’d passed earlier had been wearing glasses similar to the girl on the train’s, the entry to this quad was marked as an “IQ” area—a tech-free space for students to enjoy their “inherent qualities,” to be in only human company without machine interference or monitoring. Who knew what kind of bad decisions might emerge from afternoons spent here? Discourse? Dissent? Disobedience? It was partly why parents were the ones who were the most against IQ zones; they thought it better to track their children’s activities, to pen them in with algorithmic boundaries, rather than give them the freedom to become something other than what they had imagined for their creations.
The old man eyed them, but not with envy. Those smiles were fleeting. They’d soon be back in the cloud, chasing that unfillable longing for more—more information, more stimulation, more of everything that would never be enough. Freedom? No. It was really a corral. And they did not even know it.
He made his away across campus to the northwestern corner, to a quad surrounded by a perimeter of three-story Gothic-style buildings. Green vines crossed the limestone archways and flying buttresses, while castlelike turrets decorated the roofs, keeping the rest of the world at bay—this was the image that people thought of when they imagined the ivory tower.
Except here, the wooden doors to a lecture hall were held open by a new kind of footmen—a pair of 24-inch-tall wheeled utility bots used for everything from escorting solitary students home from the library late at night to playing “Old Nassau” when alumni flooded the campus for reunions. This pair, though, were painted dark blue and red, a prank by Penn students he guessed, ahead of an upcoming game. He crossed inside and took a seat toward the back.
FBI DOMESTIC SPECIAL DETENTION FACILITY
Reston, Virginia
The windowless interrogation room was in what had once been a laser tag franchise. Its only light came from a faint LED dome situated directly over a bearded man. The only other points of illumination were the glint of the LED on the gold wedding ring on the man’s left hand and, just a few inches higher, a flash of silver where the table’s connection bolt had worn off the PVD coating of his black handcuffs. Otherwise, the room was in almost complete darkness as Keegan entered it.
The bearded man looked up at Keegan with what seemed like relief, but he caught himself and instantly hardened his face, dropping his gaze to stare into the darkness. It was curious, though, Keegan noted. Rather than a thousand-mile stare, the prisoner’s eyes were focused. As Keegan’s eyes slowly adjusted to the dark, she understood why: there was a silhouette at the far end of the table.
So, the head office had already sent someone else into the interrogation room before her. It wasn’t the idea of being babysat that rankled her so much as it was the fact that they’d missed identifying the threat, just like Noritz; it seemed they didn’t trust the FBI’s new “hero” agent not to commit a civil rights violation.
Well, if the prisoner wasn’t going to speak to their roommate, neither was she. Keegan turned so her back was to the mute opponent in the staring contest, not acknowledging their presence.
“Assalamu alaikum, Peace be upon you. My name is Lara Keegan. I would shake your hand in greeting,” Keegan said, gesturing at the handcuffs, “but I have to ask your forgiveness in these circumstances.”
Shifting nervously, the suspect tugged at his restraints but kept his eyes locked on the person sitting at the far end of the table. That was fine. Anything that burned up his energy would weaken his resolve.
“You already know me from the station. Let’s talk about you.”
Silence.
“Nothing? Well, I’ll help get you started. Besides your having interesting taste in luggage, we know that you are garbed in the clothes of a cleric. And beyond that, you are wearing black.”
Silence.
“This lets us know something truly important. Wearing black is a sign you are a direct descendant of the Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon his name.”
The bearded man readjusted his hands in the cuffs but stayed quiet.
“It is an honor to be in the presence of someone with this heritage,” she continued. “But it does pose a problem that perhaps we can solve together.”
The prisoner still said nothing, but for the first time, his eyes shifted from the figure at the end of the table, as he quickly glanced at Keegan.
Keegan leaned over the table and held the man’s cuffed left hand up to examine it in the faint light. She turned it carefully, rotating it to examine the wedding ring in the dimness. “You see, Sura 43 of the Koran says no ornaments of gold should be worn on the person.”25
She eyed the man’s face. Hard to tell. Maybe melanin injections for the skin coloration and some kind of reconstructive surgery to shift the jawline and cheekbones. It would likely leave small scars under the beard area. Could they get a warrant to shave him?
“And that means no imam, especially one in black, would ever wear a gold ring.”
Leaning forward, Keegan then put her full weight on the man’s elbow and forearm. Pinning the hand down, she yanked the ring off the man’s finger. A muted grunt of pain came out of the suspect’s mouth as the flesh above the knuckle tore off with the ring. Was he that tough? Or was he just snowed on meds?
“There now, that’s better,” Keegan said. “Your costume is fixed.” She wiped the blood from the ring on her pant leg and then held it up to the light. Turning the ring slowly, she read the inscription out loud. “TR-MP, June 23, Love Forever.”
The legs on the prisoner’s chair ground into the floor as he shifted his position, trying to worm his way out of the mounting pain in his hand. The trickle of blood from his finger started to pool under his shackled hands. Now three things reflected the LED light.
“ ‘Love Forever.’” Keegan laughed. “We’ll see about that. A life sentence in prison has a way of testing relationships. So now it’s the time in our conversation to answer questions. Who is the mysterious man in the black robe really?”
Instead, it was the silent observer who spoke.
“Mr. Thomas Reppley of 114 Northwood Avenue, Sanford, Alabama.” The voice was dispassionate, the tone of an analyst simply responding with data, unaware that he was screwing up the whole flow of the interrogation.
Keegan ground her teeth in anger but kept her expression passive. Without warning, her opening line of questions made no sense, all because this intervening asshole had held back useful information.
Even if the asshole didn’t, she knew not to reveal any discord in front of the prisoner. So Keegan plowed ahead, as if the exchange had been planned.
“So, Mr. Thomas Reppley of 114 Northwood Avenue, Sanford, Alabama, as you can see, the who is not a problem for us—despite your costume.”
She tilted her head at the figure in the dark. “We know far more about you than you think. So, let’s talk about the why. We know it wasn’t your deep and abiding faith that brought you all the way from Alabama for your little charade on the Freedom Rail. So we need a different answer. Tell me, what else could motivate Mr. Thomas Reppley?”
The observer spoke up again with the same inexpressive tone. “Potential financial gain. Six days ago a deposit was made of 15,909 Monero into an account at Winner’s Luck online gambling site.26 The account was registered to Mr. Reppley’s cousin-in-law, Michael Harris Simpkins. This is anomalous, as Mr. Simpkins previously had only used US dollars to make his deposits, not blockchain-based cryptocurrency. Further investigation is recommended.”
Reppley’s eyes went wide and he sputtered a wet gasp. “Wait. I don’t know what—”
This was too much. It was her interrogation to run and she didn’t like being played the fool, especially in front of a prisoner. Better to put the brakes on now and pick things back up once this asshole was locked back into whatever closet he worked in.
“You see, Reppley,” said Keegan, moving over to the door and the light switch, “there is nothing you can hide from us.” She then flicked the switch that turned on the room lights.
What Reppley saw before him made him howl. It was an animalistic scream of rage and fear. The prisoner kicked the chair over and tried to wrench himself free of the table, every instinct fighting to get as far away as possible from the once-shrouded figure. But the handcuffs kept him shackled to the table. As his body convulsed back and forth, he strained against the metal and blood started to drip from the cuffs as they cut into his wrists.
“Goddammit,” said Keegan, looking from the observer, to Reppley, and then back again. She threw the ring in disgust. It made a ping as it bounced off the figure at the other end of the table.
PRINCETON UNIVERSITY
Princeton, New Jersey
As lecture halls went, there was no more hallowed place than McCosh 50.1 Besides hosting countless future senators and CEOs for their takes on everything from economics to ethics—or lack thereof—it was where Albert Einstein had delivered a series of four speeches to an audience of scientists gathered from around the nation. Soon after, the lectures on “The Meaning of Relativity” would be turned into a book and Einstein would win the Nobel Prize in Physics.
The room was little changed well over a century later. Some four hundred wooden desks were laid out in auditorium style, open on the left and closed on the right to place your elbow on when taking notes. It must have been torture to left-handed students in the past and today’s students used to memory foam and the paper-free learning environment (PFLE) movement. Yet the old man appreciated that the desks remained as a reminder of the physicality of knowledge. Learning ought to be experienced as a corporal process of improvement.
The old man took a seat in the back, toward the right, with an unobstructed view of the class. He gingerly twisted his body to fit in the wooden desk and pulled out a black leather-bound notebook and began to take notes as the lecture began. To his left, a buzz-cut young man in a flowing button-up long-sleeved burlap jumpsuit and orange flip-flops juggled four yellow balls. There was always someone like that—a jester, desperate to be noticed.
Yet nobody paid him any mind, which was, the old man thought, a credit not just to his fellow students but also to the speaker who so held their attention. He truly was a proper heir to this room’s renowned history.
Across the wooden stage, Professor J. P. Preston moved fluidly, bounding from foot to foot when he punctuated a point. He wore a dark blue stretch suit, a salmon-colored collarless dress shirt, and a pair of slightly scuffed fabbed mesh brown loafers. Every so often his lecture was diverted by anecdotes about what the president had said to him at their summer “get-together” on Martha’s Vineyard. It could have come across as arrogant, but every person in the audience knew that Preston had walked away from literally hundreds of billions of dollars, if not more, by turning his automation kernel into an open-source platform.2 He had written the software at the core of nearly every automated machinery’s operating system, and simply let anyone and everyone have it for free.
Preston explained his reasoning, his fervent belief that technology could be in the public interest. If lawyers could go work for a law clinic or doctors at an aid clinic, why not technologists? In a fragile world of convulsive poverty, conflict, and environmental catastrophe, there was only one way for humanity to survive: to create, to build, to surpass. It was as much a sermon as it was a lecture. And if the old man had still been a student, it would have worked. He would have walked out of the lecture hall and immediately signed up to join this great man in the same great cause.
But he was not a student anymore. When the lecture ended, the old man stood with an aching lower back. He watched as a scrum of students gathered around the professor, each hoping to be noticed, whether to be able to say that they once talked to him or even maybe get up the courage to request a recommendation later. Soon the room was empty. The old man walked to the front of the room and took the wooden stage. He wanted to see what it would feel like, looking out at all the desks, the adoring eyes watching. But all the desks were empty. Him, they would never know. He closed his eyes, feeling the weight of all that stone above him.
The old man made his way to Preston’s office. There was no need to ask the two vandalized bots for directions; he could navigate the rabbit warren of corridors that linked all the buildings at the basement level by reading the small plaques on the wall. It took more time, but wouldn’t move any electrons across any network.
Using the cane’s brass handle, he rapped on the door. There was no answer, and so he rapped again—four times, in an evenly spaced tempo.
The door cracked open, and there stood Preston. He wore a pair of cheap vizglasses, the kind people wore to big outdoor festivals like Burning Man or industrial work sites. Over Preston’s shoulder, the old man saw an old-fashioned frame that held a cover of theNew York Times Magazine. He was about to speak but stopped, just for a moment. Then he smiled, realizing Preston had slightly enlarged the image from the front page to ensure visitors could more easily read his accolades.
“I am sorry to barge in like this, but I just caught your lecture. Nathaniel Ludd—a big fan of your work, Professor,” the old man said.3 “Life-changing stuff.”
The professor took off the glasses for a moment, assessing. Was this an eccentric billionaire with a research-enabling donation? Fortune knocking? Or just another of the idle, would-be intellectuals who haunted the campus, wasting time?
“OK, hi there,” Preston finally said. “Very nice to meet you, but I’m in the middle of something—running a model that I need to babysit into adolescence. Can you come back during office hours? It’s the same rules for adult auditors as students.”
The old man visibly stiffened at the resistance. So much so that Preston backed up a half step. Then, the old man softened his expression into a smile.
“I bet there’s never a good time with somebody like you, and I know just what that’s like, Professor. I promise it’s only a moment if you can indulge me. I’m keenly interested in your Automated Decision System work and how the open-source model of Linux influenced it. Many may not remember it, but for me, it was life-changing stuff.”
“Oh . . . You do know my weakness. How can I turn away an alum who wants to talk ADS and Linux?” said Preston. “A few minutes then. Come in and don’t mind the mess.”
Preston turned his narrow shoulders and beckoned the old man inside. “Mess” was just another affectation. One freshly painted office wall featured an oversized photo of Preston hiking in the Himalayas, a lower body exoskeleton wrapping his hips and knees, easing the load—technology allowing man to conquer new frontiers without the accompanying sacrifices that make them worthwhile. A series of smaller pictures showed him meeting the US president, the UN secretary general, and technology industry luminaries. The old man noticed a faint hairline crack in the wall’s plaster that strung the photos together like a crude link analysis display. The office smelled freshly cleaned, no stale food or unwashed socks anywhere. A projected screen displayed a representation of the VR model he was running. It looked like a mosaic of earth-colored tiles arranging themselves by pairs. Preston reached into the projection and waved his hand sideways, as if brushing crumbs off a table, and the projection disappeared. Then, he jauntily pushed the glasses up on the top of his head before sitting, his gaze softening.
“Ramen and Red Bull. There would be no ADS without those two gifts from the heavens. I was a grad student at MIT, in Washington for a summer, supposedly working for NASA when they froze all R and D funding in that budget fight. Remember when they stopped paying the debt for a couple months? It was then, so I was broke and starving—literally. Then another student who was working on DC Metro’s driverless cars let me know they had some extra funding that he could get me. It wasn’t much, but it kept me in calories and code.”
“And that all led to this place,” said the old man.
“Exactly,” said Preston. He sighed, seemingly lost in his memories. “If I had never worked on that old ADS software, I never would have gotten hired at my first faculty job.”
“And my wife and son would still be alive today,” said the old man.
Preston looked at him quizzically, still not understanding what he had done years ago, even as the brass top of the cane smashed down on his head. The strike split the VR glasses in two, sending them clattering to the floor, and a jet of blood splashed across the wall above the workstation, leaving a crimson arrow pointing skyward. Another blow. And another. The old man didn’t stop until the cane surrendered to his rage with a crack, the brass ball falling to the floor.
The old man stood over the body, looking down at what he had done. The body looked different than how he’d long imagined—no look of fear or accusation on Preston’s face. Just the mess that came after something that had to be done. It was then that he realized he wouldn’t even need the sterile wipes he’d brought just in case he threw up.
He kicked Preston’s chair out of the way and placed a small black rectangle next to the computer under the desk. While the drive downloaded the contents of Preston’s computer, the man quickly stripped off his blood-spattered blue dress shirt and khaki slacks. He then peeled off the 3-D printed silicone mask.4 It had been designed using an algorithm that generated a hyper-realistic face an AI had dreamed up by blending the features of famous celebrities.5
The contact lenses came out with more difficulty, bringing forth a rush of tears. It was not mourning over the taking of a life, just the small price of something that had to be done.
A generation’s worth of age disappeared as he changed into a pair of tight gray jeans and a puffy down black nylon pullover. He changed shoes, into a pair of basketball sneakers, but with lifts on the left side, which would alter his step and throw off any gait recognition software.6 Then he went to work on the facial recognition side, putting on a pair of thick, glossy black Nike AR glasses, and slipped in a set of prosthetic teeth with an overbite. A small foil pouch held a moist wipe, which he ran over his cheeks, lips, and chin.7 The girl on the train’s anti-surveillance makeup was for fashion. People who weren’t just playing at rebellion used skin lotion with microscopic refracting beads. The beads were invisible to the eye, but they distorted camera imagery at the pixel level. It was the only way to be truly free in a world of algorithms designed to mark and track humans. It was apt that the algorithms themselves had originally been honed by prison inmates paid pennies to train AI as part of cheap human labor.8
Footsteps in the hallway stopped in front of the door, and the man froze. He felt his chest tighten and tensed his stomach muscles against the sick feeling that welled up. Strange. He analyzed the feeling, something to be understood as much as fought. Killing Preston hadn’t caused it, he reasoned; the thought that he might have to do so again so soon was what made his stomach flutter.
Don’t open that door, he willed whoever was on the other side. He knew that chance played a role in so much of life—whether you got a certain disease or struck by lightning even. But the deaths of his wife and son were different. There was code. There was causality. There was Preston. God’s hand was not present when their two bodies were violently merged into the 39 tons of metal of their DC Metro subway car. On the way to see him. At work. Writing code himself.
A gentle knock on the wooden door, barely penetrating the oak. A young man’s timid voice. “Professor? It’s Marshall Winters. I’m early for office hours but thought you might be free to discuss my research project?”
Silence.
Another knock.
The man kneeled carefully, quietly picking up the wooden cane. Frayed and jagged wood, like tiny blood-soaked teeth, where the brass top had been. A simple tool. Man’s original weapon. Would he have to use it again?
Another minute passed, then a quiet bashful voice. “Professor Preston, if you’re there, I’ll come back at office hours . . . I’m sorry to bother you.” A defeated sigh, audible even through the thick oak door.
The man waited another minute, counting down the time on his watch. It wasn’t one of the new Watchlets or even an old networked one. It was just a ruggedly simple steel automatic watch without even a date display. As the second hand smoothly swept around the black dial, he took a breath every five seconds to calm himself.
Time to go.
But when he gripped the door handle his hands shook uncontrollably. For a moment he could not remember where he was. It wasn’t the weight of what he had done but how he had gotten here. As he doubled over, blood rushing to his head, it was as clear a picture as if he had seen it on Preston’s VR kit. They were on their tree-lined street, his wife and he each holding their son’s hand. The boy hated touching the lines on the sidewalk, so they would swing him by the arms over them, turning his worried steps into leaps of glee. That day, a fire truck drove by, and his son stopped to salute. The driver turned on the lights, a playful flash of red, and gave his son a thumbs-up. He had been so excited, even worried that his parents might have missed the moment of a lifetime. “Did you see that, Daddy?”
They had died the very next day.
As the memory passed, his hands stilled. A final look around the room left him satisfied. This was justice. It was right. Preston and others like him had lived their lives according to a code, and it was broken. They celebrated the idea of “disruption,” because they didn’t see themselves as actually being responsible for the consequences of their actions.9 Now, that would change.
He was about to open the door when he stopped again. There, in the corner. With a now steady hand, the man reached under Preston’s desk to retrieve the brass knob that had broken off the top of his cane. With sure fingers, he wrapped it in a plastic glove and slipped it into the messenger bag alongside the hard drive, careful not to get any blood on his hands.
FBI DOMESTIC SPECIAL DETENTION FACILITY
Reston, Virginia
The robot was smaller than the average human. Three black metallic ropelike ridges ran along the top of the head, antennae that looked almost like cornrows. The silver-dollar-sized eyes were greenish blue—Keegan assumed it was programming that mimicked the eye color of the person looking at it—nestled in an ovoid basketball-sized metallic and ceramic head. A sharp-edged nose with nostrils, probably a design feature blending form and function for venting, divided the robot’s face at midpoint. There was no mouth, which made it look to Keegan like a Japanese Noh mask she’d seen at the Freer Gallery in the Smithsonian. Bad design, she thought. You could easily put another set of sensors there.
The robot’s “skin” absorbed the harsh light thrown off by the fluorescent tubes overhead. It was a peculiar effect, a void placed in the center of the room. Faintly stippled, the gray material looked almost brittle, like an eggshell. Keegan guessed, though, the opposite was true. It was likely ceramic composite, lighter and stronger than steel. The hard, light gray material covered the top of its hands, but the fingers themselves were black, most likely some kind of rubber for gripping.
Keegan was tilting her head to the side, to try to look under the table at the robot’s actuators, assuming it could walk, when she noticed that Reppley’s screams had quieted into something more like moans. She looked back at the man. Snot and saliva dripped off his chin, into his beard, and he was now rocking back and forth, trying to pull away from the table, but each time crying out when his hands were caught by the cuffs. Probably now feeling the pain kick in from nearly breaking his wrists wrestling with the shackles. There was also that distinct smell from the train station’s entrance again.
“You’re a mess,” said Keegan as she stood up to leave. “Stay here. I’ll be back in a few to consider the situation at hand.”
“Understood, Agent Keegan,” said the robot.
“I’m not talking to you, bot,” said Keegan. “I’m talking to the human.”
Outside, Noritz waited in the hallway with an apologetic expression, trying to head off Keegan’s certain explosion. “I swear I had no idea,” Noritz said. “After you went in, I got a ping that there would be an observer in the room and I was distinctly told not to notify you.”
“That’s bullshit. And you know it,” Keegan replied. “Totally unacceptable. You do not hold back critical information, let alone introduce an element like that into an initial interrogation. You saw how he freaked out, like he thought the bot was going to torture him. When we’re in the room we put the pressure on a suspect, not machines. This isn’t Beijing, where you can just unleash a bot on a prisoner. What the hell is going wrong with everybody here?”
“I understand you’re mad, but you’re taking it out on the wrong level of the food chain, Keegan,” Noritz said with deliberate calm. “Again, this was not my call. Fortunately, you can share your concerns with those who made it. They’re waiting for us in the conference room.” He paused and his bureaucratic veneer cracked a bit, the Pennsylvania state trooper coming back in. “I would advise, however, that you calm the fuck down before you go in.”
Keegan followed Noritz down the hall to the conference room, stewing in silence as they walked. When they entered the room, a phalanx of senior agents and Justice Department officials awaited them at the table. Keegan knew a few by sight, the special agent in charge of the DC region, Noritz’s boss’s boss, as well as the chief of the national security division for the US Attorney’s Office for the District of Columbia, who had the jurisdiction on terrorism cases.10
Each of them had VR goggles laid out in front of them, except a man in a dark blue suit at the head of the table, who was still wearing the goggles and giving ongoing color commentary. Apparently they’d all been watching the interrogation from the robot’s point of view.
“Look at him still blubbering away. I don’t want to sound too old, but they don’t make terrorists like they used to.”
His assistant tapped him on the shoulder and he took off the goggles—Keegan recognized it was the deputy director. Kamal Bosch held the number two position in the Bureau and, even more important, the highest rank that an FBI agent could reach without needing appointment by the president and a vote by the Senate. That made Bosch not just the lead on every major FBI issue and investigation, but also its institutional steward, the ultimate internal guardian of who and what the Bureau was supposed to be.
Bosch motioned for Keegan and Noritz to sit at the table, with a hand gesture that also indicated the two senior agents there were to get up and move to the seats running along the wall for the backbenchers.
“Aggressive work, Agent Keegan. Not just on the arrest today at Union Station, but in there with the suspect. Well done.” Bosch sounded sincere, but coming from such a senior official in a three-piece suit, it still left Keegan wary. Even more so when the suit he was wearing was real wool. Keegan also caught a whiff of his cologne, Confiance, imbued with pheromones that supposedly influenced people.11
“You two were quite the . . . I don’t think I’ve ever seen a suspect broken down so rapidly like that.”
“Thank you, sir. But—”
“Keegan,” said Noritz, trying to cut his agent off before she went too far.
“No,” said Bosch, running his hand over his razor-shorn scalp. “Let her continue. All of us here are in Agent Keegan’s debt today, in more ways than even she knows.”
“Sir,” said Keegan. “With all due respect—”
“That I will not allow, Agent Keegan,” said Bosch quickly. “I know what you mean by that. Just say what you want to say.”
“I apologize, Deputy Director . . . but what just happened is total horseshit,” said Keegan.
Noritz let out a slight grunt of pain beside her, but said nothing.
“That’s better,” said Bosch, folding his arms as if in judgment. “And your assessment of this is why, Agent Keegan?”
“Two reasons, sir. The first is that machine took over my interrogation.”
“Except it didn’t. The system simply revealed key information in real time,” said a thin man three seats down from Keegan. Maybe late thirties or forties, tall, but his height underscored his seeming fragility. He wore a black suit like most of the others, but his was set off by cyan-colored hair that shifted from a green or blue shade, depending on the angle of the light. It was mesmerizing in a certain way, any slight movement of his head changing the coloration. It was also obvious peacocking, common among civilians, but still abnormal in the Bureau. The real tell, though, was how his hands made a triangle under his chin, as if he had been analyzing the conversation rather than an audience to it. It was an intended signal that said, while he had a seat at the table, he was of a different professional guild than the investigators and lawyers gathered around it. Profiler most likely.
“Agent Keegan, since you didn’t let us get to introductions, meet Dr. Sander Modi of Behavioral Analysis Unit 5. . . who evidently disagrees with you,” said Bosch.
So that answered two things. First, who he was. Unit 5 was the research wing of the Bureau’s National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime (NCAVC).12 It had started out with the psychological profilers hunting serial killers back in the 1970s and then moved into anything and everything from all the sciences that might aid the Bureau.
And, second, Bosch had just given away a key part of his own psychology. He was one of those leaders who liked to have the issue debated in front of them, portraying himself as the dispassionate judge, when he had likely already made a decision.
“I’m sorry, sir, but all of you, including Dr. Modi, were not in the room. VR gives you the sense you’re there, but you’re not. It’s different in there. An interrogation turns on the emotional read you get on the subject. And that machine just completely threw the subject’s emotional state out of whack. Everything we got from Reppley, we could have obtained through other means, without the robot . . . without the blowup.”
“Your response, Dr. Modi?” Bosch asked, raising his eyebrows.
“Actually, the ‘blowup’ was the ‘key information’ I meant. Agent Keegan certainly received the identifying information much more rapidly than otherwise possible and, importantly, in the active context of this inquiry, ‘in the room,’ as she puts it.”
Keegan nodded in assent; he’d made a smart pivot off her main point.
“But what is more notable,” he continued, “is what happened next. You’ll note the system detected a pheromone level that was well off the scale. The level of fear that the prisoner displayed was disproportionate in the extreme and certainly does not align with any expected profile models from the scenario of his arrest. Without the robot, we would not have induced that reaction.”
“His reaction was that he went nuts. Aren’t they all?” said Keegan. But inside, she knew that was not the case. Frankly, the grown man’s meltdown bothered her more than the surprise appearance by the robot. She had seen adults crumble before, but it always happened from a trauma that struck like an emotional lightning bolt—hosing out an M-ATV after losing a buddy in battle, the video message that a mother had died while you were thousands of miles away. This was different; Reppley had just lost it at the simple idea of being locked in a room with a robot.
“Agent Keegan, you know you’re grasping on this one,” said Bosch, now adjudicating. “He’s right, both on getting useful data in the moment and that a subject going ‘nuts’ is something pertinent. What is your second concern?”
“My second concern is that, even if you were going to put a system in the room with me, I should have known. You can’t treat a live interrogation like some kind of experiment, putting me in there cold with some thing.”
“Actually, I can, Agent Keegan. The whole point was the experiment. That thing is a learning machine, as are you,” said Bosch, “and as the events have proven today, a damn fine one. Both of you went in there ‘cold’—without any sense of what awaited—and yet teamed up to achieve a better result. What we want to learn next is whether that can be replicated. I think it’s best Agents Keegan and Noritz and I take a walk. Dr. Modi, will you bring TAMS to join us?”
As they left the room, Noritz gave Keegan a look that communicated she better do whatever the hell the deputy director planned and keep her mouth shut as she did.
The walk began silently, leaving the detention cell area and moving out into the mall’s atrium. It was all bathed in a pale undersea light due to the green film that had built up on the skylights above. The atrium’s planters were empty and a lack of any trash inside spoke to the austerity of the highly automated DSDF.
Bosch began again, speaking directly to Keegan. At that level, a deputy director didn’t care about the minor difference in ranks between Noritz and Keegan. They were both simply movable parts in the bureaucracy to him. Noritz’s face stayed the same, but Keegan knew him well enough to know that was killing him inside.
“Agent Keegan, I have a proposal for you, which will take you off this case but potentially be far more important to the Bureau.”
She nodded warily. Reppley had been her collar, so she already felt possessive toward the case. It also had the promise to be her biggest yet at the Bureau.
“What you and poor Mr. Reppley met today is a product of the defense industrial complex, which Congress in its infinite wisdom has given to us to test out in a new setting. As I understand from your service jacket, you served in the Marine Corps and worked with unmanned systems there.”
“Yes, sir. I was an MP, but in the Corps, we all fight. Every squad has a designated squad systems operator. That was my task; basically the robot wrangler for the unit, handling ground systems to hunt IEDs and launching microdrones to scout convoy routes. But nothing of this type of sophistication.”
“Well, among the field agents in the Washington Field Office, that still makes you one of our top experts. I assume that is how our algorithm made the match. Correct, Dr. Modi?”
“Yes, sir,” Modi replied. “We matched a variety of factors, from experience to past case history, but that stood out.” As he spoke, the robot from the room appeared from the detention center hallway. Keegan noted that its steps were actually quieter than a human’s on the old shopping mall’s floor tiles, likely the same rubber material as its fingers muffling the sound.
She pegged the system at 5 feet tall exactly, 9 inches shorter than she was. As she expected, its human form on top was matched by two legs; anything else likely would have been perceived as too monstrous, moving from the uncanny valley into the scary. That didn’t mean its designers had bound it to human limits, though. The hip and knee joints were both circular, akin to large ball bearings, that would allow pivots in multiple directions, but pulled by animal-like tendons likely controlled by bio-inspired AI algorithms.13 Similarly, it had feet and toes, but the feet had another ball bearing joint, where the human foot would have had an arch, and the toes splayed out at an angle to address the balance issues that had plagued the early unmanned systems. It was a meld of evolution and engineering.
“Ah, here it is,” said Bosch. “Agent Keegan, meet TAMS, your partner in this little experiment. TAMS, introduce yourself.”
The robot’s head turned toward Keegan and Noritz with a faint whir of servos. “I am a Tactical Autonomous Mobility System—TAMS for short,” said the robot. “It is a pleasure to meet you.”
“Quite the technology, sir,” said Noritz. He stepped closer to the robot, peering into its eyes. Keegan’s assessment was far less romantic: It should be a quadruped. The best bots she’d worked with in the Corps had four legs; they could lose one and still move. The only downside of the doglike designs was Marines got more attached to them.14
Bosch began to walk again and the four followed, the machine just slightly behind. “TAMS was originally developed for a joint DARPA and HSARPA program at the end of the last decade. Then the contractors got involved. However, for all the excitement and cool marketing clips on YouTube, it never made it across the proverbial ‘Valley of Death’ in contracting, from prototype to program of record. Contrary to all the movies we grew up with, it turns out that Terminator robots weren’t the future of war.”
“Yes, sir. We figured that out pretty quickly. Bigger bot is just a bigger target with more to break,” said Keegan. “We needed them to do things and go places that humans couldn’t, not just recreate something the military could already force a warm body to do.”
“However,” said Bosch, “while the military may not have wanted it, there is no such thing as a sunk cost in government programs, and TAMS here has some important fans on the Hill.”
“From, let me guess, the Bay Area?” Noritz said, trying to get into the conversation.
“More important,” answered Bosch. “The land of the Appropriations Committee. The result is that we are now examining TAMS’s suitability in federal law enforcement agencies. In addition to the Washington Field Office, eleven other Bureau field offices will be deploying the system on a provisional basis. This, as I am sure you have deduced with your keen human powers of observation, is where we hope that you come in.”
“You want me for a burn-in,” said Keegan quietly.
“A what?” asked Noritz.
“Why don’t you take this one, bot?” She looked at Modi, who nodded his head in assent.
“TAMS,” Modi said. “Tell Agent Noritz what a ‘burn-in’ is.”
“A burn-in is defined as ‘the continuous operation of a device, such as a computer, as a test for defects or failure prior to putting it to use,’” answered the machine.15 It wasn’t much of a trick to recite a dictionary definition, but one thing stood out: Keegan noticed that the machine had taken on a different intonation than in the interrogation room. Keegan surmised it had selected one researched to be best suited for conversing with FBI agents. At least, she thought, it didn’t have that annoyingly sexist female voice that all the old personal assistant AIs once defaulted to.16
As the robot spoke, they paused in their walk to listen, stopping in front of a high-end kitchen store that had not yet been converted into office space. From the inside, its windows still displayed promotional “Going out of business” signs.
“Yes, a burn-in,” said Bosch. “A highly appropriate term. Let me be clear. This test is about finding answers, not about creating a win for some funder on the Hill. What I want is data. I want feedback from the field on whether this technology is good for the Bureau . . . or not.”
At the last two words, Bosch made eye contact with her. Was that a signal that, despite what he just said, this test had a right answer, one that ensured the Bureau’s human agents had a future, unlike everyone else?
“We really do think, though, that TAMS will help you,” said Modi, quickly adding in what he thought to be a helpful caveat, “as an observation and decision aide. What an AI system can bring to an agent are the very same things it brought to a soldier in the field or a stock trader on Wall Street: machine-speed collection, collation, and analysis of information.17 It isn’t about replacing, but freeing up the human.18 Think of it not as artificial intelligence but augmented intelligence. There’s no way any of us can keep up with everything in the feed, the cloud, as well as whatever surrounds you. In turn, you need that data operationalized.”
“That’s true,” Noritz said, weighing in. “Keegan is perhaps my best field agent, sir, but even she is struggling to manage it all. For instance, she had to drop off the net at Union Station.”
“Too much feed gets in the way. Those designers and programmers haven’t been shot at before, and it shows,” said Keegan, irritated that Noritz would say she was struggling. “Sometimes you have to turn it all off and really see what’s in front of you. That’s how I was able to ID the suspect.”
“Exactly,” said Bosch emphatically. “That’s why we very much hope you will accept this assignment. And while we’re testing TAMS units in other field offices, you’re here with us, and that means your trial counts in a different way. We need to know if TAMS just gets in the way or, worse, endangers the agent or anybody else. If that’s the case, that this machine can’t perform properly, then we get our own allies on the Hill to bury the program. So get to know it, and show it how to do the job as you see fit. And stay out of the spotlight.”
Keegan made eye contact with Noritz, and could see how much he wanted her to say yes.
“But remember, Agent Keegan,” said Modi, “TAMS is a learning system. You can study its capabilities, but you’ll be the one who can really show us what it can, and can’t, do. In the end, if it fails, it will be in part because of you, that you taught it to. Do you understand that responsibility?”
Before Keegan could answer, Bosch interjected. “Agent Keegan, there’s a moment when we fully comprehend what responsibility means in the Bureau. For some people, it’s a firsthand ordeal that, if they come through it, is transformational. Others learn it at lower stakes, in the form of a story. When I was in my second year in the Bureau, I had a supervisor who once worked on the security detail protecting J. Edgar Hoover. Mr. Hoover had a lot of enemies and just a few friends. I’m sure you are aware?”
“Yes, sir.”
“So my guy’s the junior agent on the detail, fresh-faced and all that, and they’re on the road, in New York City at some midtown hotel. The detail is staying two rooms down from Director Hoover’s suite. Never the one beside it; that’s for the associate director, what my old job was called back then.”
Keegan had heard all the rumors about the FBI’s first associate director, Clyde Tolson. Where was Bosch going with this?
“So the security detail is sitting down to eat room service, big steaks and ketchup, or whatever unhealthy crap they ate back then, when the fire alarm goes off. But no smoke. No fire trucks. Nothing. They gotta assume it could be anything. Maybe a Mob or Commie hit on the director, the alarm a distraction. So they bang on the door, but no answer. They gotta make a decision. So they use the master key to let themselves in, prepared in that instant to lay down their lives for the one man in the country who stands between Democracy and tyranny. But when they get inside, there’s no Bulgarian hit squad or mafioso assassin with piano wire. It’s just the director and Tolson in pink dressing gowns, painting each other’s toenails, while a Nina Simone record blares on the hi-fi.
“Now, you see, things like that were frowned on back then. This was a big fucking deal. Hoover’s blackmailing a good 10 percent of Congress at the time just for being gay and here he was. And so, my guy’s got another choice to make. They may have something now on the director. But J. Edgar sure as hell had something on every single one of them, otherwise he wouldn’t have let them anywhere near his security detail—some affair they were having he could rat to their wife, some crooked real estate deal that would put their father in jail, whatever.
“So, they’re easing their way back out, quiet like under the cover of the fire alarm, discretion being the better part of valor. But then, they actually do smell smoke. There really was a fire. Somebody passed out in bed with a lit cigar three floors down. So they bang on the door a second time. No reply. This time, they kick it in, but wait a beat to give the two of them time to at least put their nail brushes away, give ’em at least that. Then, they politely inform the director that he’s gotta change quicker than Clark Kent and they bundle the two of them out of there, down into the parking garage, and then out the building.
“A few hours later, they’re set up at another hotel and life seems to be back to normal, no one saying a thing about it. But then the associate director comes to my old boss, as he’s the junior guy on the team. Says he left something back at the first hotel, and would my guy be willing to go back and get it for him. You know what it is?”
Keegan didn’t answer, knowing he wanted to say it.
“It’s the nail polish. He’s either testing out his loyalty now or he just really likes that color. Either way, my guy’s got another choice that he did not expect he’d ever have to make as a G-man. So, the thing is, my old boss would never end the story by telling what happened next or even what color the nail polish was. Every damn time, you know what my old boss would say at the end?”
“No, sir.”
“ ‘That’s when I learned that, in the Bureau, you’ll always have career-defining decisions to make. And every single time, the Bureau trusts you’ll make the right one for it.’”
BALLSTON NEIGHBORHOOD
Arlington, Virginia
Keegan stood outside the door to her condo, just listening. She rested her forehead gently on the thick wood, closed her eyes, and slowly exhaled. Finding a moment to collect herself before she passed between the two worlds she lived in had become ritual long ago. Leaving in the morning was often early, and done in the dark. She became an FBI agent in those moments, really before she was fully awake. Coming home was sometimes too jarring. She’d learned she had to first catch her breath and give herself time to become a mother—and a wife, whatever that meant now. For a few hours, at least before returning back to the darker places, this was to be where the better angels of her nature prevailed.
Beyond the door was Haley, her four-year-old daughter, and Jared, her husband of seven years. That she knew. But which Jared would it be tonight?
Haley’s laughter could be heard through the door, which was likely not a good thing.
Still propped against the door, Keegan swiped down, the various apps displayed on her Watchlet spinning around her wrist like an old-school slot machine until they landed on what she was looking for, a personal app she’d added. It showed a camera view from a mantislike insect bot that lived atop a bookshelf.
She pressed down on the screen and the app expanded to a full-wrist view. She zoomed the shot to see what exactly Haley was doing.
Haley was making her Barbie doll dance along the edge of the kitchen table with a gray spiderlike bot about half the size and made of builder blocks.19 Whatever imaginary hijinks the two of them were up to, it was making her squeal with laughter, which always revealed the dimple on her left cheek.
God, she loved that girl. They certainly hadn’t mixed up the babies at the hospital. Haley had her blue-green eyes, Jared’s curly blond hair, her own mom’s earlobes, and Jared’s mom’s small pug nose. Haley also seemed to have inherited his side of the family’s build; she was already tall for her age, which was making it more and more difficult to pick her up and carry her to bed.
But as much as she loved Haley, she hated that doll. Both she and Jared had pleaded with Haley to get something else, something less cliché. But before a tense visit to her in-laws in Philadelphia, they’d promised her a doll for good behavior. Barbie had been what Haley had chosen after playing with an old version at her grandparents’ house. At least they’d been able to steer her to the astronaut version, though Keegan doubted that anyone with an actual astrophysics PhD would have chosen such an unsuitable hairstyle for a life of helmets and zero-gravity environments.
Keegan panned the camera to track what was going on in the rest of the room, to see where Jared was while Haley played.
She needn’t have bothered, as he was in the same tangle of blankets on the couch that he always was when working on the HIT. “Human Intelligence Task” is what they called it, a marketplace of virtualized micro-jobs that machines couldn’t do.20
She zoomed the shot in. The VR rig covered his face, so she couldn’t see his expression or any part of his hair for that matter. He kept it shorter now than when they’d first met; it was easier, with the helmet, plus it meant that the white hairs starting to pop up along his temple blended in with the blond and were almost imperceptible. What she could see was that Jared’s neck muscles were visibly tensed under the weight of the helmet. How many hours had he been hitting it today? Three? Ten? The incentive-based nature of it made HIT a perfectly addictive way to help and harm your family.
Keegan watched her husband for a few more seconds, how the weaving of his VR visor had a pattern to it, the slightly exaggerated movements of someone in conversation, when no one was actually in the room with them. The bot did not provide her any audio, but she had listened in on enough of these sessions to know that he was pretty good at it. He had that blend of intelligence and deference that peppered his speech from years of good schools, making him helpful and engaging, but not too pushy.
They were lucky in that and a lot more, she knew. Thank God when Haley was born they’d been covered under Jared’s healthcare plan back then. There was no way Uncle Sam’s HMO would have paid for the polygenic scoring that allowed them to turn off the genetic trait that would have given her Type 1 diabetes.21
And Haley was a happy kid; they’d been able to shield her from most of the changes at home, though she occasionally still cried at night for their nanny. Letting Sandra go had been tough on her, mostly because it was hard for kids to figure out that difference between natural and paid family members.
Luckiest of all, they still had Keegan’s job, which meant they hadn’t had to downsize out of the only home that Haley had ever known. When she and Jared had started dating, her new job as an FBI agent was a source of curiosity and even cool factor to his law-school buddies. No mention was made of the salary, which was probably a source of amusement to people making seven or eight times as much. Now it was steady income coveted by those same lawyers, reduced to pyramid sharecar syndicates or micro-moment legal work, trying to run up their billable seconds for Mexican pharma companies, all to just cover the interest payments on their credit cards. And that was for those lucky enough to still be in the profession—unlike Jared.
He had been on the partner track for financial sector regulatory contract advisory work, a part of law that was boring as hell but lucrative. That all changed when the firm brought in a “human performance potential” advisory firm. It had initially been hired to find efficiencies, but the monitoring doubled as human training for the machine learning systems, their algorithms getting smarter hour by hour, client by client.22 Within three months he was fired, as were 80 percent of the junior staffers. The senior partners took a share of the algorithm itself, which would transcend the firm and potentially create generational wealth.
They cut Jared out of all of it. Not just the money, but the deal. That was what had been so hard for him to take, and so hard for her to watch.
This was not how it was supposed to work. That job had been the fulfillment of a lifetime of promises made to him by parents, teachers, loan officers, and more. Study hard, get good grades, go to a good school, and then repeat until you end up with a good job, where you work hard, get a good salary, and send your kids to a good school to repeat it all again. That had been the deal literally for generations. Automation had always seemed a problem just for truck drivers or factory workers, until suddenly it wasn’t.23 It turned out that not even a Yale Law degree could compete with the algorithms.
It was not even a partner or the human resources department that had made the decision to fire him, versus the lucky 20 percent the firm had kept on. The “workforce optimization” was decided by the algorithm, and even the termination letter automatically written and emailed.24
Somehow, that cold, dispassionate decision made Jared blame himself more. It wasn’t someone else’s fault, so it had to be his own. The first thing Jared said when he learned he would lose his job was “I should have been a trial lawyer.” Of course, that was no refuge either, as algorithms had cut a swath through that field as well. Predictive analysis meant that both sides knew the chances of success, making it folly to go through with a prosecution or lawsuit; you could just run the numbers and calculate the risks and investments of a pretrial settlement.25
Keegan thought about the honeymoon they’d taken to Glacier National Park, just after he’d passed the bar.26 They’d spent nearly every meal and hike planning their future—jobs, work, houses. Not once had they talked about staying together just for their daughter and Jared spending his days as a remote companion to the elderly.27
The fall had been hard, but they hadn’t lost everything, unlike so many people they knew.
Within two steps inside the door, Haley slammed into Keegan’s legs at full speed, that perfect kind of collision fueled by beautifully raw emotion.
“My butterfly,” said Keegan, unlocking Haley’s tight grip to scoop her up in her arms. “Missed you.”
“All day, Mommy?” Haley said.
“All day,” said Keegan.
“Every hour?” said Haley.
“Every single one,” said Keegan.
“Each minute?”
“All of them. Until now,” said Keegan. In the moment she held her girl in her arms, Haley’s head tucked into the crook of her neck, she felt a disorienting loss of connection to the adult things that had occupied her mind. Here and now, she was only Haley’s mother. She swayed slightly, taking a slight step back, before she opened her eyes again to the world.
Today, Haley had double French braids. “I love your braids,” Keegan said.
“Daddy did them this morning.”
She had to give Jared credit. There was no way she could have done that. “Beautiful.” Keegan ran her hand along Haley’s head, glad her daughter was oblivious to what it’d taken for her father to become so expert at doing her hair.
“He says it’s to make me look like a Jedi.”
“You do. We’ll go find your lightsaber.”
Finally noticing her entrance, Jared waved toward Keegan, while murmuring into the helmet mic. It was probably Harlan again, a centenarian from Portland, Oregon. He had started out giving Jared top scores and then moved on to requesting him specifically, which was a nice 5 percent bump in Jared’s cut of the fee.
The system could be automated with a synth voice, but there was a reason wealthy clients paid to have a real human engaging and monitoring their loved ones—all the studies showed that the autonomous aids, like the robotic-arm feeding system that Harlan’s kids had equipped his kitchen with, were not enough.28 They needed human interaction; even the simulation of it was not enough.
Keegan set her daughter down. “Let me check in on Daddy,” she said to Haley. “I’ll be right back.”
She sat down heavily next to Jared and tugged away a couple of the blankets, a subtle indication that it was time to get up and join her and Haley.
Jared flashed two fingers, indicating two minutes, which really meant double that. So Keegan got up to see what world Haley had created today for her dolls to play in.
Haley showed off her dolls, and let the spider bot crawl on her hand and arm the way Keegan had once let a tarantula walk all the way up her shoulder in high school. But as Haley babbled on about Barbie and the spider’s adventures, Keegan kept sneaking peeks over her shoulder at Jared, waiting for him to get up off the couch. On a good day, he’d come right over and start talking in a silly high-pitched voice, adopting the personas they’d given the dolls. Today was not going to be like that, Keegan could see.
She put an old cartoon on the wall projector to keep Haley occupied and went into the kitchen to get dinner going. Kratts’ Creatures, the same show she’d watched as a kid—at least she could tell herself she was doing the minimum a good parent would do, by making her daughter watch something slightly educational.
She messaged Jared using the touch screen on the freezer door.
U ready yet?
He responded with an emoji: a sack of money.
JUST 5 MORE, THEN DUN
He’d left the caps lock on, like it was important to shout.
Two minutes had become five minutes in one minute. While she tried to figure out how to respond without it escalating into another fight, she simultaneously pulled up the freezer screen to scan the contents, reordering the tabs to prioritize oldest first. It was one of their little daily battles. Jared always left dinner to the default meal of the day, delivered by drone to the rooftop and paid for through his work account.29 The daughter of a single mom who often worked late, Keegan instead liked to scavenge, building an entire meal off the first ingredient she found in the fridge.
And tonight that was a bag of frozen synth shrimp from Tennessee. Well, that decided it.
She pushed a screen grab of the shrimp bag to Jared’s screen.
Fancy seafood dinner awaits
He sent back a thanks emoji and
CALL ME WHEN YOU GET REAL SHRIMP
Then the real reason:
JUST NEED 3 MO +++ TO GET DAILY PRIME . . . $600
Dammit. Three more micro-likes with Harlan could take twenty minutes, maybe more. What would it take: a leading question about a granddaughter in Phoenix, the one who had not been outside in ninety-four days due to the heat? That really was the game, Keegan thought. In many ways, Jared’s legal job had been good prep for this—not just the long hours, but the whole essence, which was to keep the client happy while not actually speaking your mind.
But a prime so big also meant Jared had been grinding hard all week, keeping Harlan happy while tabbing his blood pressure, EKG, stool metadata, and who knows what else.
Just not tonight. Not after the day she’d had. Not after Union Station. Not after the Dizz-Diff interrogation and that robot.
Need u to wrap up. We promised to try to do more dinners together for HaleyGirl.
A quick reply:
ALMOST DUN . . .
Keegan slammed the freezer drawer. Then she called out to Haley to come over to the dinner table, trying to keep the anger out of her tone. It didn’t work. Hearing her voice, she cleared her throat. A long exhale, then silence, as she froze in that state between absolutely losing her shit on Jared and the self-control she’d developed as a Marine to lock down your emotions when things went south.
Haley tugged on her pant leg. “Is Daddy coming to dinner, or just us?”
Keegan felt her eyes well up, and she looked away. “He’s coming. But you gotta help me cook it first, silly!”
It was in these little moments that she tried to reconnect with Haley, to make up for being at work so much. Jared had her all day, which was maybe why he didn’t mind the missed meals.
“OK, but I don’t know how.”
“I’ll get a pan,” said Keegan. “You get the shrimp out of the freezer drawer. The silver bag.”
“I know what a shrimp is.”
They prepared the dinner together, a simple meal of shrimp, a bag of microwaved rice, and fresh broccoli that had been delivered that morning to the building’s roof pad. No sauce at all for Haley’s portion; Sriracha and honey sauce for the adults.
Keegan and Haley sat down to eat, setting a place for Jared. He remained on the couch. Keegan watched him, noticing the awkward angle of his neck from wearing the VR rig too long. It was going to leave another ache there, another price to be paid. She felt sympathy, love, and resentment all at once, a disorienting sensation that made her reach out and hold Haley’s hand and bring it to her lips.
When she looked up, Jared was standing over them with a careful grin. A former shooting guard for his high school basketball team, he was six foot four, tall enough in the way that naturally inspired confidence, but not too imposing. He still had some vestiges of a basketball player’s physique, but ever since he’d been laid off, his weight had yo-yoed. First, he’d treated the time off as an opportunity to get fit in a way that he hadn’t been able to when on the partner track, and he’d thrown himself into training for a triathlon with the same energy that he had finding new work. Along with a paleo diet, he’d become almost gaunt. But as what had seemed like a useful sabbatical instead dragged into months with no new job offers, he’d picked up the HIT jobs to fill the gaps. Time offline, at the gym or the trail, now competed directly with online time tracking and max score incentives.30 It was much the same with his time with Haley; every minute doing something with her was a minute away from doing something that could provide for her.
Jared leaned over, gave Keegan a hug, and whispered, “Sorry that took so long. He’s gone down for a nap. Gimme a sec for a bathroom break and I’ll be right back. Actual promise this time.”
As he went down the hallway to the bathroom, Keegan smiled at Haley’s excitement that her dad was joining them, as if her cooking had been the key. Keegan poured him a glass of white wine, leaving only a finger of the glass unfilled. And then he returned and was present, truly there, beaming with pride that he had earned the $600 prime.
It was halfway through the meal, while Haley was messing up retelling one of the jokes from the cartoons, that Keegan noticed Jared hadn’t touched his wine.
And then it clicked—the bathroom visit. All it took for him there was two quick sprays. Left nostril. Right nostril. Faint vanilla taste at the back of the throat as the Dilaudid aerosol quickly did its work, one targeted molecule at a time. And ninety seconds later, he was his old self again, at least for the next few hours, until he fell asleep. What was it that had decided it for him? The neck pain? The shame? The boredom?
She knew they should talk about it. Even with the positive shift in Jared’s mood, the toll was obvious—dark circles under his blue eyes and pale skin. Keegan thought of getting him a sunlamp but knew that it would just make him angry, resentful of her aid. Maybe his employer’s algorithms would pick up on it and send him one, just like they had sent the iron supplements.
But it was not worth opening up that wound tonight, at least not in front of Haley. And so Keegan said nothing, no matter how much anger she felt. She wasn’t just angry at what he was doing to himself; it also felt like a betrayal. Jared knew that her mother had gone down that path with oxy, working her way through five different doctors to keep getting prescriptions, until they’d had to literally lock her in her bedroom to get her off the stuff. Now he was doing the same, the only difference being he was getting his diagnoses and prescriptions from a virtual physician’s assistant.
“Good day? Bad day?” Jared asked, oblivious to how she was seething inside.
“You really want to know?” she said.
“Sure,” he said.
“I got to play the hero today, and as a reward, they offered me . . . a new partner.”
“What’d you do?” he asked. It was a reminder as much as a question: Don’t be careless with your life . . . and your job. Don’t be careless with our life.
Haley started to play with the Lego bot in her lap; she often did it when talk at the table turned tense.
Keegan bristled at the implied doubt in his question. “Had a big collar today. But they want to take me off the case to work with a new agent. It’d be a training gig, but it’s one the higher-ups care about.”
“Getting noticed like that sounds good,” said Jared, his voice devolving back into that familiar tone of someone with a better job, who was patronizing the other’s work—another side effect from the drug’s memory hit. Or is it what he really thinks, even now?
“I’ve not decided yet. Lots to mull over. And it doesn’t guarantee a promotion, if that’s what you’re hinting at.”
“Still. If it’s something the bosses want, makes sense to do it. As long as you don’t let the partner steal any of the credit.”
Keegan considered, just for a moment, whether to tell him that her new partner was more like the bot in Haley’s lap than any of the humans at the table. But she could tell Jared was feeling good tonight, proud, so she just agreed.
He watched, seemingly to see if she was going to add anything further, then changed the subject, a ball of energy aching to talk to someone other than an old man 3,000 miles away. “Hey, did you see what happened in Indianapolis? Unbelievable.”
Jared had taken to watching a picture-in-picture screen of his social feed during work. It was something to keep his brain busy during the dull parts of the day. But like so much else, the constant flow of news, rumors, arguments, jokes, and memes had become a kind of addiction.31 Each day, he’d ask Keegan about something trending, then be surprised that someone working in the FBI wasn’t as up on the details as he was. It made Keegan doubly glad of the Bureau’s policy of freezing social accounts. Defense lawyers using AI to scrape agents’ past words to try to show their bias had cost too many convictions.
“No,” Keegan replied. “I got sucked into all these new work issues. What happened?”
“You gotta see it.” He waved his hand to pull up the feed on the wall screen, and narrated as it played. Her eyes darted to the corner to validate that it had the blue watermark, to confirm it wasn’t a deep fake.32
“OK, this is an air conditioner factory, right? They were going to botomate the place in a couple months. So at the morning shift, here come the workers, but see how they’re all carrying sledgehammers and blowtorches like it’s some old-school factory? There’s the shift whistle, and they just go to town, smashing everything. It’s the whole workforce, so it’s not like the bosses or security guards can stop them. And that’s the thing that made it go viral. See how they don’t even try to hide their faces? No masks, nothing. A few were even wearing VR rigs and put it up online, so you can experience it yourself.”
Keegan was suddenly aware that her daughter had also just watched the footage. She tried to turn it into a teaching moment. “Haley, would you break your old toys if we said we wouldn’t give you any new ones?”
“No, but you might need to reprogram them if I wasn’t getting any more, so they wouldn’t get bored of me.”
Keegan raised her eyebrows, and Jared laughed.
“That’s my girl! Good answer. Go play in your fort while Mommy and I finish dinner.”
Haley quickly scooted away. As soon as she crossed the imaginary line her parents had programmed for the boundaries of her play area, her teddy bear, “Baz,” purred to life. Short for “BaZooKa,” the main character in one of Haley’s favorite shows, the toy had plush orange fur, which doubled as crash padding, and blue insectlike wings that had embedded rotors covered by wire mesh to keep tiny fingers intact. The bear took flight and hovered 18 inches away at waist level, ready to follow Haley’s every move. The pre-programmed boundaries kept the machine from getting in the way in the kitchen, as much as they gave Haley her own space.
Bounded by a dollhouse and a pair of oversized stuffed giraffes, the play area in the far corner of the living room shielded Haley from the wall screen that listened to conversations and used biosensors to determine what programming to put up next.33 It pivoted off discussions, providing fodder for one side of an argument; other times, it would just inject a new topic determined from their profiles. She and Jared had been leery about it at first, but it provided them with something to talk about as their conversations grew more difficult, which was something else left unsaid.
The one thing they had agreed on was that Haley should be left out of the system until she turned ten. You could “program out” the voice and bio-cues of a minor, but Keegan didn’t trust it. The companies were always trying to fine-print the privacy opt-outs through the automated upgrade agreements. Though by hiding Haley, the sensors could potentially push inappropriate programming the system thought Keegan would react to, like combat-cams from Somalia, but better that than even more steered stimulation at such a young age.
The subtraction of Haley increased the detected level of interest in the topic among the remaining humans, and the newsfeed automatically played the next item in the feed. Selecting the perspective to take based on Jared’s psychological and political profile, it played a reaction piece from Senator Harold Jacobs from Ohio. Rather than the typical authenticating self-broadcast from a kitchen or diner, Jacobs had projected himself onto the factory floor, serene, as the destruction took place around him.
“I will never condone violence, ever, but these Americans in Indiana are no different than a previous generation of heroes who defiantly threw British tea into Boston Harbor. They are patriots waging a righteous fight. This is not just about metal-collar jobs. This is about standing up for something—our right to pursue happiness on terms we all expect. They fight for all of us.”
“They don’t fight,” said Keegan, playing with the last shrimp on her plate before carefully spearing it. “They beat up some machinery. In a fight, someone fights back.”
“Some global elites, who never set foot in the communities they want dominated by machines, they think they can buy them off with promises of GBI and free money. No, they have the right to work and will fight for it.”
“This guy makes no sense. Now the factory is broken, and with no GBI, they’ll get nothing,” Keegan said.
“At least they did something,” Jared replied. “Damn machines are taking everything. If it keeps up, there’ll be nothing but bots and their few gajillionaire owners. How do they think people are going to afford whatever they make?”34
On cue, the screen narrative shifted to stimulate what it had determined was a brewing debate between the couple over GBI, the proposed Guaranteed Basic Income program.35 In this case, the screen filled with a high-resolution image of Willow Shaw—close-cropped silver hair, tan skin, a form-fitting long-sleeved black T-shirt that stopped at the forearms, where e-ink tattoo panels swirled like darting tropical fish whenever he gesticulated with his hands. He had the look of somebody who spent their days outdoors, a high-mountain guide’s placidity and openness in his smile.
“I don’t think we should blame these workers, but help them.”
“Ugh. Not that guy again,” said Jared. “As if being everywhere in the net wasn’t enough, now he’s all over the feed too.”
Shaw was the most visible face in the new industry that had taken off in the wake of the last market crash. If the previous generation of tech behemoths had been about unleashing information, Shaw’s company KloudSky was about its intelligentization.36 The combination of mass data, cloud computing, and AI not only had created new market efficiencies but entire new marketplaces, such as letting companies bid in real time on mid-modal drone delivery opportunities for shopping rush-hour commuters. His firm took a slice of each and harvested even more data.
“What happened in Indianapolis shows that we’re not doing enough. The question of our modern world isn’t whether automation is coming or even whether it will bring benefits.37 We know that it will. The real question is whether those benefits will be distributed beyond the lucky few like me. The work of SANE found that there is so much we can do to change the way we do business in America, but we have to be sure to never lose sight of the values that make all of that change possible.”
“SANE. I still can’t believe they called it that,” Jared continued. “It’s such obvious marketing.”
Little known outside Silicon Valley a few years ago, in the last year Shaw had taken on a more public role as a member of the White House task force known as the SANE Commission, short for the Study of Alternative and Novel Economics.
“Yeah, but it works,” replied Keegan. “Like ‘pro-life’ or ‘metal-collar job,’ even if you know what they’re doing, the term still conveys a certain point of view every time you hear it.”
“That means understanding at the most human level that our basic desires are shared, they are universal—to be safe, supported, and productive members of society. Losing your job should not mean losing your future.”
“Oh, I know that. I can respect that. But it still grates on me. Kinda like that forehead of his.”
They both knew he was being petty, but the very image of Shaw offered Jared a convenient target, a veritable human embodiment of the change that he wrestled with every day from the couch. You could be mad at a company, but it was easier to hate a person.
“Technology is not destiny.38 AI’s impact on the American worker will be decided not by AI, but by us . . . by the policies that we vote on and the organizations we choose to build . . .or not. We can take advantage of the new opportunities provided by this new economy. Or we can miss this closing window to create shared prosperity for all.”39
“Yeah, it’s a bit too smooth,” Keegan said, trying to make peace. “Might be from those nanomites that the viz stars and billionaires are injecting to combat aging.”
The second she said it, she regretted it, realizing they’d soon be peppered with skin care and aging ads.
“People may think that the SANE Commission is coming up with something new here, but there is little that is more baked into our very history as a nation. Indeed, guaranteeing someone a basic income in a time of tech change was first written about by Thomas Paine, the very man whose ideas helped inspire the American Revolution.40 Today, in a new Industrial Revolution, we need that same kind of bold thinking—”
The buzzing of Jared’s Watchlet marked a pop-up notice breaking into the feed. Thousands of miles away, an elderly woman was stirring in her bed in a first-floor bedroom in a Craftsman bungalow and would soon need a reminder about her medicine. That would be another rewards opportunity for Jared. If he was back online before the actual client request for assistance came in, then it would be another prime.
“Back to the coal mines,” Jared said with a smile, and stood up. He couldn’t help himself, she knew. It wasn’t the drugs, but how he was wired. For all of the talk of giving people some kind of guaranteed income regardless of whether they worked, some people were defined by it. They drew who they were from it.
Shaw continued:
“There’s no fighting change. We have to embrace it or lose everything.”
Keegan nodded at Jared and switched the screen off. She leaned back in her chair and took a sip of wine, staring at how the liquid took the shape of the glass, adjusting to whatever environment it found itself placed in.
Jared headed over to the corner, to where Haley had already fallen sleep, curled up on a pillow with her toys laid out in front of her. He gave his daughter a kiss on the forehead and smiled at Keegan. For all their present distance, here was their joint creation. He headed back to the couch and put on the VR helmet, off to chase more primes. That drive was part of what had so attracted her—type A all the way, he’d powered his way through law school and now he’d do the same through whatever came next.
Keegan stood up from the table and knelt over her daughter, who hadn’t stirred at the kiss.
“Butterfly, time for bed,” she whispered, and carefully picked her up, the girl’s warm body slightly moving to rest her head over her mom’s shoulder. Carrying her to her darkened bedroom, Keegan tucked her daughter under the covers. Just out of reach, Baz hovered in the corner as it wirelessly charged from its wall-mounted power station—a nighttime sentry that Haley claimed kept away any nightmares. Keegan gave her a kiss on the forehead, just where her husband had, and then placed the Lego spider bot on a shelf across from the bed. She reset its camera to face the girl, her own nighttime sentry for warding off the bad.
Keegan quietly closed the door behind her and checked on Jared, whose head was now bopping back and forth, animated again in conversation with his ward. The hallway, lined with black-and-white photos of her and Jared on vacations pre-Haley, led to the office that had previously doubled as the guest bedroom but now was something more. They’d never really formally talked about who got the master and who got the guest room. It had all started with another of their arguments and Keegan just needing to be alone for a night, not even wanting to breathe the same air as him. And then she’d never gone back. It was easier than having that conversation out loud, which would have made it real, and maybe permanent.
Sitting in bed, she opened her work account on her Watchlet and messaged Noritz: There’s no fighting change. We have to embrace it. Agree to program.
FBI ACADEMY
Quantico, Virginia
“We all ready?” Keegan asked the obstacle course instructor. A giant of a man with jet-black hair and a streak of silver through the middle, he had a long mustache and a milky white prosthetic eye, as government healthcare did not cover the augmented implants that allowed a wearer to see. He wore black fatigues that he tucked into his black boots.
“Course clear. We’re green,” said the instructor. The man nodded at Keegan to begin.
Looking out at the quarter-mile sprint obstacle course, its end just visible in the evaporating morning dew, Keegan instinctively rolled her shoulders, unconsciously stretching her body at the memory of having to run it herself years back and, even more, reliving that mental pressure to burn through it so fast so that no man would question her right to be there. It had been generations since J. Edgar Hoover had died and women had finally been allowed to attend the Academy just ten days later. But it still mattered.1 The same course for everyone—rope climbs; wooden walls, some you had to climb over, others with openings designed to simulate a window to go through; the worst were the monkey bars that individually spun. If you really annoyed them, the instructors might even grease them with canola oil. While bringing in as diverse an agent pool as possible was an FBI recruitment talking point, physical fitness was the one place where discrimination was allowed. If the rest of America was losing the war against obesity and inactivity, then the advantage of being fit and healthy only increased. And any perceived advantage was as important as any real edge.
Keegan grew up watching videos of two-legged robots flipping and jumping through warehouses.2 She knew that a humanoid robot could work its way through a set of obstacles like this. That wasn’t what intrigued her. What Keegan most wanted to figure out was how TAMS would deal with the cognitive, rather than the physical, part. Machines could handle labeled data and single, structured tasks easily enough. Where they often crapped out was comprehending things from context only and all the multitasking that went into generalized learning and interaction.3 Basically all the things that humans found easy.
“Good morning, TAMS,” Keegan said. At the mention of its name, the system tilted its head, the physical signal that it was now awaiting command. It was a response she expected after spending the past several days reviewing its operating manuals and testing reports. What she had not had time for yet was to configure the bot’s user interface to her own preferences—or, as she thought of it, “the right way.”
“Good morning, Agent Keegan,” it replied, the eyes lighting up slightly as it spoke.
“TAMS, in one-on-one communication, no longer use my name,” Keegan ordered. “Saying it every sentence is wasted words and time.” These critical first steps shaped how the technology would fit her, rather than the other way around.
“Confirmed,” the system replied. The robot’s face was blank, yet Keegan realized that she’d imagined it was making a slightly miffed expression at being ordered around. Transposing emotion onto the bot—she’d have to watch out for that.4
“So, TAMS, do you know where we are?”
“Yes.”
“Where?”
“Latitude 38.53—”
Keegan quickly interrupted again. “End. Unless numbers requested, provide textual answers.” Computers “thought” in terms of numbers, which could quickly overwhelm a person.
“We are at the FBI Academy obstacle course in Quantico, Virginia.”
“Correct. Do not tilt you head when awaiting verbal or other commands.” She felt herself lapsing into the robotic affect she had used when she was a wrangler in the Marines.
“Understood.”
With an exaggerated blink to activate a targeting command on her AR glasses, Keegan tagged the obstacle course’s finish point—a rope climb that would test upper body and core strength, as well as mental toughness at the end of the run. “Then get your ass moving, machine. Go!”
Keegan thought it might take the system a few seconds to compute her order, but the bot was a blur of movement. Made sense. An AI was as much a big prediction machine as anything else. TAMS hadn’t been there sitting idle, but building scenarios and likelihoods of potential commands that it would receive based on its context.
The other thing that was notable was that the machine didn’t go directly to the finish point that Keegan had identified for it, but took off toward the route of the course. It had gauged that the humans wanted it to follow the rules of the environment.
As TAMS took off at a run, Keegan focused first on the feet of the system. The system design was human for interface but had clearly also been influenced by studies of nature. While it had two legs, the bot’s spine flexed slightly while it ran. This both balanced its movement as well as gave it more of a recoil from each step—like a cheetah. She’d have to look closer, but they also likely mirrored the animal’s retractable claws too, giving it a grip into softer surfaces, like that of a soccer player’s cleats.
TAMS quickly made it to the first obstacle, a low wooden log set just above waist level on a human, about chest level on the smaller machine. It was an ease-into-it first waypoint for trainees. There was no pause and the machine didn’t go below or around the log; it understood the more advanced rules of the environment’s prescribed behavior. Its legs pushed it upward, using both the flex of its joints and a slight expansion of the legs firing like small pistons. The momentum carried it over the log, but at the apogee it touched the log with one hand and pivoted. With hips and shoulders that were fully articulated and a waist that could turn 360 degrees, the robot’s moves looked oddly organic—it had not just been building likely scenarios of what it might be asked to do, but was mirroring clips it had reviewed of human trainees on the course. What was not humanlike was how quietly TAMS moved. It was not just that there was no grunting or breathing, but there was also a lack of noise at the contact points. As it made it to the next obstacle, a set of metal bars to swing on, the rubber grips on its hands muffled even that.
Keegan and the instructor ran alongside the robot as it went, Keegan tracking the time and TAMS’s power levels on the AR glasses.
“I did it in a minute fifty-two back in my class,” Keegan said. “What’s the record now?”
“Not bad,” said the instructor. “Had a trainee do it in a minute twenty-one just a couple months ago; she was a Ranger, and before that ex-pro CrossFit. Total badass.”
As they moved toward the end of the course, TAMS began the final rope climb. When it gripped the rope, it seemed flummoxed, as it swung back and forth in a more random, unpredictable manner. It tried to balance, kicking its feet out in the air like a thrashing swimmer, but that spun the rope the other way. After a beat, it gave up and ignored the spinning, pulling itself up one handhold at a time. It was markedly slower progress than the rest of the rhythmic, gymnast-like movements throughout the course.
TAMS reached the top of the rope and slapped it with its hand; again most likely having scoured video in the cloud, it had figured out that the way you marked your time was to slap the top of the post.
“Time!” said the instructor, standing below TAMS.
“A minute six.” He tried to sound matter of fact, but Keegan could sense he was a bit angry that the course record had been broken.
They stood beneath the hanging rope and waited. After a few seconds gawking, the instructor started to laugh.
“Shit,” said Keegan, realizing the limits of the programming. TAMS was still at the top of the rope, locked in place, its hands gripping tightly and its feet dangling in the air. This was on her. She had not told TAMS what to do after it achieved the objective, nor authorized it to go beyond. The A in its name stood for “Autonomous,” but autonomy for a machine was really just about how much leash the human was willing to give it.
“TAMS. Join us here.” Then, worried it might just jump down and get damaged on its very first day, she added, “Use the fast-rope technique.” Whether the machine had pulled the meaning from a clip of a firefighter dropping down from a fire station’s second floor or of Navy SEALs fast-roping onto a cargo ship’s fantail, the effect was the same. With almost no pause, the robot slid down, wrapping its legs around the thick rope to arrest its descent.
“System status report,” Keegan said. The robot’s diagnostic system projected the bot’s internals onto her AR glasses; the layers of circuitry, servos, and batteries were revelatory. The machine was as much a feat of art as engineering, the product of generations of genius coming together. Keegan circled TAMS like a sculptor weighing whether to carve away another sliver of clay. As she examined it, individual systems reported their relative temperatures and performance. The arms were slightly overheated from hanging on the rope, while the legs had returned to normal parameters.
Now, it was time to see how it adjusted. Keegan turned and walked back toward the start of the course. Unordered, TAMS followed, walking slightly behind her, like a servant staying out of the way. Clearly, “join” and human movement trumped the target designation.
“TAMS. I don’t want you dogging my heels, where I can’t see you. Stay to my side.”
The machine adjusted its pace. Interestingly, it chose to go to her right. Chance selection or had it decided based on an observation that Keegan was right-eye dominant?
Keegan asked it a more important question. “TAMS. How much faster can you run that obstacle course with a second try?”
A moment of silence, just the soft footfall of metal on dirt.
“Four point seven seconds,” said TAMS.
“Not under a minute?” said Keegan.
“No.”
“Why not?”
“The route is not optimized for performance,” said TAMS.
“Optimal or optimized?” said Keegan.
“Optimized,” said TAMS, which made Keegan stop.
“It is not optimized?” said Keegan.
“What the hell does it mean?” asked the instructor. “Is it some kind of critic now?”
Keegan ignored him, thinking on it. As they reached the starting line, she stood in front of TAMS and bent slightly, speaking at “eye level.” “TAMS, nothing will be optimized. Ever,” said Keegan.
“Understood,” said TAMS.
Under her breath, Keegan muttered, “I’m not so sure about that.”
The instructor snorted as he tried to suppress his laughter.
“How will you modify your route?” she asked.
TAMS took a few seconds, then said, “I am unable to provide that information.”
“I figured,” said Keegan. The machine was trying to figure out how to describe the minute changes it would make, some incomprehensibly small. It probably had the answer, just not the language to describe its process to a human.5
“OK, then. TAMS, show what you learned. Do it again.”
“Confirmed,” said TAMS.
“All clear to start now,” said the instructor.
Just as he pronounced the last syllable, TAMS was off, this time without Keegan designating the end point. As the machine reworked its way through the course, Keegan and the instructor running slightly farther behind it this time, she reset the AR history on her glasses to overlay the prior run’s track onto her current view. TAMS’s second run was not a perfect replica of the first; the tracks—the first in yellow, the second in blue—created a braided ropelike course, almost like a DNA helix weaving through the obstacles.
As TAMS scrambled up the rope, Keegan held her breath until it reached the top, paused, then slid down the rope before landing upright.
“One minute and a half second,” said the instructor, his voice more impressed this time around.
“That’s really interesting,” said Keegan.
“Run it again to see if it can break a minute?” said the instructor.
“Nah, no need,” said Keegan. The whole point of these courses was not merely training, but for the trainee to find the limits of what they thought was possible, both physically and mentally, and then push through them. A machine would simply push those limits to their exact breaking point and no further.
“But it would. I’m sure of that,” she said.
“How? It said it couldn’t.”
“TAMS beat its own time estimate in the second run. That means it was learning as it was moving through the course, improving, literally, in midair,” said Keegan. “Maybe it can’t shave off five seconds on each run, but another second? Give it another bucket of performance data, and it could certainly do that . . . just don’t ask it to explain how. Don’t think it knows. I sure as hell don’t.”
“That’s fucking scary,” said the instructor.
“Scary? Nah. It’s basically the same thing your car did on the way here today. Besides, you want scary? We’re going to go to the Kill House after this.”
FBI ACADEMY HRT COMPOUND
Quantico, Virginia
Sunbeams lanced the finger-sized holes punched in the walls, visible from the dust and powdered plywood that swirled in the dark with the faint breeze. Standing just inside the entry doorway of the FBI Hostage Rescue Team (HRT) Kill House, Keegan blinked to get her eyes used to the dark.6 It also made her realize she’d have to go deeper into the specs to see what the bot’s visual sensors were able to handle.
“You sure it’s OK to be here?” she called out.
The rubber coating on the walls, put there to prevent ricochets, gave the sound in the room a different tone, absorbing the noise of her voice just as they would the energy of bullets.
“For anyone else, no way. But you’ve got an in with the management.” Special Agent Noah Reddy chortled in the distinct way he always did. It sounded a bit like laughing, only inside his Adam’s apple.
Keegan had first heard that laugh back in Missouri, when the two of them had been paired up in the military police basic course at Fort Leonard Wood. Even though they had an obvious connection, Noah never once hit on her. She’d respected that, as it had been the last thing she was looking for then. When he’d invited her out clubbing in St. Louis the night of their first leave, she’d worried that it was going to ruin everything but quickly learned he had other plans. “No better wingman than a female friend,” he had explained. And they’d watched each other’s six from that point forward.
Over a decade later, he had speckles of light gray in his stubble, which meant they were both getting old. But the laugh was the same.
“One of the perks of HRT,” Noah continued, “besides getting to actually, you know, shoot the guns, is we get to decide who comes and goes.”
“Thanks. I need to keep this between us. I don’t want this getting out until I have a better handle on what I’m dealing with.”
They could have used Hogan’s Alley, the massive 10-acre range that the FBI had built for shooter training, replete with fake office buildings, schools, and even a post office. But today called for something a bit more private, hence the call to Noah for access to the Kill House.
Located in a quiet corner of the Quantico facility, it was where the FBI’s most elite squad conducted its riskiest live-fire training—the kind that was increasingly frowned upon by senior Bureau officials in a time when virtual reality weapons training could be conducted with zero chance of injury or death. Servare Vitas was the HRT motto. But to “save lives,” you had to risk them. Pure digital simulation couldn’t prepare you best for the real world, something that applied also to this machine.
Perhaps even more important, the mazelike series of rooms in the HRT’s training facility could also be reconfigured into a variety of layouts.7 For the team, it was to train for a range of different tactical environments, which might be anything from an actual hostage rescue to backstopping a raid on a synth cartel kingpin. For TAMS, it would mean a setting it had never been through before, as whatever layout Noah chose would be a new one. Both Keegan and the machine would be going through blind.
“Important question for you, though,” Noah called back, climbing down from one of the catwalks above, from where instructors would typically track the progress of a shooter moving from room to room. “You give your bot a name yet?”
“Technically, it’s TAMS,” Keegan replied. “No way I’m renaming it.”
“You remember how the boots would do that?” Noah said, using the slang for junior Marines who acted as if they were still in boot Camp. “And they’d then start to get feelings for little Scooby Doo or whatever name they gave it, like it was a family pet?8 One guy in the 3rd even ran out into machine gun fire just to save his robot buddy that had gotten stuck on a berm. Came back dragging the parts all proud, like he should win the Navy Cross for rescuing a fellow Marine.”
“Fucking stupid,” Keegan said. “No matter what a bot looks like or how smart it gets, it’s not a person. Just a tool for a job.” She looked over at TAMS to check for any signs of reaction. Nothing. Just quiet observation. “This one’s a little bit different, though, you know,” said Keegan. “For one, it costs a lot more than anything we had.”
“Everything costs more than what Marines get, that’s why we’re Marines,” he said.
“Too true.” Keegan had never ceased to be disappointed in the low quality of the equipment she had to contend with in the Corps, even the combat bots. Her idea of military service, fueled by video games, led to a massive shock when she was issued boots that were too big, pants that were too short, and it took days to find extra batteries for her first set of roach bots.
“Your bot’s bigger, but not big enough,” said Noah. “It’s about my son’s size.”
“Don’t you give your kid any milk?” said Keegan.
“No, I don’t want him to end up in the Corps like his old man. If he’s a runt, then he can go Air Force and just fly drones from the den.”
His tone shifted, a sign it was time to go to work as he said, “Keegan, you sure you don’t want to just go to the range? Start at 10 yards, work up from there? You know, do this like a normal person would?”
“No,” she replied. “We’ll work through the course together first, and let it follow along.”
“Just make sure your bot stays on the correct side of the muzzle,” said Noah.
“You know there’re a few people in HQ that I think wouldn’t mind that kind of accident.”
“Not on my watch,” he said. “You did not bring your weird childlike robot here to get schwacked at my Kill House, clear?9 We’re grown-ups now. Mortgages. Kids. We don’t do that shit anymore.”
Keegan gave him a mock salute but didn’t say anything.
Noah walked them back to the start of the close-quarters shooting facility and flicked at a tablet, likely directing the facility to shift a wall or two. Keegan knew him well enough to realize that even giving them that sneak peek at the first room was a misdirect. Would the machine?
Here they stood beneath a cheap wood stall that looked like a fireworks stand. Keegan noted that, with Noah now standing to her right, the robot chose to stand on her left. Somewhere along the way, someone had programmed that human-to-human communication took precedence over robot-to-human positioning.
On a table was a black FBI service-issue 40-caliber Sig Sauer 420, similar to the pistol Keegan wore on her side. It was the same pistol issued to the Army and Marine Corps, but this one had been customized for HRT, with a thumb-sized black targeting pod add-on beneath the barrel and an extended magazine that jutted an inch below the pistol’s butt.
Noah pointed at it. “We’ll run through with the HRT Sig first.” Keegan picked up the new pistol, which synced to her viz once it mapped her palm.
Pistols at the ready, Keegan followed Noah through the open door to the shoot-house.
“TAMS, follow 3 meters behind my movements.”
“Understood.”
“Yeah, and don’t get shot, while you’re at it,” Noah added.
“You have to begin with its name if you want to give an order.”
“Whatever. Just show me what you’ve forgotten . . . Kill!” he said, Marine lingo for “Let’s do this!”
Noah waved his left hand, two fingers making a slight tapping gesture in the air. At that, the room seemed to come to life. Mannequins bolted to cheap autonomous vacuum cleaners started to move. The first room on their left had three possible targets. Keegan quickly noted the weapons silhouette on two of them and moved to fire. But before she could get a shot off, Noah had already fired a double tap into the center of the silhouette. On Keegan’s glasses, the target color turned red. She quickly shifted to fire at the second armed target, noting it wore body armor—head shot needed. She fired off a quick shot that clipped the edge of the head, a scratch on the ear at worst, and then a second round through the center of its head. The target turned red as well, while the third mannequin rolled on, an innocent trying to trick them into firing at it.
On and on, room by room, they moved carefully through the building while TAMS followed. Keegan noted that, at every shot, the bot flinched, jerking its head to the right or left, forward or backward, toward the direction of the sound. It was an automated gunshot detection app, giving a visual clue to where the firing was coming from, almost like a pointer dog.10
She reached across to touch Noah on the arm, the signal to stop.
“TAMS,” Keegan yelled. “Reset to track only non–law enforcement weapons fire.”
“Confirmed,” TAMS responded, but at the volume of a shout.
Besides the green concur sign on her glasses, she’d heard it through her earplugs. Good. The robot had modulated to what it thought the needed volume was. Keegan removed her hearing protection and walked back to the starting point, Noah and TAMS following. Behind them, the target mannequins were now vacuuming up the ejected shell casings.
“Not too bad, Noah,” Keegan said. “You do this like it’s your job.”
“I do mine, so you don’t have to do yours. If you ever get in trouble, just dial H-R-T.”
“Didn’t see you at Union Station.”
“Touché,” Noah replied. “Let’s get the official count.” He paused and looked at Keegan as if for permission, gesturing to TAMS with his head.
She nodded.
“TAMS,” Noah said, “you poor unlucky machine that has to work with Agent Lara Keegan, who has never been able to shoot straight since her days at Fort Leonard, please provide the range scoring.”
“Agent Reddy completed the course with a 100 percent accuracy rate of discharged rounds on target and 94.1 percent in optimal impact areas. Agent Keegan completed the course with 91.4 accuracy rate of discharged rounds on target and 77.1 accuracy rate of discharged rounds in optimal impact areas,” the robot said.
“Good of your machine to confirm something we already know, that I’m way better than you,” said Noah.
“Let’s run it again. This time, I’ll use my own weapon,” said Keegan, and then with a flourish, “and I’ll run it with the bot.”
Noah let out a sigh. “That’s not a good idea.”
“And?”
“You want me on your six?”
“No, I’m good,” said Keegan, and Noah headed toward the stairs that led up to the second level of the Kill House.
Back at the wood stall, she put the HRT pistol in her empty shoulder holster and picked up her pistol. It was her Bureau-issue 420 model Sig Sauer. She had modded it with the 3-D printer in the HQ shooting range underneath the old Hoover Building, the grip retextured to her palm, a lighter trigger pull, and a cork-sized compact flash/sound suppressor, its design inspired by the intricate siphuncles of a nautilus shell. It lacked the refined industrialized aggression of the HRT-model pistol; it was more like one of those fabbed weapons they used to seize from jihadi workshops reeking of cheap Chinese plastic and stale cigarettes.
Keegan put on her AR glasses, synced her pistol, and then paused to pull the left side ear protection off and push it back on again. The last adjustments were more about taking a moment to re-center herself. Then, she turned to TAMS.
“TAMS, follow me, spacing 1 meter,” she said, speaking slowly and in as neutral an accent as possible. How many times had she seen a wrangler get into trouble with a bot during combat because the machine didn’t understand Texan? “Active target scanning protocol.”
As she said the last word, Keegan leaped through the entrance and rolled into the first room, popping up on one knee in a firing position. The room had the same three bots, but repositioned. She aimed at the first target and blasted it with a double-tap shot to the chest and one to the head.
TAMS immediately sent her vizglasses a smiley face emoji as acknowledgment of a hit. She’d have to remember to get it to change that setting. It would be damn off-putting in an actual firefight. More usefully, though, TAMS provided a bright blue X over the unarmed target.
Inside the next room, she engaged the single target as her glasses cued up another on the empty wall, a pulsing red sphere overlaying the rough wood. It pulsed back and forth, but there was nothing there. For a moment, she assumed the feed had crapped out, like it sometimes did.
Then it clicked—the bot was picking up the motion of the targets in the next room. Keegan quickly fired three shots into the ghost on the wall, showering tooth-sized splinters into the air as the bullets punched through. She entered the next room to find a mannequin with three holes in its torso. Noah whistled his appreciation from the catwalk above.
For the next few rooms, she had TAMS take pictures and send them to her vizglasses, so she had a preview of what awaited. Where the walls were cement block and too thick for the acoustic sensor, it used the tiny pinhole camera in its fingertips to peer around the corner. It all felt like cheating, and maybe it was, but it worked, and fair wasn’t something that counted in a gunfight.
One level crossed. Now for the next.
Cursing under her breath, she paused in a room that had been set up like a kindergarten classroom for a mass shooting scenario and stood in front of the wooden teacher’s desk. She hated these tactical training setups, as did anybody who had grown up going to school each morning fearful they might never walk out again. It brought back that sense of utter powerlessness you felt during mass shooter drills. Her kindergarten teacher had tried to sugarcoat them by saying it “was just like playing hide-and-seek,” but even then they knew.11
Keegan motioned for the robot to come stand by her and then conspicuously pulled from her pocket a neon orange plastic sleeve with a bright metal-looking sphere at the end of it. She held it in front of TAMS to allow it to inspect it. “TAMS, identify.”
“It is a single-shot Alternative Less-Than-Lethal Weapon System.”12
It was an ingenious little device that converted a pistol from a killing machine to a hurting one. The ball on the end “caught” the bullet exiting the muzzle, slowing it down by nearly 90 percent, giving it the punch of a beanbag round but the accuracy of a regular weapon. The other catch was that it could only work once; part of the trick was that the ball melded with the round.
“Correct. It is a non-lethal that you are authorized to use.” She set the orange sleeve on the table, pulled the second pistol from her shoulder holster, ejected its magazine, and flicked out all the rounds but one. Racking the pistol again, she pulled back the slide twice to ensure there were no bullets in the chamber. Both she and the robot already knew that, but rules were rules. On the third time, she racked it again and locked it, holding it at an angle so both she and TAMS could do a visual inspection to see there was no cartridge that had somehow escaped the last two tries. She clipped the orange sleeve onto the muzzle and slid the magazine back into the pistol. The whole time TAMS observed the process.
“We really doing this, Keegan?” called Noah from above. “We ain’t in Saudi anymore. Armed sentry bots out on the base perimeter in a war zone are one thing.13 But all your robot friend has to do is pinch that ball off and cap you in the back of the head. I don’t need the Robopocalypse starting on my range.”14
“It doesn’t need a gun to kill me,” Keegan replied. “It could just pinch my head off with two of those metal fingers.” She turned back to the machine, holding the pistol out, muzzle pointed down, aimed just in front of TAMS’s feet. For some reason, Haley’s face came into her mind and she shook her head, clearing the image, then turned the pistol so the butt was facing TAMS. “TAMS, engage secondary targets, standard close-quarters battle training ROE. Confirm?”
“Confirmed.” The bot stood stock-still, and then its right hand grasped the gun.
Keegan took a deep breath and turned her back to the machine. It was hard to hear with her ear protection on, but she could swear that she felt the auditory click of the gun’s safety.
She burst through the doorframe of the next room, kneeling this time. Two targets—Keegan engaged the first one on the right. Two shots to target center.
TAMS entered the room just behind her, with its pistol extended forward in two hands, the gun at the point of the classic triangular shooting position.
Once inside, the robot transferred the gun to its left hand, to better engage the remaining target from its position at the doorway. Keegan jerked back, surprised at the unexpected movement. She should have known, though, that right or left hand wouldn’t matter, and it didn’t need the second arm to steady the gun like a human would. The gun fired and a mass of orange exploded on the target’s chest, center mass, knocking over the robot target.
“Stand down, TAMS,” she said to the robot. The robot engaged the Sig’s safety and affixed the pistol to its breastplate, where a magnetic spot held it. The bot’s designers had thought of everything.
Noah yelled down from the catwalk overhead. “Holy shit. Never seen that before,” he said.
“Me either,” Keegan said.
“Would have been useful for us back in the day.”
“Maybe,” she replied. She could think of scores of Marines who might still be alive with a bot like TAMS, a few of them with names etched on her arms. But it might not have made any difference, either.
“We gotta let it run through totally on its own, maybe do it with something more lethal,” said Noah.
“Not going to happen, Noah,” said Keegan.
“Aren’t you curious? C’mon, we’re off the grid here. What do you say, TAMS? How would you like to try?”
“Agent Noah, my security protocols do not authorize any use of lethal weapons, nor non-lethal fire without human authorization.”
“And there it is. That’s exactly the problem,” said Keegan. “Anybody who has to ask to shoot first is going to be too late to take the shot that matters the most.”
“OK, then. How about we test it out using wax bullets? Try it versus my guys, instead of other bots. Be useful for us to go against something other than the vacuum family.”
“Another time. But I do have something we meat sacks need to talk on, Barney-style,” said Keegan. Noah nodded in assent, getting the signal from her use of the Marine term for needing to break down a complex situation, referencing the old children’s TV show.
As they exited the Kill House, Keegan ordered TAMS to stay by the entry. She and Noah silently walked to the compound’s perimeter. The noise of one of the HRT unit’s V-290 Valor tilt-rotors prepping its engines nearly drowned out the conversation—as protected as they could get from audible tracking.
“So what do you really think?” Keegan asked.
“It’s damn impressive, and a little bit of a horror show. That thing is nothing like what we had. It’s like some evolutionary shit, going from tiny roaches to a Neanderthal, but in like seven years instead of seven billion.”
“I think your prehistoric time line might be slightly off, but I get your point.”
“So what’s the deal, though?” Noah asked. “They really want you to prove we can use that thing in the field?”
“That’s the part I’m not sure of. Dep director was giving mixed signals on that. One of those read-between-the-lines conversations.”
“Well, watch your ass, both bureaucratically and literally . . . and don’t forget what Gunny said was rule number one with bots.”
“ ‘Never go into battle with a bot you can’t trust and never trust a bot you don’t know how to snuff out.’”
As she said it, she patted the Leatherman multi-tool that she always kept nestled in a black sleeve on her belt. She thought of the figurative graveyard of overpriced but undertested bots that had been sent to their unit, and then “accidentally” broken in training or gotten lost in the desert, never to be seen again. Better to force a catastrophic overheating, melting memory chips and batteries into an explosive boil, than risk real lives.
“That’s right,” Noah said. “If a bot puts you at risk, you put it down. Maybe it overheats, maybe trips down some stairs. No matter what, man before machine.”
“Woman,” corrected Keegan.
CONSTITUTION AVENUE AND 17TH STREET
Washington, DC
“God Bless America!”
The target fit the profile of the exact sort of human the robot had been programmed to approach. He was an adult male, thus legally authorized to purchase. He was geographically located on the end of the raised island of land that held the Washington Monument, a few feet from the four-lane street that divided it from the next block of land, which held the Lincoln Memorial. This marked him as within the established operating perimeter; after annoying too many White House and congressional staff, the robot had been geofenced to the center rectangle of the National Mall. And in the 103-degree-Fahrenheit weather, the man’s posture indicated tiredness, in this case leaning against the aluminum gatepost at the end of the stone wall that ran out from the slight hill on each side of the street.15 Each of these observed data points indicated decreased human resistance.
“Hello, my friend! Are you a patriot too?” the machine asked. As it rolled closer to the man, it played a warbling, distorted clip of the national anthem.
It was a hybrid-bodied robot, the concept pulled from an old NASA system, now commercialized almost beyond recognition like so much else of the space agency’s work.16 A six-wheeled chassis—the wheels on each side painted red, white, and blue—supported the upper body of an Uncle Sam mannequin. Its mouth only opened up and down, while the voice, designed to sound gravelly, came across more like gurgling from the machine being left out in the rain too many times.
“Yeah, sure,” the man replied, closing the lid of a metal thermos in his hand.
It was better to go through the dance, Jackson Todd thought, playing the part both for the machine and anyone watching. Just another wayward tourist talking with one of the robots licensed by the Park Service to roam around the Mall—nothing noteworthy.
“Well, then, I’ve got something special to show you,” Uncle Sam said. “Would you like to see it?”
Todd recognized the simple programming tricks designed to provoke the most basic of human emotions—curiosity and greed, the same algorithm that the Serpent had first used on Adam and Eve.
“Yeah, whatever,” he said.
At that, a square aluminum tray slid out from what had been designed to look like the beltline of Uncle Sam, a weathered silver eagle as the buckle. On the tray were seven rows of rolled-up miniature American flags, each row holding seven of the souvenirs.
It was sloppy design, Todd thought. They could have made the tray rectangular, so the flag layout was five by ten. Or they could have kept the square tray and had the flag that the customer bought pop up from the middle, as a sort of prize that completed the set.
“As you can see, there is nothing more special than the American flag,” Uncle Sam said. “Would you like to buy this symbol of liberty for only fifteen dollars?”
“Not interested,” Todd replied, now truly annoyed.
It was these small details that mattered so much. A single flaw could undermine the most complicated of systems. It was the same with the metal gatepost against which he leaned. The gate served a dual purpose. Set beyond the old stone Lockkeeper’s House that marked the edge of the now paved-over canal that had run through Washington in pre-railroad days, it decorated the opening in the slight hill that ran along Constitution Avenue. In the event of heavy rains, it also held the floodgate insert that would block off 17th Street and channel the water safely away.
“I do have an end-of-the-day special, just for you,” Uncle Sam said, the human’s negative verbal reply taking it down another planned decision tree. “Ten dollars is as low as I’m authorized to go. It will be the best purchase since Louisiana!”
Seeing the Uncle Sam robot mindlessly following its protocols for exploiting human weakness, something welled up inside Todd. He decided the risk was worth it. “I’ll take it,” he said.
Todd pulled a thumb-sized stick from his pocket. Tapping the machine’s pay pad, he debited $10 in Bitcoin laundered from a trading market based out of the Caymans. He’d drop the stick at the steps of the Smithsonian Metro station on his way out. Someone would pick it up and create a whole new trail of purchases through the city. If he was lucky, it’d be a tourist, and the data points would jump across the country, or even the world.
“Now please select your flag, touching the one you want,” Uncle Sam said.
Todd stepped closer to the robot, so the tray pressed close between their chests, and he ran his left hand just above the field of forty-nine flags. As he did, his eyes took in the surrounding area, double-checking that no one was near and that the stone wall still blocked the traffic camera on the other side of the street.
“This is the one,” he said, pressing the point of the flag located four rows back, one row in. When the tray closed, the empty space would be directly above the robot’s recharging port.
“An excellent choice!” Uncle Sam said. With an audible snap, the flag unlocked from its holder. Humans could not be trusted to take more than they were permitted, even the patriotic ones.
Before pulling out the flag, Todd unscrewed the lid of his thermos and poured a tiny amount of liquid into his palm. To any observer, including the robot’s own sensors, he was merely washing his hands before handling the flag, either out of respect or sanitary precaution at touching something who knows how many others had grasped before him.
Todd reached down, gripping the flag as silvery liquid ran from the inside of his hand. It trickled along the flag’s thin wooden pole and into the holder. As he twisted the miniature flag upward, Todd gave the flag a slight tap on the edge, so the last drops fell into the bottom. There, they pooled slightly into a metallic globule that was already transforming at the molecular level.
“Thank you for making America great,” Uncle Sam said.
The tray slid back inside its body and the robot’s fate was sealed. As long as the weather stayed humid and above 85 degrees over the next week—now certainties in Washington, DC—the gallium would transform the hard metal of its insides into sheets as delicate as a saltine cracker.17 Liquid metal induced embrittlement, perfectly harmless to a human, deadly to a machine.
“It’s my duty,” Todd replied. As the robot rolled away in search of more humans to target, he turned his attention back to the aluminum gateposts.
FBI ACADEMY
Quantico, Virginia
Keegan looked at the cup of espresso in front of her, studying the intricate patterns in the crema. She blew on it faintly and breathed in the rich aroma. For thousands of years, she thought, people had done the same at the start of their uncomfortable conversations.
“I guess we should start,” Modi said. He opened his eyes, as if seeing the neutral grays of his walls, each holding a beachwood-framed seascape photo, for the first time. At least they were actual black-and-white prints, not those faintly shimmering e-inks normally found in corporate environments, changing images to match the productivity and emotional mandates of the hour.
“Guess so,” said Keegan, making a point to look him directly in the eyes. It was not just a challenge but also said she saw through the childish game Modi was playing with his hair. She did note that his eyes were a muted brown, almost nondescript, compared with the shimmer of colors in his coif.
“You like the coffee?” he asked with an easy smile, as if her challenge had been completely expected.
“I’ll drink anything, but yeah, this is excellent,” she said.
“Kenyan.”
His way of signaling that he had read her service jacket. Keegan nodded in acknowledgment.
“So how is it all going?” he asked.
“With the bot?”
“Sure, start there.”
She nodded over at TAMS, standing next to the wall, silent. “You want to have this conversation with it in here listening?”
“Yes. Consider these meetings not just a check-in for you, but also for TAMS, and what the two of you make together on your journey toward human-machine progress,” Modi said. “That’s my role here—taking the two of you and seeing how you can be one. Or maybe it is three to one,” he added with a smile.
She sipped the coffee, which tasted of the expensive beans they used to buy before Jared lost his job. “You know that this is something big you’ve been pulled into,” Modi continued. “I know you didn’t have much of a real choice. And that’s why I’m involved, to be a resource. Because in my experience, when the stakes are high, it can make simple things a lot harder.”
“You’re just figuring this out?” Keegan replied, raising her eyebrows at the way he emphasized his “experience.”
Modi conceded the point with a chuckle and sipped from his cup. He paused, waiting for her to fill the dead space, an obvious tactic of these sessions that both knew he was using.
After ten seconds, she decided to get on with it. “Shouldn’t we be drinking bourbon or something if you’re trying to get me to spill my guts?”
“More like open your mind.”
Keegan grimaced and set down her cup. “You’ll have to do better than that.”
“OK, then. Tell me about the training so far. I understand you chose to test TAMS out here on the facility.”
“Yep. I read all the documentation, but best way to start a burn-in is to see what we’re working with, beyond what the designers claim. So we did the obstacle course and some range time.”
“And how do you think it did?”
She noted that he asked not about TAMS’s performance, which he’d likely already downloaded, but her thoughts on it. “It’s got real mobility, especially for urban. Usually you can get a bot this big to work only in a linear way, but it’s not like that. But I’m sure you already saw the feeds.”
“I did, and I have to say it was exciting, particularly watching it adapt and learn. Was it the same for you?”
“It’s quite capable,” she said, holding back.
“I wasn’t able to track the footage or access metrics from the shooting range, though,” he said, tilting his head slightly, as if in a challenge.
Keegan savored the sour bite of the last sip of espresso, now cold. “Yeah, turns out HRT doesn’t share its feeds with other offices. Something about operational security, but I think it’s just because they don’t play well with others.”
“So . . . besides the fact that you could do so without prying eyes like mine watching, was there any other reason you choose the Kill House instead of Hogan’s Alley?”
“Because not just you, but it”—she nodded at TAMS—“could pull video of Hogan’s. A large part of why it excelled at the obstacle course is that it had searchable data of what to expect, what it needed to know. But the world isn’t always like that.”
“A good reason. How did it go?”
“Seemed to work OK.”
“I think we could use a bit more detail than that . . .” he said.
“It helped me clear rooms at a pace I wouldn’t have been able to do on my own,” Keegan said.
“What about Agent Reddy? Any strong reactions from him?”
“Noah’s always been chill. He just rolls with it.”
“Nobody with HRT just rolls with it. How about you? Did it change how you viewed TAMS?”
She hoped Noah wasn’t going to have to go through a sit-down like this. “Not much. I’ve seen robots shoot before.”
“Not ones with arms and legs.”
“True. We had lethal ones on deployment for things like sentry duty and hunter drones you could fire off with preprogrammed enemy vehicle targets.1 Kept our distance from those, usually. None of them fired so close to my ear, but no surprises.” She deflected. “How about you? Do you think the bot should be shooting? Alongside me? Or before me?”
“It is faster, more accurate.”
“Sure, it’s a helluva piece of technology. But it also got stuck like a kitten in a tree on a simple obstacle course.”
“True. But there is a certain beauty in that,” Modi replied. “The imperfection, that inability to do something we take for granted, becomes something memorable. In turn, it reminds us that the thing we think is difficult is not hard at all.”
Keegan cocked her head. Modi’s file wasn’t accessible to Keegan, but by the way this conversation was going, it sounded like he had been in graduate school or fellowships while she’d been deployed. On a mission, there was no time for abstract consideration of what it all meant. Instead it was ABC—Always Be Charging. Both yourself and your bots. That was the hard reality, stripped down, like the unrelenting way sand blasted away the paint on even the most up-armored of vehicles. When it was something that really mattered, the test was only whether you and your machine were functional.
Modi noticed the change in her posture. “You seem to disagree. Why?”
Time to change the direction of this.
“Look, I see where this is going. All the wranglers went through SERE,” she said, referring to the Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape course that had been developed to help US prisoners of war resist enemy interrogation.
“You’re comparing this to torture?” asked Modi incredulously.
“Of a sort, just with good coffee . . . You want hard talk then?”
“It’s not about what I want. The most important thing to usable robots is building trust.”2
She frowned. “Sorry, not going to happen. Machines don’t have ethics. They can be programmed to lie and not even know it. And I can lie to a machine and not break a sweat over it.”
“No, you’re thinking of trust the wrong way,” he said. “Trust isn’t about morality or emotions. It is about understanding, the person . . . or machine. Trust is simply about acting in an expected manner. I can ‘trust’ that someone wouldn’t lie to me, because I know them. Or I can ‘trust’ that someone is going to lie to me because they are suspicious of me, just like you did just a minute ago about the range. And what we are working on here, not just you and me, but you and TAMS, is building the understanding that allows that kind of expectation. For this test to work, you two need that kind of trust.”
“I’m not sure this bot is ever going to get there. Not just with me, but with anyone. It’s capable, but that doesn’t make it useful . . . dependable . . . and, however you want to define it, that’s also what trust means out there.”
Modi nodded. “But it can learn that, maybe, with your help. In many ways, the crossroads we’re at with you and TAMS illustrates the journey we’re on with AI, going all the way back to Alan Turing’s original conception of computation that could unlock the answer to any question.”3
Some people just can’t help but data dumping on you, Keegan thought. She wondered if Modi’s problem was hardware or software.
“You talked about the challenge of uncertainty, the unknown,” he continued. “But that’s what this has always been about with artificial intelligence, even when John McCarthy first coined the term ‘artificial intelligence’ to describe the strange idea of a computer becoming a thinking machine, even when they were little more than wall-sized calculators.4 How to handle the uncertainty encapsulated in the questions of how to think, how to act? First, they thought they could do it with raw processing power. The rules are just the engine. Find the rules of how something works, then just crunch out an answer.”
“My parents filed their income taxes like that.” Keegan tossed it off, mostly to make sure he knew she wasn’t going to just sit and listen quietly if he kept lecturing.
“But then they figured out that not everything ran according to a set of static rules, especially anything related to people,” Modi said, the pace of his voice increasing. “The more you involved people, the more the rules got complex and even contradictory. The expert systems were only so expert. So training AI instead became about the machine setting priorities and finding and following patterns. It’s like how the first driverless cars had to come to grips with incoming data and decide whether to pay attention to the crow eating roadkill or the eighteen-wheeler swerving over the center line. The car had to recognize something in the environment and then respond using a set of prescribed options: stop, accelerate, left, right. The key limit was that it was happening in an environment where there was incredible dynamism but no real adversary, no one operating against it.”
“You must have never driven in Boston.”
Modi tipped his cup in salute. “That’s actually it—facing an adversary is not just what makes an AI more useful in the real world, but it’s also how the machine itself becomes more intelligent.”
“A revolution from evolution.”
“Exactly! AI battling at games of checkers, computers beating humans back before we’d even gone to the moon.5 Then it happens with chess, a game that most humans can’t even master.6 But then the research field gets stuck in the ‘AI winter,’ this pause where it seems like the promise of AI is never going to happen, that it’s just going to be science fiction forever.7 But like so much, war solves that technical problem.”
“I thought their use in war came later?”
“I meant the war inside the machines, their conflicts of evolution. We figure out the machines can battle inside themselves, running literally millions of tiny experiments that each refine an answer. So you get deep learning, this combination of networks modeled after the neurons in our brain, layer after layer of them firing away in combination and competition.”
“We had a substitute teacher that would keep us busy by playing those old history vids. Some smart guy on an old quiz show losing to an AI.”8
“They always get that wrong. The real turning point was when an AI won at Go.9 You familiar with it?”
“Yeah, we had to learn about it in adversary training courses in the Corps. It’s the ancient Chinese strategy game, like backgammon, but on steroids.”
“So an AI beats the top human at Go. It’s a big deal, as it was decades before they thought it would be possible because of the complexity of the game. But then the very next version of the AI does so again, this one starting from scratch, just being shown the board and the rules.10 The machine didn’t win because it was faster or crunching more data simulations than the humans can, like they’d already done in chess or the stock market; it was that the machine came up with moves humans hadn’t thought of in the over 2,500 years that they’d been playing.”11
“Which is also what convinced the Chinese to jump so hard into the AI arms race . . . and then sell their versions to any guerilla army with enough yuan,” Keegan said.12
“But all the gear you dealt with out in the real battlefield was still bounded, like driverless cars reacting as they drive down the street or the player moves on the Go board. A drone or a combat bot had a set area to operate in, a set of yes or no targets. It was adversarial but still kept within certain bounds,” he said, bringing his thumbs and pointer fingers together to create a square.
“You and TAMS, though, are in a gray area,” he said, opening his hands back up slowly. “Because of how all these advances came together in new ways, it took us back to that original problem—what happens when you combine the old expert systems with all the new approaches?” Modi began ticking them off with his fingers. “Deep learning, Bayesian and evolutionary computing, symbolic reasoning, neural networks modeled on the human brain down to the sub-neuron level via exascale computing but made more powerful than any single brain through synthetic synapses firing literally millions of times faster than the ones in your brain, cross-database access, and cloud-driven insights.”13 At that, he ran out of fingers to list the tech advancements on.
“All to get a supersmart robot that still can’t figure out how not to get stuck up a rope,” said Keegan.
“Maybe so. All that advancement does is end up at the same place of uncertainty they began with back when they were using slide rules and didn’t have the Internet. TAMS has rules to follow, but it also has to sort through limitless data, maybe in a format or type that not just TAMS but maybe even no human has ever encountered before. And then throw in the variable of the people in our world. Whether it’s some car out on the street or a drone missile hunting at sea, its zero or one, human or not, friend or foe. In a law enforcement setting, however, people are potentially adversarial in limitless ways.”
“No, it’s just as binary as in war. There’s us and everybody else. You learn that very early on, literally the first day here at the Academy.”
Modi rolled his eyes. “You said, ‘It’s us or them.’ That is a cliché, but what it encapsulates is also one of those simple human flaws of bias that a machine has to learn.”
She bit her tongue at that, knowing he was trying to provoke her, another technique she’d learned in SERE.
“Whether it’s a positive like common sense or a negative prejudice, machines aren’t born with it. Theirs is an artificial and thus learned intelligence. Hell, even the word ‘artificial’ in AI might be wrong, as it implies something human-made. It’s really something beyond that, self-evolving.”
“But will it ever learn enough?” Keegan asked. “Sure, you can run millions of simulations with all the variances its cores can handle. But it still might not get the optimal answer for the simple reason that any human intuitively knows you just can’t model out every scenario that might happen. There’re always blind spots. Which is easy for us to accept, but bots can’t.”
“TAMS can,” said Modi. “If you teach it that. Same as you might a rookie human partner.”
“That’s where you’re wrong,” she replied. “Just like ‘trust,’ ‘partner’ has a very different meaning beyond the books. TAMS is not a partner, but a technology. The drones that we’d fly out to search for enemy positions were no different than the stone some caveman first picked up. No matter how high-tech something gets, it’s just a tool for a job.”
“Maybe, but technology is blurring those lines. Take your example of the drone. They may have started out being directed to one target or another, but they evolved, into what were called ‘loyal wingmen.’ Each version was not just more skilled, but tailored to the human pilot’s needs, so that the pilots would eventually trust them to take on threats and jobs that they couldn’t handle themselves.”14
“So, then let me ask you the same question that military pilots would,” she said. “If you gave me a human partner instead, do you think I’d be any worse off? ’Cause me being worse off with a human is the only reason to have TAMS instead.”
“Well, if you had a human partner, we wouldn’t be talking.”
“Better off then?”
“That’s up to you.”
“Maybe we ask the bot?”
“It wouldn’t know where to begin.”
“Which is my point,” said Keegan. “If TAMS can handle the street like it did the interrogation at the Dizz-Diff, then it might be a useful tool someday.” She looked over at it, to make sure it didn’t get full of itself. “But it’s got to be more than that to be a real partner in the way an agent thinks about it. Our job is not just about finding patterns, signals in the noise. It’s also about the dog that doesn’t bark, to quote the greatest detective of all time.15 A good agent connects dots that aren’t even there. Gaps in information are an opportunity to be creative. That’s the difference between a robot being a metal K-9 and an actual partner.”16
“And that, then, is on you, Agent Keegan,” Modi said, as if he had planned for the conversation to get to this point all along. “As I mentioned the first day, it’s not about the computing power but the training. That is what makes an AI truly intelligent. But that means you are going to have to operate differently than you did with robotics in the past. This is a learning system. In the Marines, you didn’t have any role beyond using the robot as a tool. You’d give it a mission and get out of the way. With a truly intelligent machine you’re always going to be teaching, not just by instruction, but also by doing. Your every action is observed, so you are creating a running conversation with its data.”
“If that’s the case, then how long until it’s TAMS 2.0 sitting in this room talking to you about how awful the human it has to train is?” Keegan said.
“Probably by that next generation where we teach by example. Isn’t that the case with parents and their kids?” he asked.
“It’s what we like to tell ourselves, but I’m not too sure.” Keegan thought about whether she and Jared were that way with Haley, wondered if staying together really was best for her.
“In either case,” Modi continued, oblivious to the thread he’d pulled, “never forget we get to set the rules. TAMS could one day complain about its partner, but it can’t replace you, unless we decide it. We choose our roles. We choose our future.”
“That’s what they always say,” said Keegan, thinking about what Jared would make of that claim. In either case, she considered her professional obligation fulfilled at this point. Modi was paid to talk, but she wasn’t. She stood up, signaling the close of the conversation. “I appreciate your advice on this,” she said, “especially given how new this all is.”
Modi looked slightly disappointed at the shift and glanced over at TAMS, which had remained seated as Keegan stood. Then he tipped his head slightly, as if assenting to end the conversation, trying to get back control. “Again, consider me an ally in all this groundbreaking work. I fully understand that in many ways the situation you’ve been put in is just as complex for you as it is for TAMS. There is no set of prescribed choices. No set Bureau policy. No set of guardrails you have to stay between.”
“Other than to keep the deputy director happy,” she said, feeling him out on what she should take away from the boss’s hints.
“Indeed. The one command code that you have to follow,” Modi said.
Keegan turned to TAMS.
“You get all that, TAMS? You do some deep learning from the conversation?”
“Yes.”
“And with that, you just proved my point to the doctor about how far you still need to go.” As Keegan reached the doorway, she turned back around. “Almost forgot. Look, I also need to apologize for how we started things off back at the Dizz-Diff, after the Reppley interrogation,” she said. “I was pretty keyed up.”
She pulled from her pocket a green rectangle of plastic the size of an old-time credit card. She set it up on one of his shelves, on top of a book of psychology. The thin material bent into an arch shape as if squeezed on the ends by invisible fingers. Then it unfolded with the fluid dance of a flickering flame. First paper-thin wings, then legs, until finally a cicada-like insect perched on top of the book.
“Consider it a small apology gift to liven up the place,” said Keegan as she and TAMS walked out the door.
DYZRUPTOR BATTLEGROUND QUADRANT 4
The Cloud
Abraham Lincoln smiled tightly at the fiery blast of orange that lit the sky. The explosion illuminated an organic twist of train tracks rising and descending among titanic soot-stained factories. Then another flash and another. At the next thunderclap, he erupted into laughter.
“What the hell is so funny?” Mahatma Gandhi asked, his voice slightly fuzzy due to an encryption program washing out any identifying markers.
“All this work to find the perfect meeting place in the chaos of war,” said Lincoln, “and the whole battlefront might collapse on us because the NinjaJam tribe’s chieftain got grounded by his mom.”17
“Nah,” Gandhi replied. “They’ll hold the line. A crew of their newbies leveled up in the game’s last battle royale.”
As the two argued about the game’s new points system, Joan of Arc impatiently dug in the dirt with the tip of her sword, lifting it up to admire the graphic features, the game engine even generating the tiny detail of a speck of dirt sliding off the sharp edge. Unlike Lincoln and Gandhi, though, she was a facsimile of a facsimile, as there was no death mask, statue, or photographic record to use to generate her avatar.18 Whoever was behind her account had instead used the face of the actress who had portrayed Joan in the Netflix miniseries. Nearby, Che Guevara stroked his iconic beard with one hand, lingering for the feel. As he did, George Washington watched, quietly deducing that that meant whoever the leftists had sent as their representative didn’t have a beard in real life.
Surrounding the group of revolutionary figures was a shimmering wall of what appeared to be water. That was the representation of the quantum encryption—any attempt to secretly monitor the conversation would change the quantum state, making it as evident to the participants as someone dipping their finger in a flow of water. Setting it within the game, though, made it largely unnecessary. The gathering only existed within the noise of a synthetic-reality digital environment of battling gamers, accessed on a distributed global network of anonymous micro-servers.19
The group paused their cacophony as a new figure joined them. Parting the wave of water, the Charlton Heston movie version of Moses appeared in the middle of the assembled avatars. He’d been the one to create the quantum security setting, which made his avatar selection even more apt.
“Moses, it’s about time you showed your face,” George Washington shouted. “You have a lot of explaining to do. You never leave a man behind.”
“He was not my man,” Moses responded. “And I acted. All your man did was fail at his part of the plan.”
“Well, it’s not that—”
Che Guevara held up his hand, interrupting Washington. “He is not the only one who owes us an explanation. We are agents of change, are we not? Why blame the Sons of Aleppo? I thought we had all agreed that the enemy of my enemy is my friend.”
“I could care less about them,” replied Washington. “It was about creating a win-win. Either the feds’ political correctness would keep them from checking him out too closely, when they know damn well they should, or if our asset did get caught, then some Muslims get blamed for something they’d like to do anyway.”
“But he wasn’t Muslim,” said Joan.
George Washington snickered.
“That’s not what I saw trending. That’s just what ‘they’ want you to believe. In a world of likes and shares, the truth is whatever we make it.”20
“That may be, but we had not agreed on such a course,” Lincoln said.
“If we’re going to talk about getting off course,” Washington said, “Moses here is to blame for that. My guy’s job was to hand over the explosives to take out some Ivy League lab with nobody in it. It’s a long way to go from missing a drop-off to bashing in the head of some bookworm.”
“That was certainly not in our plan,” said Lincoln. “Moses, I know that none of us were there, but this was about making a statement. Starting out with cold-blooded murder can only undermine our cause with the public.”
Moses watched them, arms crossed as he appeared to assess the group and its prospects. “I’m not going to be judged after the fact by those who are not willing to go forth to fight for our future,” he said. “You don’t seem to understand the stakes. It is not human jobs that are at risk from the rise of the robots. It is humanity itself.”21
“We all take risks,” said Lincoln.
“Not equally,” Moses said. He put his hands behind his back, twisting his fingers into an interlocking knot in the folds of his robe. After a breath, he spoke in a measured tone. “We could have destroyed all of Princeton’s AI department, but what difference would it have made? The machines of the future aren’t the problem; it’s the people who use them, who depend on them. They will continue to be lost, until we can truly reach them.”
He began pacing, his sandals sticking in the wet mud of the game’s simulated grass and loamy earth. “Do you all get that? Standing here, or not, as the case may be, hiding behind these avatars, you have become dependent on what you claim to be combating. You choose the veils afforded by technology, not realizing you are wearing blinders.”
“Such grandstanding,” Che Guevara said. “What’s your point?”
“My point? To truly break this dependence, we have to give more, all of us. Much more. As God taught Abraham and his descendants, the faithful only find their conviction with real sacrifice. That’s the wonderful irony of all this. All that we need to do is contained in a book written when faith itself was the most important technology of all.”
“No Bible talk!” Gandhi yelled.
“Yes, Moses,” Joan of Arc said. “We agreed, the rule is leave your personal ideologies at home. This movement, this revolution against the future we all fear, fails if we push our own beliefs instead of the common cause.”
Moses locked his hands behind his back and stared back at her. “There is no we here. We trust each other only so long as we prove ourselves. I hope my actions demonstrate at least that I am done skulking around in the ether.”
“Just take a breath, Moses,” said Lincoln. “Please. There is time to do this right so that we—”
“Time for what? Or rather, for whom? I know what you’ve done, trying to profit off of my actions, like you have so many others’ righteous anger.”
“What . . . I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Lincoln.
“Yes, you do.” The Moses avatar pointed a single long finger at each of the other avatars. “In your hearts, each of you knows what I am talking about. The only decision now is whether you will act to be on the right side of history or be ground under by it.”
At that, he walked toward the blue shimmering wall of water and his figure dissolved.
POTOMAC OVERLOOK NEIGHBORHOOD
McLean, Virginia
Jackson Todd pulled off the VR gloves and helmet, slapping them down on the white kitchen countertop, a white quartzite made to look like Carrara marble. They had remodeled the kitchen when they first bought the house. He and Isabella had actually argued back and forth about whether to get the real stuff. It was one of those stupid things that seemed so important at the time. Ultimately, they’d been swayed by the salesman’s pitch that the artificial wouldn’t show the stains of any morning coffees or kids’ fruit juices. He’d been proven right, the white was still gleaming. It showed no evidence of their years together, only the memories that just hung in the air above it.
Todd ran his index fingers over each eyebrow, up his forehead, and then to the back of his neck, rubbing at the points of pain just where the skull ended. Stretching his neck one way and then the other, he slowly breathed in through his nostrils and out of his mouth. After repeating it nineteen more times, he stood and walked to the other side of the kitchen counter. In bare feet, his steps were careful, still mindful of stepping on the now-absent Legos that had once cluttered the floor.
Pulling a long wooden match from the drawer, he struck it, lighting the gas burner on the stove and placing the kettle atop the heat. Watched pots never boiled, so as he waited, he stared out into the backyard through the kitchen windows. The grade of the lawn, slightly dipping lower to the right, was barely noticeable in the dark, but it still annoyed him, a defect he had always meant to remedy but had never gotten around to. Over it hung a limp zip line, running from one end of the yard to the other. It was set just high enough to appear dangerous to a young boy, but not so high that it really was. Green lichen covered the rope, unused for years now.
When the built-in thermometer on the side of the kettle displayed 93 degrees Celsius, he took it off the burner. He then pulled the metal container from the cupboard, softly shaking it three times, side to side, to sift it one last time. He measured out 4 grams of loose-leaf black tea into the stainless steel mesh ball strainer—3 grams made the proper amount, but tonight he gave himself an extra gram for the needed focus.
He placed the ball in a double-walled glass cup with a slight clink and poured the water over it, stopping when it reached a line carefully etched into the inside of the glass. Letting the tea steep, he walked over to a wooden cabinet in the den that the kitchen connected to and pulled out an old binder. Trailing his fingers over the faded plastic sleeves of compact discs inside, he pulled out the special one, her handwriting on the reflective shine still visible in black permanent ink. He powered up the old compact disc player he’d bought at a church sale, hit “eject,” and loaded the CD in the slide, pushing it back in with his finger, the tray no longer sliding back on its own.
Eyes closed, he stood in front of the CD player as the song began. The slow guitar strum that he’d heard too many times to count but always made him think of that first slow dance at 1 a.m. in the basement of Princeton’s Colonial Club eating club: Mazzy Star’s “Fade Into You.”
I want to hold the hand inside you
I want to take the breath that’s true 22
His body swayed slightly at the memory of their feet shuffling on a floor sticky from dried beer, two sophomores not knowing that it was the beginning of their lives together.
As the song ended, four minutes later, he hit the eject button and placed the disc back in the sleeve. He returned to the kitchen and removed the tea strainer, placing it in the sink, a farmhouse-style one they’d also put in during the remodel. She’d wanted white to go with the countertop, but he’d liked the stainless steel more. She’d given in, a little victory she knew meant more to him than her.
He walked back into his office, careful not to spill the steaming cup of tea.
On one wall hung computer science diplomas framed in inexpensive dark wood frames, the kind bought in that purgatory after graduation when cash is short and ambitions are long. The BSE from Princeton beneath the PhD from Georgia Tech, each certifying that Jackson Todd had their blessing to remake the world.
On the other side of the room, a series of citations and commendations for work at the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, including a framed personal letter from the agency director.
Todd sat down at the desk, moving aside a vinyl-covered copy of the Old Testament bristling with the edges of yellow and blue Post-its. He carefully set the cup of tea on a coaster marked with DARPA’s old motto from its days dominating the world of information: Scientia Est Potentia, Latin for “Knowledge Is Power.” Like so much else, they’d actually gotten it wrong. Back in 1655, Hobbes had explained the true intent of the translation: “The end of knowledge is power . . . Lastly, the scope of all speculation is the performing of some action, or thing to be done.”23
He would be that action, doing the thing that had to be done.
The computer monitor on his desk winked awake, its screensaver a 3-D montage of video clips and still images from vacations, a preschool graduation ceremony, and trips to the ice cream shop. Todd moved down through the menu finder and then opened the file that he had saved for just this occasion. He put in his headphones, snaking their connecting cord into his monitor. As a graduate student, he had always coded to music, the rhythms calming his mind and driving him forward. Today, different background noise was needed.
The file he played instead was a downloaded video of a local TV station’s news broadcast, one of those retrospectives they run on anniversaries and slow news days. It began with security-camera footage from the Metro stop at Ballston Station, the neighborhood a mix of condos and government agency buildings located just over the river from Washington, DC. Rush-hour passengers lined the subway platform, but they were difficult to distinguish individually due to the density of the crowd and grainy footage. Privatization of the DC area’s commuter line had brought sweeping infrastructure upgrades to the Metro’s beleaguered systems, but some corners had been cut to make the bottom line work. The quality of the security cameras was one, the automation integration of the track another.
Moving that feed to a corner of the monitor, Todd sipped his tea and called up a new file. It opened with the logo of Princeton University’s Computer Science Department, then revealed line after line of software code.
The video footage cut to passengers entering and leaving the Silver Line station at McLean, swirling around one another as they tapped their phones on the turnstiles controlling access to the platforms. That they still used handheld devices dated the video. Off to a side, a mother helped her son through the gates, jostled as she tried to tap again and again but seemed unable to get the system to register. It was a sequence Todd had seen hundreds of times, and relived thousands more, during the past seven years. It was maybe two seconds of footage, but the broadcasts always used it because it humanized the disaster. Was the gate malfunction a premonition, from the system itself, warning her? It was like that for Todd now—he had to make crystal clear for people the signs coming from the systems all around them, telling them to stop before it was too late. She just hadn’t known how to recognize them. Or maybe she had but wasn’t willing to listen to them. He couldn’t blame her. He hadn’t known then either. Now he did.
Todd’s fingers began to type more furiously, finding their rhythm as the news segment continued playing in the background. The platform cleared, the mother and son dashed across the empty space hand in hand. They didn’t look harried, though. They looked happy by the way they raised their hands high in triumph as they sprinted through the train doors. On their way to meet up with Daddy for lunch at the pizza place just outside his work, where their son would get a cup of ice cream if he was really good.
Signs that could not be ignored. That was how he was going to save those who were left, he thought, because it was missed signs that had cost him those who mattered the most. Sacrifice was required and he’d made that sacrifice first.
Meanwhile, the news report continued—a voiceover from a journalist while they showed a camera view from inside the train that had left McLean, onrushing tracks framed by dark haze. The journalist’s voice marked the train’s path as its driverless system moved it toward the city. It stopped at East Falls Church, an elderly couple getting off. “The lucky ones,” the narrator intoned, as the train picked up speed again. The camera view shifted back to the Ballston station, as the crowd there pushed their way onto another train on the line. It slowly pulled out of the station. Before it made its way three cars into the dark tunnel at the end of the station, the screen went black and the narrator paused in silence, perhaps out of respect or perhaps just to let the viewers’ imagination manufacture the horrors of that instant.
Despite the hot tea, Todd shuddered. But he kept typing, working the ADS code into what it truly needed to be. It had once been an architect of destruction. So it would be again.
The voiceover narration transitioned from one of hushed reverence to cool analysis of the crash’s cause. A machine error, she said. A flaw in the code that was not foreseen in design, treating an act of code as if it were an Act of God.24 There was no one to blame.
No, that was not true, Todd thought. We all were. It was that simple point that they had to understand.
As if the cause of the tragedy could not be questioned further, the story then quickly shifted to the success of the emergency response. A Metro Automatic Train Control shift supervisor explained how the artificial intelligence running the overall train network ensured all the unaffected trains were safely stopped before further accidents and cleared the way for emergency personnel. Then drone footage from an Arlington police quadcopter flashed across the screen as the machine used its onboard cameras to route police and fire vehicles, while overriding traffic lights in real time. Above the station, media drones ghoulishly darted between buildings looking for unique angles, “allowing for much greater transparency and awareness about the everyday heroes and the official response to the tragedy,” the narrator said. Then a shaky video shot of a descending octagon-shaped platform, painted bright white. Eight trauma pods arrayed like spokes under the air ambulance’s platform, looking from the ground like a flying playground merry-go-round.25 Emergency medical technicians rushed the pods belowground, then quickly back up. A flashed image from one of the darting drones revealed the mother and her young boy being slotted in next to each other in the octocopter’s cradles. Adam and Isabella, no longer holding hands, their arms now limp.
Todd opened up the Wi-Fi. It was the one connection he had to risk, but he’d limited it by tapping into a repeater set that the kids at Langley High School had set up a mile away, which broadcast out the Fairfax County school system’s 5G mesh network. If somehow someone did track it back, they’d still have only pinpointed it to a connection point hiding within Virginia’s most populous county.
Flicking back to the window of ADS software code still open on his screen, he selected the now modified subroutine of new version updates, which regularly pushed out patches and upgrades across the system. He accessed the directory of current users, his computer noticeably slowing as it downloaded millions of potential targets.
GEORGETOWN NEIGHBORHOOD
Washington, DC
There was a slight hum as the FBI Suburban’s electric motor stirred to life, advancing the car 2 feet before shutting off again with a sigh—the typical sound of midafternoon traffic in downtown Washington. Keegan wasn’t sure why the vehicle was heading north on Wisconsin Avenue, when she wanted to be heading south to 695 to cross the Anacostia River. Probably no human in the entire traffic jam knew why. Maybe not even the traffic management system that had steered them all this way knew. Whatever the case, it didn’t matter; the ride along was the point, not the destination.
Keegan looked over at TAMS, sitting shotgun. There was no set Bureau protocol to where it rode. She could have had the machine lie down in the trunk for all it cared. In a seat, though, it would see what she saw. Plus, they wouldn’t get any dirty looks being in the HOV lanes.
The only problem was that, if the idea was to teach it like Modi advised, TAMS didn’t seem to be paying attention. Its power-saving mode made it stir to life every time the SUV advanced, then power down again when the car stopped.
“TAMS, change power-management cycling; constant on,” Keegan said. “OK? No sleeping on the job.”
“Power-management cycle change confirmed.”
That was also annoying. Whoever had decided the settings for commands had gone for specificity, but it was going to slow them down. “TAMS, change command settings. When it is just you and I, statement of TAMS is not required. Initial authorization assumed.”
“Command setting change confirmed.”
“And you don’t have to confirm with re-statement of the order. Just say, ‘OK.’ Understood?”
“OK.”
Keegan laughed. Who says software can’t have a sense of humor?26
“Alright, good,” she said. After a beat of not knowing what else to say to the machine, she got impatient. “I’m going to drive; this is going too slow.” She flicked the wipers to clear the faint layer of dust on the windshield and then put her vizglasses down on the center-console charging pad.
The traffic was moving just slightly faster in the left lane, and she spied her target, a six-wheeled UPS delivery truck. She manually nosed her SUV out in front of the truck, and it immediately slammed on its brakes and then released its flock of delivery drones—standard collision protocol to avoid damaging the onboard cargo.
“Bingo,” Keegan said under her breath, congratulating herself for the double score as the drones circled overhead. Liability policies, risk committees, and shareholders all shaped the vehicle’s code with safety in mind, which, in turn, created a gap for her to exploit. This was something Modi would have better understood if he’d ever spent time fighting people whose entire strategy was to take advantage of the gaps that happened when someone tried to fit society’s rules into an algorithm. Machines were built on assumptions that meant one thing in a lab and another in a narrow alley reeking of dog shit and gunpowder.
They drove west, Keegan following the algorithmically determined route, but at least she was now in charge. It took them along residential streets, a well-off neighborhood of larger homes with elaborate fortifications. Some were subtle, like Kevlar webbing over the hedges, while others were as gaudy as you might find in a Moscow suburb, with sensor clusters atop Roman columns.
What did the robot really know about what that meant? Geolocated images and aggregated data revealed a little about the neighborhood but missed the critical question of why the property owners would go to such lengths.
Having gotten it out of her system, Keegan set the SUV back on autopilot but began tapping the dash screen as more data appeared. The heads-up display kept flagging diverters concealed behind bushes or under false rocks. The devices pulsed false data into the traffic-management and autonomous vehicle navigation networks, trying to keep a rich neighborhood’s streets largely free of cut-through traffic. Local police looked the other way because everybody did it. The only people who really cared were the share transport companies, who were rumored to be paying task-worker bounties to remove them. But the devices cost no more than a case of wine and so were easily replaced.
When they finally got back onto the freeway, the SUV hit a massive pothole underneath a bridge and slewed to the right. Keegan slapped her hands back on the wheel for an instant, but the vehicle corrected its course and they continued on. They soon crossed over the Anacostia River, its color a green so dark it could have been government issued. They hadn’t gone a block when they got caught in another snarl of traffic. This one wasn’t created by a machine algorithm, though. Ahead was a checkpoint backed by a black DC police MRAP.27 Burning flares and LIDAR reflectors, arrayed like a spray of red flowers on the black asphalt, diverted traffic.
Strange. It hadn’t projected onto the SUV’s screen. Keegan brought up the local police net on her vizglasses, but the checkpoint wasn’t there either; maybe it was a glitch or just not logged yet . . . or given how the cops were wearing masks to cover their faces, maybe this one wasn’t official.
“We’re not in Kansas anymore,” she said, talking to herself as much as to the robot.
The cops recognized the government-issue SUV and waved them up to the front of the line of vehicles. At its head, a policeman was standing beside a purple two-door electric car, holding the license of its young driver, his other hand resting on a pistol. This was the sort of unplanned opportunity she had hoped for to test TAMS’s ability to read the environment.
“Tell me what you notice about both the officer and the person who they’re questioning.”
“Both are exhibiting physiological indicators consistent with high levels of nervousness,” TAMS said.
“That’s fear,” said Keegan. “Both have a valid reason for it, which is what can lead to a very bad outcome.”
As the SUV began moving again, Keegan switched on the onboard ThreatView. Modeled after the heads-up display used by Air Force fighter pilots to track, it projected various security information collected in the area onto the screen.28 She tabbed it to track any aerial criminal activity. ThreatView showed a writhing column of climbing and descending drones working the area. Most likely a drug dealer sitting on a rooftop sofa in the shade, operating a distribution network.
Keegan gamed out what she would do if she were dealing. She’d zig when everyone else was zagging, go underground; use squid crawlers to navigate the sewer systems so you were going straight to the customer. Every building, be it a luxury penthouse overlooking the National Mall or a boarded-up shooting gallery, already had a perfect clandestine delivery system, standardized and usually working: a toilet connected to a sewer main. You could have squids learning on every run, teaching one another as they worked their routes. As she worked through the crime in her head, she thought that this was one of those moments when it was good bots couldn’t yet read minds.
They drove on another few blocks into Southeast DC. Stopping at a red light, Keegan scanned the corner. A dozen people were boarding an automated trolley bus, the spiderwebs of its cracked windows glowing with refracted light.29 Maybe someone had thrown rocks at it for fun. Or maybe it had been an act of defiance, lashing out at what the driverless vehicle represented. It didn’t matter, though. The buses were essentially disposable, their likely loss baked into the plan. There was a term for that, Keegan knew, because they had also used it to describe the bots she’d used on deployment and even sometimes the human troops. “Attritable.”30
“Check out the bus,” she instructed TAMS. “Are all its systems running normal?”
A few months back, some hackers had run a ransomware hit on the bus system, locking the passengers inside as the automated vehicles drove across the city. As far as attacks went, it was a pretty dumb one; people who ride public transit aren’t flush with extra cash. The bus manufacturer had eventually paid up for them, mostly to get the story of people being taken hostage on a robot bus to stop trending.31 But the fact that the hack had been traced back to Romania had made it international, and thus put it on the FBI’s radar screen.
“All systems running within normal parameters,” TAMS replied.
In the end, the lawsuit meant that the passengers would likely make out better than the hackers had.
The SUV automatically slammed on its brakes, letting a red Volkswagen hatchback driving without its lights on cut across the lane for driverless cars. The driver slipped a hand out the side window with a quick wave of thanks. Keegan responded with her middle finger.
Fully aware of her own hypocrisy, she looked over to gauge TAMS’s response. Nothing. It’d be interesting to know how it factored that. Was it going to use it as data for understanding Keegan’s psychology? Or had she just created the first kernel of some future moment of robot road rage?
Keegan tapped in a new destination. As the SUV turned off the arterial, its dash screen shifted—red and green dots popped up in clouds, showing geographic concentrations of past crimes and predicted crimes based upon law enforcement data, as well as private-sector information that fed into the same algorithms.32
They drove up a street of low buildings that were a cluster of both colors. The shop fronts were covered in plywood, topped by makeshift apartments hidden behind thick curtains and cardboard. A light wind lifted up translucent food wrappers that drifted in the breeze.
She slipped her vizglasses on and tagged one of the buildings, a closed-down butcher’s shop, whose windows had been replaced with what looked like garage doors. Small black crescents covered the front. The bottoms of the protective shielding looked burned, maybe melted. Next door was a burned-out shell of a small industrial space, fingers of charred wood and steel stabbing skyward like a rib cage. A calico cat lounged in the cool shadow of what had been the entrance, lying contentedly in the way that only a cat could, as if the destruction around it had been done by the humans just for its benefit.
“Describe what you see over there,” Keegan said, tagging the scene with her glasses. “Tell me the highlights.”
“In the foreground is a concrete sidewalk. On top of it is a male cat with gray, black, white, and orange coloring. Behind it are two buildings, both 7 meters in height, 12 meters in width. They were damaged by fire. Signs identify the location as the former business of A-1 Butchers and the Capitol Technology Corridor Site 32.”
TAMS had not actually “seen” that, but rather used a neural network. Modeled after the human brain, it corresponded to the information that it actually detected, the digital pixels in the image, to extract information on what those pixels might represent, like the color of the fur of the lazing cat. Indeed, it didn’t even detect the color originally, but rather turned the whole image into grayscale, which represented the intensity of light matched to the standard color spectrum a human could see. Just as the neurons in a human’s brain are dedicated to detecting specific objects, that grayscale had then been turned into a matrix of numeric values in TAMS’s calculations, each and every pixel in it given a number between zero and 255. Then, in a little over a picosecond, the neural network had gone to work, each pixel filtered again and again by a set of votes on what was in it, each layer of winning votes then pulling out information on the tiny details of each part of the image. In this way, the network determined everything from whether the pixel depicted an edge or a curve or a color, which was then fed to the next layer. Ultimately what was known as a Densely Connected Convolutional Network pooled all those pixels, votes, and layers together to recognize what the data matched of most likely objects.33 All just to “see” a “cat.”
“Tell me more,” Keegan demanded, nonplussed by the recognition software. “What additional information can you determine about what you are seeing?”
“The cat is of mixed breed, popularly known as a calico,” TAMS replied. “Its fur pattern and size indicate a mix of Maine Coon and domestic shorthair. It lacks a collar and is unchipped, classifying it as feral. Would you like me to notify Washington, DC, Animal Care and Control Field Services?”
“No, forget the cat,” Keegan said. “What can you conclude from the writing on the wall?”
The bot emitted a faint hum, as if considering the question’s validity and the energy required to respond. “The unoccupied retail space was formally leased by A-1 Butchers. It is currently unoccupied and has been renamed Progress Equals Pain, Fuck Your Future.”
Keegan snorted. “That’s graffiti. Somebody painted that with a spray can, to deface it, not to rename it.”
Silence.
She tabbed the image she captured and blew it up larger on the SUV’s screen. “Here. This is a sign, just not the kind that you think it is.” She drew a circle around “Progress = Pain” and another with her finger around “FUCK YOUR FUTURE.” “What did the creators of this imagery mean by that?”
“Graffiti writing in paint is an expression of anger, of individual feeling,” said the bot.
“Close. But this is collective, not individual,” Keegan responded. “They are expressing what millions of people feel. Anger at the local scene, but also the larger environment they feel caught in.”
The machine looked back, calculating what she meant. Or just gathering more details on the cat.
“And how about those black marks on the door, the round ones?” Keegan asked.
That she didn’t know, and she was curious to see what TAMS would guess.
The response was immediate, a faint vibration, almost purring, as if this was the kind of problem the bot knew it could solve. It collected billions of pixels and then evaluated them across not just the visual spectrum, but with comparisons, using all the tools that a single human brain lacks.
“Those are impact marks consistent with a hockey puck, most likely the activities of a child athlete at practice.”
“Makes sense,” said Keegan. “Good observation.”
“Thank you for the compliment,” TAMS replied.
“Setting change,” Keegan ordered. “When on mission, no acknowledgment of praise or other social convention protocols.” She saw no need for the faux conversation tools that they often packaged the machines’ user interfaces with. It was an implement for work, utilitarian; why make it a Chatty Cathy as if the machine were your friend?34 TAMS didn’t actually feel gratitude, so there was no reason to fake it.
Keegan slowed the SUV to park in front of the burned-out building. “So what happened here?” she asked the machine. “Give me the recent history of this site.” She wasn’t sure, but she could guess and wondered how her instinct would align with what TAMS pulled.
“Sixteen months ago, the Capitol Technology Corridor opened a micro-factory at this location,” TAMS began. “Nine hours after the opening of the micro-factory, a fire broke out that destroyed the facility. The cause was arson. Five people were charged.”
“Timing is everything,” said Keegan. “Anything further of note?”
“The building was going to print actuated pincer-arms for Task-Shop bots,” said the bot.
And that explained it all to Keegan. Task-Shop bots had been developed to deliver items from tractor trailers directly to the shelves of stores.35 Combined with already automated warehouses and inventory check drones, the entire supply chain that the old grocery and convenience stores ran on had been disrupted.36 The savings had been immense; what took human grocery store workers hours, a machine could do in minutes, and it allowed the big tech firms to do to supermarkets what they’d already done to bookstores.37 It had also knocked out of the market some eight million jobs that people in neighborhoods like this used to depend on.38
“However . . .” The bot paused, processing the answer, but also adding to the perceived importance of its finding. “There are indicators of a larger criminal conspiracy. The participants in the arson were subsequently paid three Bitcoin each by a member of Local 400 of the United Food and Commercial Workers International Union.”
“Now that is useful,” Keegan said. “How do you know this?”
“An all-source synthesis of the case’s court documents, cloud-harvested personal biographical data sets, and financial transaction information,” said the bot.
“Good,” said Keegan. “Why didn’t they rebuild the site then?”
“Capitol Technology Corridor deemed the location to be no longer viable as an automated activity site, due to security reasons,” said the bot.
Meaning, Keegan thought, the industry of the future had run into the politics of the future.
“If you gather enough information, everything can be linked to together. That’s not the hard part. The hard part is figuring out what links actually matter and what else is just random noise,” she said.
“Instances of coincidence are commonly cited in popular media, which indicates—” said TAMS.
“Stop. There’s no such thing as a coincidence when you’re on a case,” said Keegan.
As they drove past a low block of cork-colored foam-fab apartments, TAMS pushed a notification flagging a man sitting in an old office chair pushed out onto the sidewalk: Person of Interest: William Leonard of Washington, DC. 71 years old.
“Why did you send me that?” Keegan asked.
The man’s face popped up on ThreatView. Leonard had an arrest record that showed charges for armed robbery and trespassing.
“What is he doing now?” she asked TAMS.
“He is drinking a 32-ounce can of Ox Blood Slambucha, purchased at the Crazy Eight store.”
“Where did you get the source?”
“It is contained on the bottle’s product label.”
“You read the barcode?”
“Yes.”
Keegan thought about how somewhere in the police bot there was the same software used by stores for automated checkout. One scanned the items as you placed them in your cart, rather than going through some line with an underpaid human, while the other allowed the police to backtrack the purchases and past locations of somebody on the street. The whole surveillance cycle very likely funded by a VC firm.
“So, you’ve got an old guy with a record drinking in public. What is the reason to make him a person of interest now?”
“Leonard has a 66 percent chance of being arrested during the next thirty days,” TAMS said.
“Arrested for what crime?”
“That is not identified in the model,” said TAMS.
“So what are the key causal factors then?”
“Mr. Leonard’s past criminal record and his current public consumption of alcohol create a risk matrix of significant accuracy.”
“That’s a risk, nothing more,” said Keegan. “You don’t know what goes on in a person’s head. We change day to day, minute to minute, second to second. Maybe that next sip . . .” Keegan pulled up a close-in view of the man drinking on the bench. “Gives him that clarity, some insight. Maybe he finds God and, fortified with liquid courage, hangs out with the church choir from here on out.”
TAMS’s head spun to keep tracking Leonard as they pulled away. “He does not show any association with a church or religious institution.”
The robot was probably right, but she didn’t want to cede the argument it was having without intending to. “What makes you think you can forecast a person’s actions by their connections?” she asked.
“An individual’s connections impact their life choices.”
That sounded like a canned line, like some wisdom that TAMS had stripped from an online self-help article. The machine’s intellectual tendrils could reach far into the cloud, but that also made it unclear when it was an original thought.
“No, it is not that simple,” said Keegan. “Take me. I’m connected to plenty of people, but which ones were my friends? Which ones did I actually listen to? And which ones did I just tolerate when I ran into them in college or at a party?”
The screen displayed an image with Keegan in the center of it. It was a photo from an Instagram account she had closed down years ago. Then tens . . . then hundreds of profile pictures popped up around her photo. School class photos, selfies from parties, headshots from online resumes, each popping up and then morphing into colored dots. As a link analysis began to build, the dots connected into lines so dense they appeared as clouds.
Shit, thought Keegan, seeing faces with hazy familiarity and one in particular she wished that she could forget. “Take it down. I didn’t mean that question as an actual command,” she said, and the image disappeared from the screen.
Frustration was not an emotion that TAMS would ever feel, but it was welling up in Keegan.
“Let’s walk,” she said, pulling the SUV into the parking lot of a boarded-up McDonald’s on the corner. As they exited the vehicle, Keegan could swear she still smelled fries in the air. A siren blared in the distance and then faded.
TAMS flashed to Keegan’s vizglasses that it had lost connection with the cloud, that access to Wi-Fi or 5G was not available.
She scanned the area and noticed an unusually large bird’s nest in the crook of the golden arch.
“There’s a jammer, up there,” said Keegan, tagging it with her vizglasses for DC police to take down later. They probably already knew and just avoided this block for what it signified. Someone wanted this to be a dead zone for a reason.
She led TAMS two blocks to avoid whatever was going on.
A pair of elementary-age boys riding a BMX bike, one astride the rear pegs, chased a middle-school-aged girl on a unicycle. She bunny-hopped it off curbs by using her body weight to bounce the underinflated tire, laughing each time she lifted off. Seeing Keegan and TAMS, the kids skidded their bikes to a stop. Keegan thought they would come over for a look, naturally curious about the bot. Instead, they shook their heads as if in disapproval, and then rolled off up the street and turned at the intersection. She couldn’t blame them. So much bad data had been fed into the policing platforms that the machines usually turned out to be even more biased against the people in this neighborhood than their human creators.39
From a nearby townhouse, Keegan heard someone sitting on the stoop cough up phlegm and spit onto the sidewalk. She slowly pivoted to see a young man in his twenties wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. She quickly looked past him, off into the distance, avoiding eye contact to defuse the situation. It just wasn’t worth it—no different than if she were back patrolling with a squad of Marines.
It didn’t work. The man stood up slowly, as if measuring the moment. Arching his back to stretch, he drew up to his full height, at least six and a half feet tall. He wore black sweatpants, a faded gray and blue camo Crye combat shirt with the sleeves cut off, and a pair of neon blue indoor soccer shoes. TAMS flagged Keegan on their closed-network connection that its gun-detection algorithm had identified the bulge in the man’s waistband as matching the outline of a Glock 43.40 The subcompact pistol was marketed by the maker as “ultra-concealable,” but object recognition software used changes in light patterns and angles to work around that.41
As Keegan and TAMS walked on, broken glass crunching underfoot, the man picked up his pace, jogging up the street. After he passed them, he got back on the sidewalk and stopped to block their path, as if he’d been standing there the entire time. “You got business here?” the man said, leaning down to put his face up close to TAMS.
“No, just passing though. Nothing for us here,” Keegan said, keeping her voice low and measured.
“Then you don’t got a reason to be here.” He spoke to her but kept his eyes locked on TAMS’s face. “Unless you’re selling . . . Or maybe I don’t have to buy.” As he said it, the man tapped the bulge where the pistol was hidden in a syncopated rhythm, maybe some song he used to motivate himself. She’d have to ask TAMS what it was later. For now, it meant that the list of ways to deescalate the situation kept getting shorter with each tap.
TAMS pushed another notice to her vizglasses. There were two men on the rooftops, also carrying weapons: AK-47 type.
Time to go. She should not have put them in this kind of situation so soon.
“Screw this,” Keegan said to the man, her voice exasperated. “You can keep this piece of shit. Not worth getting shot over. TAMS, stay here.”
With a quizzical expression, the man looked at her and then TAMS, which stood still. Keegan pinged the SUV to fetch mode and walked away to stand by the curb, as if waiting in frustration.
The whole time that she waited with her back to him, the man eyeballed her, as if waiting for the trick. When the SUV pulled up, Keegan walked around to the driver’s side and got in. At that, the man turned back to the still stationary robot, kneeling down to examine his new prize.
Keegan rolled down the passenger-side window, as if she had something to say to the man. The man looked up in anticipation just as she yelled “TAMS, follow. Now!”
She launched the SUV forward at full speed, the electric motor kicking into gear instantly, throwing Keegan back hard into the seat. As the SUV sped away, she looked in the rearview mirror and saw the robot running after at its maximum speed, about 10 meters behind the vehicle. At the intersection, Keegan made a hard right turn, the tires squealing. TAMS made a more elegant turn, leaning to the inside like a sprinter rounding the curve.
Keegan slammed the brakes and reached back to open the door behind the driver’s seat. “Get in!” she yelled. As TAMS climbed in, she checked the mirror again to see if they’d been followed. There was no sign of Glock man. The only people in view were the three kids from before, laughing and pointing. It wasn’t just that they’d never seen a robot run like that, but that they’d never seen a robot chauffeured about in the back seat of a car.
“Why does it make you drive?” the little girl called out.
Keegan set the SUV to return to the field office.
“Let’s not talk about that again,” Keegan said quietly to herself.
“OK,” said TAMS.
The Internet
Alice showed up at the door, making that very same soft knock that she always arrived with. 42 On the other side of the door, Bob thought it was Alice from the distinct signal of the knock. But despite their knowing each other for decades, Alice and Bob’s relationship was one of fundamental distrust. Some say it started when Bob let a robber just walk right through the door, mistaking the criminal as Alice.43 Others say it was when Alice accidentally hung all of Bob’s dirty laundry out in the open for the world to see.44 Whatever the original reason, the two had come to the realization that neither could be trusted. So they’d agreed to put a special kind of lock on the door. After Alice’s knock, Bob inserted a key that he alone had for his side of the door. The key could turn, but the door stayed locked, unless Alice was using her own key on the other side. Only when the lock recognized both keys, and Bob and Alice each turned them to the very same setting, could the door open.45
The two keys verified it was Alice on one side and Bob on the other, and the door opened wide. There was only one problem: it wasn’t Alice. Moving through the door was Trudy, a nasty piece of work who was wearing Alice’s skin and carrying her key.
Neither Alice, Bob, nor Trudy were actual people, or even robots like TAMS. They were enduring software characters in a digital saga that had gone on since the genesis of the Internet. Faced with the problem of how to exchange information securely on the very first computer networks, two groups of mathematicians—one working in secret for Britain’s spy agencies, the other in public at MIT and Stanford—had each independently come up with a system of cryptography that soon became the bedrock of all security in the digital world.46 Any two parties trying to exchange information, known as “Alice” and “Bob” to the cryptographers, would do so using the interplay of a widely trusted public “key” that contained an algorithm that could code and decode text and a private key, specific to that user, which allowed all other users to verify its authenticity. The system was how any “Trudy,” their shorthand for an intruder, would be kept out of the exchange.
Owned by no one person or company, any open-source ecosystem—including Professor Preston’s original software—relied on this intricate dance of human trust and digital distrust to work. The underlying software kernel that literally millions of users were sharing, for free, was always improving itself.47 Its very value was how it freely shared across the crowd everything from new features and bug fixes, to patches that closed any cybersecurity vulnerability discovered by the worldwide community of users.
But these updates weren’t just picked up and deployed by the millions of systems running the software without questioning whether it was Alice or Trudy at the door. Instead, they each went through that very same exchange of keys that had always ensured Internet security. Preston’s death didn’t change any of this; the system was designed to run without him. Bob always asked Alice for her key, and vice versa. But Professor Preston’s sudden death in Princeton did provide a moment of opportunity for Trudy to exploit, in the time between his death and his key being suspended or passed on to some other holder. The irony was that news could only be communicated out to the network through the very same system of updates. It was the briefest of windows, but one that required years of planning for Trudy to do anything with it.
While the physical swing of a cane may have helped Trudy move around one of the digital world’s most essential security checks, gaining access to the software creator’s kernel wasn’t enough. Even when Bob let Alice in, he still didn’t trust her inside his house.
To authenticate that any incoming code isn’t malware, malicious software of some type, network defenses run test after test on it, as every so often security flaws have been found even in the open-source software supposedly validated by the crowd.48 These tests hunt for revealing snippets of code that can provide a tell of some type of attack, as well as vet it against vast databases that try to find any similarities to the trillions of previously discovered versions of malware. Some defenses even run the new software though simulated versions of their network, to trigger any malware before it hits the real version. The millions of users also provide a kind of herd immunity; all a piece of malware has to do is kick off an alarm in one network, and all the others can be notified to kick it out and protect themselves.
Trudy, though, wasn’t doing anything that network defenses would deem suspicious. There were none of the normal signs that would let Bob know it wasn’t Alice who he’d let in. Trudy didn’t self-replicate, to spread from one network to another. She didn’t move laterally, harvesting passwords or user names, to log into one account after another. She didn’t collect data or open up backdoor channels of communication out of the network to try to steal information or, even worse, hold it ransom.49 She didn’t “phone home” for instruction from an outside command and control structure to allow her foothold to be exploited further.50 Nor did she trigger any of the newer tools designed to find particularly crafty malware that hid its tracks. Security researchers had discovered that for all the digital sleight of hand a Trudy might try, they could detect something was amiss in a network by using nontraditional measures like the heat coming off their servers or the speed of the basic Raspberry Pi processors on which so many Internet-connected devices still ran. Changes in temperature or infinitesimally tiny slowdowns on these most simple of machines could give away that some unknown software was secretly riding on top. Here again, Trudy stepped right over this last trip wire, as everything she did was part of a normal software update that would cause the very same effect.
Perhaps most important, though, Trudy avoided the temptation that would have given away any other attacker who had obtained the literal keys to countless kingdoms. Despite the chance to enter millions of systems around the world, which would have been irresistible to any criminal or government, all that she was interested in was entering the door of a handful of targets. And then, once in those few, she didn’t steal a thing. All Trudy did was the digital equivalent of breathing softly on a single pair of eyeglasses left out on a table.
These handfuls of targets were mom-and-pop businesses and local governments, regulated only by the Environmental Protection Agency, whose interests lay far from matters of cybersecurity. But even if they had been manned by high-end cyber defense teams, funded by millions of dollars and staffed by ex-NSA members, Trudy was too discreet to trip the usual alarms. She didn’t race across their overall networks or alter their major operations or undertake any other actions cyber defenses typically watch for.51 When all the other billions of lines of code in the approved kernel updates coursed across the network, all Trudy did was make a tiny mathematical update to the complex equations used by a handful of sensors that existed on the edge of their systems. The only thing that shifted was a detail in the chemistry or physics that one automated sensor was observing, most importantly in the world outside the system. Moreover, that minute shift had been observed many times before, so it wasn’t viewed by the system as either novel or risky. There was always a logical explanation for it, and thus no reason to initiate an added search for anomalous behavior. And Trudy only made those new observations register well after she had erased herself, just like the very first versions of her had done when they had pioneered the dark art of digital sabotage against Iranian nuclear facilities a generation earlier.52
Each tiny shift Trudy caused at that one sensor, in one place, in one network, at one point in time, made sense on its own. At a privately owned water treatment plant in West Virginia, a conductivity measure reported back that it was detecting higher levels of selenium, which was often caused by runoff from nearby coal mines.53 The system automatically responded, as it was supposed to do, by adding in a pulse of ferric oxide to balance the chemistry.54 At a county-owned plant in Northern Virginia, slight differences in pipe pressures were reported, while at a small town-run plant in western Maryland, it was a stormwater drainage disparity—all typical findings for sensors to detect. Each initiated the standard response of deploying red fluorescent water-flow tracers.
At the Ventilation Control Facility for the Potomac River Tunnel, built by the DC Water and Sewer system to delink the city’s sewer and stormwater runoff systems that had once polluted the river after every big rainstorm, it was the air pressure setting on just four valves.55 At the US Geological Survey (USGS) stream gauge at Point of Rocks, Maryland, an hour’s drive upriver from Washington, DC, the altered sensor showed a reduction in the cubic feet per second of water flowing by, which was confirmed by similar slight differences reported by the gauge at Hancock, Maryland, another hour farther away.56 Each passed on that customary notice of a pending drought, itself a regular occurrence, to the Jennings Randolph and Little Seneca Reservoirs, used to boost Potomac River levels in times of low flow.57 Meanwhile, at the Savage River Reservoir, it was slightly higher levels of acidity in need of dilution, an occurrence frequently caused by farming and construction runoff.
To any human administrator or AI watching the activity on their own network, there was nothing digital, chemical, or physical to set off an alarm.58 Everything was operating the way it was supposed to.59 And that was exactly why Jackson Todd had sent Trudy.
RICHMOND (FORMERLY JEFFERSON DAVIS) HIGHWAY
Arlington, Virginia
Keegan flicked the Petrolhead air freshener dangling from the auxiliary control stalk on the steering wheel in frustration. It gave off a faint whiff of gasoline, the smell designed to relax you by taking you back in time.
It wasn’t working, though, and neither was the music. Keegan tapped the Suburban’s dash display again and again, the force of each impact revealing her frustration. How had she allowed them to get into such a delicate situation on a training run?
A new hit flooded the car with syrupy harmonized vocals and a catchy intertwining of a rusty-sounding junkyard snare and deep electronic bass. Neural-net-written algorithmic-pop music, or A-Pop, had knocked most of the human songwriters off the charts.60 Its peppy sound clashed with the light gray of the sky, hazy from the forest fires out West.
As Keegan listened, she considered what had paired that song to the ride. Known demographic data of passenger. Past plays. Geolocation. What other nearby and like vehicles were playing. And time of day. That was all obvious. But what else? Speed of the vehicle? The number of yellow lights run or total trip time waiting at red lights? That would give the network a sense of whether it was supposed to tap into a feeling of flow or tamp down the helpless frustration that went with waiting in an autonomous car at a red light.
Then the song ended, and Keegan looked over at TAMS. “Think you could write something better than that?” she asked dismissively. Before TAMS could respond, she added, “Don’t answer that.” She switched to an oldies channel instead. It was playing “Can’t Stop the Feeling.” “That’s better,” she said, forcing a laugh. Then she remembered it would register it as a false one.
TAMS turned its head to face her. “Would you like me to change the station?”
“Why?” Keegan said.
“Your biometric portfolio reveals a sudden spike in emotions.”
“Exactly. It’s a song. That’s their purpose. You recognize it?”
“It is ‘Can’t Stop the Feeling,’ released in 2016 and associated with the film of the same year Trolls,” TAMS said.
“Yep, that’s it,” said Keegan. “It’s doing what it’s supposed to. Songs aren’t merely data, but designed to evoke, well, ‘a feeling’ that you can’t stop. It’s normal for humans.”
“OK,” the machine replied, and then provided an added observation. “However, your response is out of scope.”
A series of angry and fearful teenage faces flashed through Keegan’s mind. “Why do you think? Explain.”
“This particular song was designed to make humans happy, according to an analysis of its commercial success and online ratings.”
“The song wasn’t designed, it was written,” said Keegan. “By a human. By J.T. himself, I think. Is that correct?”
“It was co-written by Justin Timberlake, Karl Martin Sandberg, and Karl Johan Schuster,” TAMS corrected.
“Close enough. My point is that music evokes emotions. For example, we used to dance to this song at Millennial Night parties.”
It was the morning after just one of those house parties that her life had turned upside down. No. She, on the steps of the University of Washington Tacoma’s Student Center, had turned her own life upside down.
“However, your facial micro-expressions indicate high levels of unhappiness,” TAMS replied. “Have you observed anything of note in the threat environment or my performance?”
All they’d really been was a group of college kids trying to stand up to a white nationalist militia to whom the local police had turned a deliberate blind eye.61 A melee broke out at a rally for a Pakistani American student running for the state legislature, someone had died, and they’d taken the blame.62 It hadn’t been her, but that didn’t matter. A few weeks later, she’d joined the Corps, which got her as far away as humanly possible from the arrest warrant put out for the seven unidentified people in Guy Fawkes masks.63
“No. It is just the music. Songs like this mark a moment in time or a relationship,” she said. “So, while it’s a song about happiness, it can also go with memories, good and bad ones, none of which really matter anymore. Because humans are fucked up that way.”
She realized she was doing the same thing as singing along with the radio, emoting to a machine that couldn’t care less, for the very reason that it could never start a feeling.
Keegan looked away, out the driver-side window, as they passed over the Potomac River, needing to change the subject and put some distance between TAMS and her past.
“Damn, look at that,” she said. A bright red stream stained the water, looking like an artery of blood moving through the greenish blue of the river.64 “Are there any reports on what’s going on with the river water?” she asked TAMS.
“Fourteen hours ago, the Upper Potomac River Commission Wastewater Treatment Plant reported a software problem that resulted in an inopportune level of iron oxide levels in the river water. The effect spread downstream approximately thirty minutes ago.”
“Inopportune?”
“Yes, that is the word used in their press release,” TAMS said.
“When the source is a corporate press release, translate assuming too high levels of confidence and positivity,” Keegan commanded. “Try your summary again.”
“OK. The plant reported an . . . imbalance in the level of iron oxide in the river water.”
Keegan watched a pair of armored Coast Guard inflatables race upriver, leaving wakes in the bloody red water, like white scars. “Any further incidents?”
“Similar incidents have occurred in multiple other plants, indicating a system-wide episode related to a software update corruption.”
“Anything law enforcement related on it?”
“An Environmental Protection Agency investigation file has been opened.”
Good luck getting the companies to pay that fine.
“It’s really strange looking. Has it ever happened before?”
“Yes. A similar incident in Siberia occurred in 2016, when . . .”65
Half listening to TAMS, Keegan pinged her husband, wondering what he might have heard on his feed. His company’s open-source intelligence network—though they never called it that—allowed its workers to have a real-time picture of everything from demand for services to breaking news, anything that could influence whether somebody needed to be ready to engage with a customer. It was also usually better than anything she could pull from the FBI network on an event like this because it was faster, had cleaner data, and was easier to query. She swiped the Watchlet, rotating through the icons, until it landed on a personal network tunnel.
“That’s enough,” Keegan said to TAMS, instructing it to cease the summary.
“Would you like the collective insight from my social network analysis?”
A faint pulse at her temple indicated the creation of a secure connection with Jared’s account. “Well . . . fine,” she said to TAMS. “Go.”
“There is an unevenly distributed but seriously considered theory coalescing around the likelihood of copper-nickel concentrate waste illegally released by a factory in West Virginia. Another trend line focuses on the secret role of government officials in poisoning children.”
“Don’t go all Deep State on me now, TAMS,” she said.
As she did, she typed into her app. Everything OK?
All good, Jared wrote back. Then her screen burst with a video of an overweight calico cat sliding backward down a house’s stairway bannister, then landing perfectly.
She laughed. Jared must have been having a really good day, lots of points again, probably.
“A third theory believes it to be a sign of religious significance . . .” the robot continued on.
Keegan tuned TAMS out, starting to type out a reply when her Watchlet buzzed slightly.
The three pulses meant it was Haley, her daughter.
Keegan swiped the band to route the call to her glasses. “Hi, butterfly! How’re you doing?”
“Fine. Um, where’s the almond butter?”
“The cupboard? Why?”
“I need to make my lunch.”
“Just get Daddy to grab it.”
“I tried.”
“Try again. I’m at work, honey, so I can’t help now. Daddy can do it.” She wondered if TAMS would register her rise in blood pressure. If Jared had time to send her cat memes, he could at least take a five-minute break to make Haley a sandwich.
“No, he can’t.” Haley with a voice of finality, as if it should be obvious to her.
“Why not?”
“Daddy’s been sleeping all morning. I told him that I was hungry, but he wouldn’t answer.”
Wait.
That hadn’t been Jared—he had set up a chat bot to respond to her.66 Another offering from his employer. Keeping connected with a customer was more important than a live connection with a spouse or child at times, the theory went.
“How long has he been sleeping?” she asked, trying to keep it casual.
“I don’t know,” the girl replied. “I keep telling him I want lunch and he wouldn’t get up.”
“Haley, I’m going to come home right now and make you a sandwich. Sound good? Just wait for me. Why don’t you start a Tag-Box game?” Referring to one of the mixed reality games that Haley loved so much, the cameras projecting colorful little 3-D boxes around the room that she would chase down for points.67 “And you know what? Today, you can play as loud as you want, get all the boxes as quick as you can.”
“But Daddy is sleeping. He’ll get mad.”
“That’s OK. If he wakes up from it, tell him Mommy said it was OK. I’ll be right there, sweetie.”
“Alright,” Haley said, then obviously running off to boot up the game.
Keegan pulled up the surveillance feeds from her bot on the shelf to try to see what the hell was going on with Jared. She saw what looked like a close-up of a brown rug. She switched views to a cicada she’d placed on another shelf for the cross-room view and got a black circle surrounded by orange fuzz around the top half of the screen. Haley appeared to have attached the cicada to her bear, Baz.
Keegan put the vehicle in pursuit mode, which turned on the Suburban’s red and blue lights, nested behind the grill and in a tiara-like strip along the top of the windshield. Immediately, a Hyundai sedan shifted out of their way, the SUV’s signal electronically moving any autonomous vehicles.
“Change of plans. We’re going to my condo,” said Keegan. “Family matter.”
“I will notify emergency services,” TAMS said.
“What . . . no!” said Keegan. “I never said anything about 911.”
“Your actions indicate that this is a serious matter. Do you require any other aid?”
“Absolutely not,” said Keegan. This was something she needed to handle on her own. “This is a personal matter. That means it is not to go into any FBI incident report.”
“OK,” said TAMS.
But, like every sensing machine, it would still record everything.
BALLSTON NEIGHBORHOOD
Arlington, Virginia
Keegan reached for the door handle, her stomach knotting in the familiar way it had in front of other doors years ago in a far different place. That queasy feeling of not knowing what was on the other side. Opening it could risk nothing. Or it could set off a bomb. In many ways, it was the same now.
Jogging down her building’s hallway, she had come up with a plan: Grab Haley first and put her in her bedroom. Then go to Jared and check if he was breathing. Leave TAMS outside to limit the exposure.
Opening her door, there was no explosion other than the sounds of Haley’s game still playing. A few 3-D boxes still hung in the air, another projected onto the kitchen counter. Haley had apparently played so long that she’d gotten bored and was now chasing Baz around the room. Keegan forced a wide smile and scooped the girl up into a hug. As she tucked her daughter into the crook of her neck, she squeezed her extra tight. Haley’s weight started to hurt her back, but she ignored it, carrying her daughter into her bedroom, whooshing her down the hall as if it were a game.
“Stay here for a minute, OK?” Keegan said. “You play with your animals and I’m going to surprise Daddy. And I have a new friend to show you, but he’s waiting outside for now.”
“Why?”
“Because this is family time.”
“OK . . . I missed you,” said Haley, grabbing a following Baz out of the air, not to play with but to hold tight in solace. No matter what you said, kids always knew when something wasn’t right.
“I missed you too,” she replied. “We’re going to be fine. Promise.”
Careful not to slam the thin door, she closed it behind her and then spun quickly, going down the hall to the living room. She could see Jared on the couch, nested in blankets, motionless. He was clearly not active in the feed, his hands dangling loosely, fingers brushing the ground. Worse, she saw one of the tiny aerosol spray cans on the floor, tipped over on its side.
“Jared,” she hissed. No reply. No movement.
“Jared!” she said louder, but still not yelling, to keep Haley from worrying more.
Her feet got heavier and heavier with each step closer to him. She put her hands on his shoulder, but he didn’t react.
Kneeling down, she held up her Watchlet to just above Jared’s mouth. Thankfully, his breath fogged the dark screen. She then lifted his hand and pressed two fingers on the thumb side of his wrist. A heartbeat, but way too slow.
“Jared! Wake up,” she said, pulling off the VR headset. It beeped angrily at disconnecting from its user so abruptly.
Jared’s face was placid, almost expressionless, and his head rolled back onto the couch. His damp hair smelled faintly of sweat, and his forehead had a band of dots from the rig. She traced the marks left by the VR headset, her fingertip drifting down his cheek.
There was no reset button to push. Not for his body. Not for their marriage. There was nothing she could do except think of all the reasons this should not be happening. To Haley. To her.
“Jared, wake up,” she said, shaking him by the shoulders. “You need to wake up. Now.” She yanked Jared up by the arm, blinking back the pain that shot down her lower back and leg from tugging at him in an awkward position.
Jared finally stirred, his head jerking up slightly.
“Hey, hey, it’s me, wake up,” said Keegan softly, brushing his hair back from his forehead.
“Hey,” he sighed, eyes still closed. One eye opened, then closed again. “My head is killing me.”
“You can’t be doing this, Jared,” said Keegan, picking up the nasal spray, feeling its emptiness as she put it in her pocket.
“What?” he said, slowly waking up to where he was, who he was. “Where’s Haley?”
“Where’s Haley is exactly right,” she said. The resentment started knotting her throat and she swallowed it. “She’s in her room, safe. She called me.”
Groggily, he said, “I was offline because a neighbor stopped by Harlan’s and—”
“Save the explanation for later,” Keegan said, helping him stand. “Let’s get you a shower first, to wake up, and then we can talk.”
She would take the high road for now. Get him back to himself and then they could talk reasonably. The two of them walked toward their—his—bedroom, Jared leaning slightly on her. At the doorway, his Watchlet buzzed, one of the sleek all-white Apple versions that she’d gotten him as a birthday gift right before the fall, and Jared stiffened with energy, as if finally waking back up. “Shit,” he said. “I gotta get back on.”
Keegan kept them moving through the door. “Stop. Just stop. You can miss this one. Get a shower and I’ll make you some coffee.”
“We’re out of coffee,” he murmured.
“No, I ordered a delivery last night,” she said.
He went into the master bathroom, leaving the door open, and she sat on the bed, propping herself up against the long, flannel pillow. Her pillow. Or, at least, it had been when she used to sleep in the bed. He started to undress, pulling off his shirt. Then, he must have realized she was there, and closed the door behind him. It was a sign that he was coming out of his fog, but it stung all the same.
She listened for the shower to come on and then yelled out, “Take it easy for a bit and I’ll come check on you once the coffee is ready.”
Then came a squeal of excitement in the living room. Haley. Kids never listen. At least her dad wasn’t there now, passed out.
Then Haley squealed joyfully.
Keegan got up and went to the living room. TAMS knelt in front of Haley, knees tucked underneath its body facing the girl. Whoever had programmed it must have had kids, knowing that they trust those who engage them at eye level.
“Hello, I am TAMS,” the system said, but in the nasal twang of one of Haley’s favorite cartoon characters, a pink panda with Pegasus-like wings. It held out its hands, palms open, and Haley instinctually placed hers down on top of them. That’s when Keegan realized it was doing a health assessment. Each sensor on the bot was reading her daughter’s state, down to the blood pressure flowing through her hands.
“Haley, this is my new robot,” Keegan said warily, not sure how to handle introductions. “It’s nice, isn’t it?”
“Yes. He looks silly,” Haley said.
Keegan tried to read her daughter’s expression for any sign of discomfort, but the uncanny valley’s differing effect on children made it completely normal to see a robot in her den.68 “I’m not sure it’s a he,” she said. “Are you still hungry?” she added, wanting to change the subject, so as not to have that confusing conversation right now.
“Yes,” Haley said, her attention totally shifting. “Can I have some ice cream?”
“I don’t think we have any,” said Keegan.
“There are approximately 400 grams of chocolate ice cream in the freezer,” said TAMS.
“Haley, sweetie, it’s wrong,” Keegan said. “We’re out of ice cream. Why don’t I make you a grilled cheese instead?”
Haley looked quizzically at TAMS, then at her mother, as if deciding whom to trust on the matter of the ice cream. “OK, Mommy. Grill cheese.”
“Grilled cheese, please,” Keegan corrected, stretching out the rhyme, as the girl giggled and then started to run around the room, chanting the rhyme.
“TAMS, come here,” Keegan said.
The bot unfolded its legs, stood to its full height, and walked over to her. It could not register emotion, but it seemed to move with a cowed dog’s hesitancy.
“Why are you in here? I did not order you to come in,” said Keegan.
“Available information indicated a child in distress. Your stress and pain markers showed elevated levels. These combined factors required me to assess the environment,” the robot said.
“OK. Whatever. We’ll have to fix that later.” Keegan went into the kitchen to start Haley’s sandwich.
A buzzing started from the couch—Jared’s damn VR rig, vibrating gently in a steady pulse that sounded like a bee.
Haley ran over to pick it up. Shooting a quick glance at the closed bedroom door, she put the rig on her head like a crown, chin tilted high into the air. The oversized harness slid down her face, onto her nose. She used two hands to hold it up as she walked over to TAMS, where she plopped down on the floor.
“Haley. Take it off,” Keegan said. The girl had trouble lifting it, so Keegan called to the robot. “TAMS, help her get the helmet off.”
As the robot plucked the VR rig off Haley’s head, Jared walked into the living room. He was in sweatpants and a T-shirt, his wet hair combed. “What the . . .” he blurted out. “Get the hell away from my daughter!”
TAMS continued to pull the helmet off the girl. But now, at her father’s anger, Haley held on to the rig. The robot swiveled its head to look at Keegan, away from Jared. It was waiting for her command, or even nonverbal direction, on what to do next. Not Jared’s.
“It will only listen to me,” she explained, coming into the room to stand between him and TAMS. “Yelling at it won’t do anything. That’s the way it’s programmed.” She turned to the machine. “TAMS, stop helping Haley.”
“OK,” the bot said and stood perfectly still.
“Get out!” said Jared, pointing his finger at the machine. “Out!”
“It’s going to be OK, Jared,” Keegan said. “TAMS, go wait out in the hallway.”
As TAMS soundlessly left the room, Haley walked up to Jared and wrapped her arms around his legs. Keegan knew it wasn’t that she was scared; it was more the kind of hug that kids gave when they saw their parents hurting, mimicking them. It still pained her as a mother to see that she’d gone to him first. She told herself it was just because of her job, because Haley was around him all day.
Rubbing Haley’s back with one hand, Jared pointed angrily at Keegan. “I don’t want that thing to ever be close to, or touch, Haley again. OK?” He was almost sputtering in rage. “And if it broke my rig and cost me my job . . . What were you thinking bringing it here?”
Keegan knew Jared’s outburst was the product of much more than an explosion of anger at a machine. TAMS’s very existence hurt him; it spoke to the absence of meaning that he felt after losing the job he’d worked for his whole life. It still didn’t give him the right to yell.
“What was I thinking? I’m thinking that you’re pissed off not because a machine came in the house, but because it filled in for you.”
Jared shook his head, incredulous. “Never talk to me like that again around Haley.”
“Around Haley?!” Keegan yelled. “Your inability to stay off the spray around Haley is the reason we’re here! Decide whether you want to be a dad or have a job, cause you clearly can’t do both!”
Haley’s gaze was locked on to her mother’s face, then her father’s. Then she started to cry, a low wail that built up into a “no” that stretched out over ten seconds.
“Now see what you did,” Jared hissed, and pulled the crying girl in close.
“Honey,” Keegan said in a soft tone to Haley and began to step toward her. “It’s OK. I didn’t mean Daddy really had to choose.”
At that moment, TAMS came back inside. It had an alertness to its posture—how its hands were positioned and the bend of its knees—that indicated it was again scanning for trouble. It immediately stood to Keegan’s side as she knelt down to hug Haley, but Jared pulled Haley away and stood between his daughter and the robot.
“You need to get that thing out of here, Lara. Now.”
Who’s scaring Haley more now? Keegan wanted to shout. But she didn’t say anything at all, as much for TAMS as for Haley. “Fine, we’re going,” she said.
“And keep it away from here. It’s for your own good too,” Jared said. “You better watch out, Lara. That machine is going to find out more than you want it to.”
CITYCENTERDC DEVELOPMENT
Washington, DC
“This old hammer killed John Henry.”
Todd spun away from the cloth-covered gap he had wedged himself through at the back of the abandoned store. It was a woman’s voice singing. He took a step backward, feet crunching on broken glass, searching for the voice. He saw nothing but rays of evening light coming in between the cracks in the plywood covering the windows.
“Easy,” the voice said. “We’re safe . . . Unless you don’t know the rest of the song.”
Emerging from a door built flush into the wall of pink marble—a portal that he had somehow missed—was a woman in a black hooded jacket over a pink tufted dress that looked like something for a high school prom. No, he thought, more like a quinceañera dress. Fortunately for her, in that getup, the weather had done one of its usual spring swings.69 In the high nineties just two days before, now it was in the low fifties. A gray silken scarf covered most of her face, and the drape of the hood hid everything but her watery blue eyes and crow’s feet. Maybe late thirties. His eyes were drawn downward, where her right hand was in her jacket pocket, the outline of a pistol stretching the fabric.
“But it won’t kill me, it won’t kill me.” 70
Todd spoke the old folk song’s lyrics, rather than singing them back to her. It was the words that mattered for their purpose, the sign-countersign for the meetup agreed to in the closed game chat room.
“Cool beans,” she said, her tone instantly chipper. She drew her gun hand out of the pocket, revealing a pistol-shaped store clerk’s price-gun. She waved it with a smile and then tossed it to the ground, the plastic skittering across the broken glass.
“It’s ’cause I used to work here,” she said, addressing both how she knew about the hidden door and where she’d gotten the price gun. “Selling silk scarves that cost a week’s pay. Bags and purses worth more than any bank account I ever had. They only let me wear them at work. Assholes.”
She motioned for him to follow, opening back up the hidden door with a push. “You’d think this was a secret room for security guards or something cool like that,” she continued. “But it really just connects to the storage rooms and parking garage. I guess they didn’t want a handle on the wall to mess up the feng shui. Whatever. It’s where we’d hide out when we wanted to avoid the manager.”
Not knowing what he was supposed to say, Todd just snorted, feigning amusement. Entering the darkness, he put one hand in his pocket, the other feeling for the wall, to assure himself both of his location and that no one else was lurking along the hall. It had the rough feel of cement blocks, a contrast with the luxurious once-polished wood on the outside. Everything’s a façade, he thought.
“The day they fired me turned out to be the best day of my life,” she said, her voice ahead in the dark. “If anything will turn you freegan, it’s day after day of watching people fondle Birkin bags that they’re only going to throw away at the end of the season.”71
For somebody trying to disguise their appearance at a secret meetup, she did a lot of talking. But maybe that was to be expected. Everything the freegans did was built around the twin pillars of recycling and collectivism, what they saw as the way to beat back the twin sins of consumerism and elitism. Todd thought that, in execution, it meant they spent most of their time standing around trash heaps arguing about urban foraging rights.
“Didn’t this used to be a condo complex too?” he asked, making conversation to keep her at ease.
“Yeah, bottom floor high-end goods, top floor high-end people. And, just like with the product, a lot of people fronting like they were high-end. Some of the worst people in the entire nation, paying my month’s salary for the condo fees alone, just to be able to say they lived here.72 Now it’s all ours, just there for the taking after it all went bankrupt. I can tell by your clothes,” she motioned at his outfit, “that you’re a buyer, but there’s a lotta good shit here if you want to join in. Might find you like it.”
“I appreciate that, but for now, all my time is spent working for the common good. Why I appreciate your help,” he added. He needed her aid, not just to find his way through the dark, but to get what he was really here for.
“It’s not help,” she said. “But sharing. That’s the only way out of this.”73
That only showed how little she understood. The freegans imagined themselves true believers in change. They were more like parasites, in his view, living off a dying society’s leftovers. But, like parasites, they had their uses.
They continued down the service hallway, the noise of some kind of early-morning party going on in one of the abandoned condos above reverberating down through the ceiling. After a turn through a door indicating “Parking Garage,” they descended a stairway that was pitch black except for a tiny orange digital dot of light at the bottom.
A flashlight illuminated a man smoking a pink e-cigarette and waiting at the stairway’s landing. A thick crack in the cigarette’s plastic cut through the picture of a Japanese anime girl band that had been popular a few years back.
“Hey,” the girl said. “It’s us.”
“Yeah, I can see that,” a male voice said, running out the words with a smoker’s drawl. He had hollow eyes, shoulder-length brown hair, and a thin beard. Dressed in brown canvas overalls topped by a blue blazer with gold buttons, he looked like an out-of-work construction worker going out to a yacht club dinner. The discarded clothes of two men who would never meet.
The man aimed the flashlight straight into Todd’s eyes. Todd squinted, turning his head slightly at the glare, as the man examined him. He directed the light from Todd’s pockmarked cheeks to his long brown stringy hair.
“Shit, man. You don’t look like Moses. Just a junkie.” He laughed. “But I guess that’s the point. If you ever throw away that mask, let us know first. It’d be cool to try out.”
“Agreed,” Todd said quietly. “You run into any problems?”
“Say again?” the man said. He pulled out the e-cigarette, and then coughed, spitting wetly onto the wall next to him.
Todd took a step forward and said more loudly, “The pallet. Did you get it?” Closer to the man now, Todd tried not to breathe in any more of his funk, a mix of stale fruit, burned plastic, and unwashed clothes.
“Yeah, it’s here,” the smoker said, putting the e-cigarette back in his mouth. It now bent slightly at the crack. “Shipment address had it going to Richmond, but we got in there before it went out.”
That was the key. He’d had the shipment directed to a real address. But if it actually arrived questions would have been asked about the special order of capacitors that showed up out of nowhere.
“Anybody get hurt?” he asked, breathing in through his mouth. The smell of cigarettes, both real and fake, annoyed him, the scent of a loss of control over base cravings.
A long drag and a pulse of orange light, then a deep exhale. “Why? From the way you were carrying on in the cloud, that wouldn’t be an issue.”
“There’s a time for violence,” Todd said.
“Yeah, well, this wasn’t one of those times. The Baltimore port is all automated now. Not a single damn person there. All you need to do is punch in the access code and it loads it for you. You just gotta get there before the real delivery truck arrives.”74
“Good,” Todd said. “Where is it?”
The smoker waved the flashlight over Todd’s shoulder, lighting up a large shipping pallet. Todd walked over and examined three large cubes, each the height of a man, wrapped in protective blue rubber. Running along the side was thick yellow tape with the image of a broken wineglass and the words “Fragile: Handle with Care.” and “Hati-Hati: Mudah Pecah.”75 He’d have to strip that off before they left, a slight clue to its origin point that a street camera might pick up.
“We got it for you, but we ain’t driving it out,” the man said. “I trust your people are taking care of the pickup?”
Todd looked down at his watch, trying to make out the dial’s illuminated markers in the dark. “Something like that.” That they thought him a representative of a group was useful. The less they understood the better. All that was coming for him was an automated share delivery van, billed to an account he’d pulled off an open network hack. It would just come up in the network as one of thousands of pickups for the day, lost within the noise of a city of them.
“Cool. There’s only one more thing then,” the smoker said. The flashlight switched off, leaving the tip of the cigarette the only light in the room. Todd heard a rustle of clothes and then the ratlike squeak of steel sliding against leather.
In the dark, Todd turned, tightening the grip on the pistol he held in his pocket. It was a Brazilian open-source design, bought at a North Carolina gun show a year back. It fired plastic rounds tipped with metal. They were only lethal when fired at close range, but they warped when they hit the body, leaving little to trace back.
“Hey, Tim, this isn’t what the group agreed,” the girl protested.
“They’ll agree when we bring it back,” the smoker named Tim said. “Here, take the light.”
The flashlight came back on, pointing first at the man and then back at Todd as the girl steadied it. In the man’s hand was a black wood-handled Santoku knife, with decorative swirling clouds etched onto the 8-inch blade.76 The tip was broken off, meaning it was some counterfeit given as a wedding or Father’s Day present and then tossed away with an equal lack of gratitude. But the edge of the knife shined in the light, showing it could still cut with ease.
“Show me your wrist,” Tim commanded, coming closer to Todd.
Todd felt his face flush with anger, but more at himself for failing to calculate for this scenario. A suppressor—why hadn’t he thought to print one? His pistol had seven rounds, meaning these two wouldn’t be a problem, but he didn’t need the sound reaching an army of scavengers in the condos above. “You really want to do this?” he asked the man.
“Damn right. I’m going to see what you’re hiding on that wrist,” Tim said greedily, “whether it’s attached to the rest of your arm or not.”
Todd released the pistol and pulled out his hand, holding it out palm upward.
“I thought so,” said Tim. “Nice watch there.”
“It’s an old one,” Todd said. “Not even digital.”
The freegan stepped forward and gently held Todd’s fingers, turning the hand over so he could see the face of the watch. “An Explorer, right?”77 Tim’s dirty fingernails disgusted Todd.
“A wedding gift from my wife . . . It’s not waste, not unneeded,” said Todd, making his voice plaintive, as if to appeal to their values.
“Today it is,” said the man, nervously tapping his shoe.
It made Todd’s stomach ache to think of giving it up. He ran his next moves, visualizing each step. A quick yank back of his hand, then pull out the pistol. First the man, then the talkative girl, then bar the door at the stair, to keep their compatriots from coming down.
But none of it was in the plan. It would create points of connection where now there were only faint dots. An order of graphene and ceramic sheets, made in a vacuum chamber at an Indonesian fabworks. A missing package from the Baltimore harbor. A group of scavengers posing as revolutionaries, who’d be on to their next abandoned building by the end of the day. And a delivery pickup billed to a corporate account that wouldn’t even register it as a crime. Nothing now linked them together. Nothing worthy of investigation. But bodies would change that.
The freegan tauntingly shone the light back on the shipping pallets, oblivious to the calculations Todd ran in his head. “You want your boxes or what?” said the man. “I know what I want. Time to share, man.”
Todd popped the clasp and handed the watch over while the girl watched, mumbling to herself. “Here. And get out, before I change my mind.” He told himself that if it pained him, then it was just another sacrifice that proved the worth of it all.
“Thanks, man,” the smoker said and retreated quickly. The flashlight flicked off and the pair’s footsteps disappeared into the darkness.
After a few seconds, Todd rubbed the skin where the watch had been. Pulling out a finger-sized flashlight, he brushed a layer of dust from one of the windows in the blue rubber casing. The dull yellow sheets of material were beautiful and yet horrifying. They had the façade of order, when instead, there was deliberate asymmetry, the kind that was only possible through inhuman precision. After further inspection, he breathed a sigh of relief. If the sheets had turned red, the marker that they had cracked in transit, then it was all for naught.78
All the other details were too small to see with the naked eye. Each sheet was actually stacks of atom-thin, but incredibly conductive, nanocomposite paper.79 The sheets of graphene film, made of hexagonal crystals of carbon atoms, were layered one after another between equally thin nonconductive ceramic sheets, with a microscopic overlap between the corner of each sheet, like the pages of a book pressed ever so slightly.
Only those tiny contact points linked it all together.
LOGAN CIRCLE
Washington, DC
TAMS could not have been any quieter. The bot sat in the front seat of the FBI Suburban, motionless and noiseless, as if it knew that it was partly to blame for what had gone down.
She didn’t tell TAMS where they were going; she didn’t know herself. She just let the Suburban follow its own patrol pattern. Pretty soon, the algorithm had them across the river and looping around the wide traffic circles that L’Enfant had designed into the city, first at Foggy Bottom, then Dupont, and now at Logan. Something about the shape naturally, or rather algorithmically, was like catnip for the nav system, she thought. Maybe it was the mathematical ability to draw a limitless number of connection points compared with a standard intersection; maybe it was just a design quirk. In either case, it captured her mood perfectly, making forward progress without really going anywhere.
At some point in the autonomous circle hunting, Keegan felt hunger pangs and tapped her fingers on the steering wheel, wishing them away. It didn’t work. Frustration and anger had conspired to make her far hungrier than she should have been. It was the kind of hunger that only cheese fries and a half-smoke could solve.
“Fuck it,” she said, and set the destination.
They found parking a half block away and walked under a bright yellow and white awning on a red and white brick neoclassical storefront.
“More training for you,” she said to TAMS. “You can people watch and I’m going to eat.”
What Keegan loved about Ben’s Chili Bowl was that it was a vibrant landmark in a city full of cold, stone institutions. Built into the front of an old turn-of-the-century silent movie house, the diner had opened in 1958 on U Street, back then known as the “Black Broadway” of the segregated capital city.80 A favorite of police and protesters alike, it had been the only business to survive the riots after Dr. King died, then the wave of murder and drug crime during the crack epidemic, then the gentrification that turned crime-ridden streets cool, followed by the more recent return of the neighborhood to its dangerous past.
Keegan had first been there blurry-eyed and drunk, Noah and a group of randoms from the Marine barracks taking her there as part of the celebration of her release from Walter Reed. Since then, she’d gone there for occasions that ranged from her and Jared grabbing a hot dog after a date to moments like this, when you just needed to eat something bad for your body, but good for your soul.
She stepped in the door, though, and felt pangs of lament, not relief. She was taking a robot to one of her special places before her own daughter. The smell quickly erased that emotion, her body reacting to the scent of French fries and the tang of chili. They walked to the counter, past the photographs of celebrities who’d eaten there, from US presidents to Hollywood actors. People came not just for the food, but also the history, the connection to something human and bigger than them.
Above the wall of fame was an old-model flat-screen TV, playing footage of a man angrily shouting before a crowd. Closed-captioning text of his rants ran at the bottom of the screen in slightly fuzzed font due to the TV’s age.
SENATOR HAROLD JACOBS: NO MACHINE CAN BE TRUSTED. THEY’VE TURNED OUR WATER INTO BOTTOMLESS POOLS OF BLOOD . . .
What a drama queen, Keegan thought. Something breaks, you fix it. Move on.
A “SOFTWARE GLITCH” IS MORE THAN A DECIMAL POINT IN THE WRONG PLACE. IT’S A TAX ON YOU. IT MEANS YOUR CHILDREN WILL BE BATHING IN WATER THAT LOOKS LIKE BLOOD WHILE YOU SPEND YOUR HARD-EARNED MONEY ON BOTTLED WATER . . .
After a few seconds, Keegan stopped reading and turned to the menu on the wall, even though she knew what she was going to get—two half-smokes with chili and an order of fries. The half-smoke was a DC thing that she’d not known about until she moved to the city. It looked like a hot dog but tasted like a spicy sausage. She’d be feeling it later, but so what? A price had to be paid.
After she ordered, she picked a table in the corner. Unlike TAMS, she didn’t have eyes in the back of her head, so she always liked to sit with her back to the wall, able to see who was coming and going. She motioned for the robot to sit across from her.
After what seemed hours, but was only little more than a minute, a waitress brought the food. You used to just pick up the food at the counter, but a few years back they’d added the waitstaff, mostly as a way to give someone a job. It was another unexpected effect of the automation wave, new charity jobs created to replace the old ones lost, just not how everyone had thought.
The waitress placed the tray down stiffly, not making eye contact with Keegan. Maybe it’s the bot, she thought.
“Thank you,” said Keegan.
The woman lingered for a moment.
“You doing OK?” Keegan asked.
“Oh, sure,” she whispered. “We’re all fine here.”
After she turned away, TAMS spoke. “The waitress was not telling the truth,” it said.
Keegan looked down at the chili covering the sausage before her. Dammit, the bot was right.
“Yeah, she lied. But what’s she going to say, that the pay’s terrible and her feet hurt and she wants to go home? Humans lie all the time. The key is to distinguish between the little lies, the ones that make just getting on with life possible when it’s really hard, and the big lies.” Keegan picked up a half-smoke and pointed it at Jacobs on the screen, a small drop of chili falling onto the Formica table. She paused. “Tell me more about the waitress’s state.”
“Micro-expressions indicate not just mistruth, but also emotional distress.” It then added, “Your biofeedback indicates the same state.”
“Well, the Potomac’s the color of blood and I’m stress-eating a sausage bomb with a robot who thinks it can read minds,” Keegan replied. Quietly, she added, “Scan the room, but silent push any information of law enforcement interest.”
She looked down to see the red light of an emergency message popping on her vizglasses, now lying faceup on the table. Setting down the half-smoke and picking the glasses up, she smeared chili across the lens. The text box read that facial recognition software had identified the beefy man standing behind the counter, watching the waitress a bit too closely, as having two outstanding warrants for armed robbery. A query from TAMS then typed out if it should notify the local police.
“Information noted. Yes, agreed,” Keegan replied, deliberately using a calm tone, as if having a normal conversation.
She looked down at the half-smoke, the chili starting to cool and congeal. She crammed as much as she could of the spicy half-smoke into her mouth, getting a good half of it in. Chewing furiously, Keegan wondered if TAMS knew the Heimlich, just in case. She then wiped her mouth with a napkin and placed the dirty paper back in her lap, using the motion to reach under the table for her gun.
BEN’S CHILI BOWL
Washington, DC
“I have been instructed to provide you payment,” said TAMS. The robot held the two $40 bills between its thumb and trigger finger. The man behind the counter glared back at the robot standing before him, TAMS’s head barely topping the counter.
“What?” the man said. He was wearing the yellow “Ben’s” T-shirt worn by the restaurant staff, but it was a tight fit.
Its legs telescoping, TAMS boosted its height by over a foot to look the man nearly in the eyes. “I have been instructed to provide you payment,” the machine said.
“I know that. Don’t you have a credit number to just bill to or something?” he asked.
“It is legal tender for the goods and services you have provided,” the machine said, ignoring his query. The robot stood silent as the man scowled in exasperation.
“Give it here, then.”
The robot dropped the bills. As the bills fluttered down, they missed the countertop and fell to the floor in front of TAMS—just as Keegan had instructed.
The man looked at the robot in anger. “Stupid machine, pick them up.”
TAMS stood still.
“Pick them up.”
No movement.
The man grunted in frustration and leaned over the counter, his fingers stretching out to reach the bills on the floor, one leg extended up.
Seeing her opening, Keegan leapt up from the corner table. By the time the man looked up, she was already on him. She was smaller, so she used physics to her advantage. She grabbed the man by the collar and yanked him toward her, his body sliding over the slick countertop. When his center of mass shifted over the edge, he tumbled to the ground. Before the man could get up, Keegan placed her shin over his throat, using her focused body weight to pin him.
“Auditory sensors indicate four additional people in the food storage areas,” TAMS said as patrons sprinted for the door.
The bot began pushing additional information onto her vizglasses. Unlike in the Kill House, the walls were too thick to determine the exact outline of whoever was back there. The glasses also noted the DC Metro Police’s ETA, a clock ticking down the arrival of a patrol car projected to be assigned the call to investigate.
“TAMS, hold this guy until police arrive,” said Keegan. Pulling the dazed man up, she reached over to grab TAMS’s hands and placed them over the man’s wrists. “And read him his rights.”
“OK.”
As the suspect looked confusedly on, the robot held him in place with its locked fingers as makeshift handcuffs. Then, with a vocal tone taken from an amalgam of the recordings of Supreme Court hearings, it began its lecture. “Mr. Andrew Kerinsky, as you are presently detained by a representative of law enforcement, as determined by the 1966 Miranda v. Arizona Supreme Court decision, you have a right to . . .”1
Keegan stopped listening to the robot as she moved back over the counter and snuck a quick glance around the corner, into the kitchen area. No one. She moved on to the doorway to the storage area and peeked around the edge. The waitress and a cook were kneeling on the floor, eyes fearful. An elderly man in a suit was laid out beside them, a trickle of blood coming from a gash above his eyebrow. Keegan had been to Ben’s enough times to recognize Sage Ali, the son of the legendary founder. And behind them, crouched behind a stack of hot dog buns, was a young man with a shaved head wreathed in a barbed wire crown tattoo. In his hand, he held a blue eight-shot revolver, the kind fabbed by 3-D printers in garage gun shops.2
At the snap of a round hitting the wall inches in front of her, Keegan jerked back behind the doorway. A second bullet went through the doorway and hit the wall at the other end of the diner behind her, glass spraying from an actor’s photograph. Keegan looked back over at TAMS. As the robber now writhed to try to get down to cover, the robot ignored the gunfire, prioritizing Keegan’s last order to it. It was now reading out loud a clip from the Wikipedia summary of the 2010 Berghuis v. Thompkins Supreme Court case, which amended the suspect’s right to silence only if they explicitly verbalized their right to silence.3
Changing her position lower to spoil the shaved-head shooter’s last aim point, Keegan peeked around the corner again, but he was already gone.
She knew she could hang back and wait for DC police . . . But you don’t shoot at a federal agent and just get to run away.
The waitress pointed down the hallway, to the exit door. Stepping into the alley off U Street, Keegan squinted to see if the man had gone left or right. The clang of banging iron caused her to look up. Shaved Head’s escape had taken him to the roof of the six-floor luxury condominium behind the restaurant, as she could tell from his red running shoes disappearing over the edge. Keegan ran toward the exterior stairway, when the man reappeared, pointing his pistol down at her.
Shit. Keegan unconsciously shifted her weight to the balls of her feet and felt her stomach knot, her body waiting for the shot to hit.
The explosion from above echoed through the alley. Then came a howl of pain from the rooftop, where a cloud of blue-tinged smoke hung where the man had just been. That was the problem with untraceable black-market 3-D printed guns, she thought in relief. They don’t show up in registries, but the black-market printers never vouch for their reliability.
Seeing a service door, Keegan sprinted toward it and pulled a breaching tool from her pocket. She jammed the flashlight-sized tube against the door’s radio-frequency identification access plate, the kind used by all the automated cleaning services. An instant later, as the autosearch warrant authorized, the locks popped to allow her inside.
Half a minute later, Keegan was standing on the roof, weapon ready. Breathing hard, chest rising and falling from taking the steps two at a time, she searched the rooftop for any sign of the potentially injured robber. She knelt to peer under an HVAC unit, exhaling in frustration when she heard footsteps. Sweeping her pistol across the roof, she saw nothing. Then she heard them again.
There. Above her. A glimpse of movement as the man bounded from one of the rooftop’s drone delivery pads to another, using the raised octagonal “lily-pad” landing platforms like a playground jungle gym.
“Stop!” shouted Keegan. “FBI!”
Shaved Head kept going, leaping across to another of the lily pads.
Keegan grabbed one of the landing platform’s support struts and pulled herself up, as if back on the obstacle course in Quantico. By this point, the man had leapt across to a neighboring pad, a larger one designed to accept bulk deliveries.
“There’s nowhere to go,” Keegan said.
Shaved Head shook his head with a smile and made a running leap toward the next platform, which bordered the side of the roof. He didn’t stop but kept running as he landed, leaping off the building. His body disappeared over the edge as he fell into the void.
Holy shit. Had he just committed suicide just to get out of an armed robbery collar?
Keegan made the leap to the lily pad and pulled up. Peering over the edge, she girded her stomach for the sight of what falling six floors did to a body. Instead she saw the robber on a balcony on the building across the street, one floor down. Bastard.
Keegan took aim. “Stop!”
Shaved Head looked back at her and then started to jimmy the balcony’s sliding glass door. Her heart pounded and the blood rushed in her ears as she centered her sights on the robber. The balcony was decent sized, the kind of premium space that a good lobbyist’s salary could buy, with a broad mirrored glass wall running along the back of it. But who was on the other side of that wall? Maybe a kid like Haley. Or a Jared on the couch. She held her fire and holstered her gun. She would have to make the leap herself.
She doubled back two more lily pads, not out of any strategy other than the assumption that there must have been a reason they did the triple jump in the Olympics. Taking a deep breath, she began to run, leaping from one lily pad to another, then the final one, ignoring the nerve pain now starting in her leg and the chili in her stomach, and launched herself across the gap between the buildings.
As Keegan fell short of the balcony on the other side, her brain unconsciously signaled that she should have factored in how much taller the robber was. It gave her body just enough warning to grab at the balcony railing with both hands, the right catching the railing fully, the left with two fingers. It was enough, and she hung there for a second, trying to get a better grip on the slippery metal rail. So she swung her legs out and then back in a kind of Kipping pull-up and let herself fall. The momentum took her down and she just made it past the railing of the balcony one floor below.
Stuck the landing was all Keegan could think.
She laughed out loud, the adrenaline from her near fall welling up. She realized she had lost her vizglasses in the leap. Typical. All that care not to scratch them in her pocket and they’d just fallen five stories.
She heard the robber in the balcony above ripping up the screen door, and she rapped her knuckles on the mirrored glass of the one she was standing on with her gun hand, pulling out her FBI identification card with the other. “FBI! I need you to open up.”
No response, so she knocked again. The door slid open, pulled back by an automatic track. But there was nobody there. Puzzled, she peered into the room and called out, “FBI! On the floor!”
She felt a vibration at her ankle—a domo bot in the form of a large cat was rubbing its body against her, purring.4 The mahogany-shelled quadruped bot turned its head up to her and said, “Welcome to my home. How may I help you?”
Whether that was the owner piped in or the sim-pet acting on its own, it didn’t matter. Legally, they’d just given authorization to enter. Keegan kicked the purring cat out of the way and stormed through the apartment, out the front door, and into the hallway of the apartment building. Running to the stairwell, she raced up the steps two at a time. Her guess was that the robber had gone up as well, rightly assuming the streets below were going to start filling with cops.
At the door at the top of the stairs, Keegan paused, both to catch her breath, fighting back the taste of chili that was starting to work its way back into her mouth, and to check her Watchlet. Scrolling the wristband screen to the CityCam app, she pulled up the city government’s security camera feeds nearby—nothing useful. One was digital snow, evidently jammed, and the other two cams that covered this block just showed a dark screen, likely sabotaged old-school style with spray paint.5
Going in blind then.
She carefully cracked the door, edging her pistol out first.
She caught a flash of movement on the adjacent building—this one was the same height as the one she was on, and the robber was again leaping across the alleyway-sized gap between the two structures.
Second time’s the charm.
Keegan ran as fast as she could to the roof’s edge. Not needing to leap from one pad to another, she easily made it to the other side, landing with a spray of cheap asphalt shingles. She hit hard, though, the impact a wave of nerves firing all the way up her back. The brief shock made her lose her balance before she rolled back to her feet with her pistol at the ready.
Stepping deliberately around a messily stacked pile of broken TVs sprinkled with green and brown glass, Keegan hunted for the man. Then she saw him—the bastard was starting another run to leap to the next building.
“FBI!” Keegan shouted. “Stop. Running. Now.” She tracked the man’s lower body with her gun’s sights, leading him just a bit and fighting the instinct to place the shot center mass, just as she was taught. She wanted to wound him, not kill him, but this had to end. She exhaled and started to pull the trigger.
That was when Shaved Head’s feet skidded as he desperately tried to slow down. Keegan’s tunnel vision down her gun sights widened as she saw TAMS’s head emerge at the edge of the roof. The robot pulled itself up to block the robber’s predicted running path.
Shaved Head made a slight step to his left and TAMS matched him, moving over onto the ledge of the building, ignoring the abyss behind it. As the robber tried to fake right, Keegan ran forward, a slight hitch in her step now, her leg almost completely numb from the inflamed nerve. The man heard her and turned, his eyes wide as Keegan took him with a low rugby tackle. The momentum carried them both into an HVAC vent, knocking it free from its mounts.
“Do not move,” said Keegan, using her weight to pin the writhing man. She looked up and saw TAMS freeze in place.
“No, TAMS, you’re doing what I want,” said Keegan. “Come over here and help out.”
The robot reached down with one hand to cuff the man at his wrist, using the other to pull Keegan up.
POTOMAC OVERLOOK NEIGHBORHOOD
McLean, Virginia
There was a slight ping as Todd’s shovel hit another rock. His forearms ached, but it was exhilarating in a way. For him, the feeling of exhaustion had always been associated with productivity, a job worth doing being done. His efforts hadn’t been so physical in the past, but it still gave the same sense of achievement.
The sound of whistling and footsteps approaching interrupted that pleasurable feeling, replacing it with the need to put on a different face. It was crucial to control the flow of the conversation from the start. Todd climbed out of the hole in his backyard and leaned on the shovel as if it were a walking stick. Looking as nonchalant as he could, he called out, “Hey Alden, what’s going on with you?”
The head of his next-door neighbor, Alden Chait, appeared over the fence dividing their backyards, perfectly framed like a target, between the evenly spaced wooden posts. “Not much. I forgot to take the compost to the curb,” Chait said. “Pickup tomorrow. Then I heard the digging and thought I’d check in on you.”
Unstated was the idea that Todd, the older neighbor, who lived alone, ought to be checked in on. It grated on him to think he was only a target of pity and concern.
Chait leaned in farther, as Todd considered the distance that the shovel’s blade would need to swing in order to take Chait’s head in the temple.
“So you putting up a privacy hedge because of the new camp back there?” Chait asked. He nodded over at the woods just beyond the tangle of scrub and grass that marked the open border of Todd’s backyard to Scott’s Run Nature Preserve. “I mean I feel sorry for those people, having no jobs and all that, but I wish they’d camp somewhere else.”
“Yeah,” Todd said, leaving it unclear as to whether he was answering the question or agreeing with the sentiment.
There was a pause, the only noise a slight buzz in the distance of a passenger drone making a run out to Dulles.
“You want any help?” Chait asked, filling the emptiness. “We got one of those new Werx yard bots. The digger attachment can knock that out for you in no time.”
“No, I’m good,” Todd said. He scratched at his chin with one finger. “You ever have the urge to plant something and watch it grow and become remarkable? From the very beginning, all through your own efforts? That’s what I’m after here.”
“Well, let me know if you change your mind,” Chait said. “I’ll plug it into the charger just in case. And just promise me you’ll be careful. There’s like 200 volts running through the line buried under there.”
“Two hundred thousand,” Todd said. Chait was dead already. He might as well go knowing the correct number.
“Huh?”
“The power lines that go into your house run up to 240 volts; that’s what you’re thinking of. But the park is city land, so the line back there is the high-capacity distribution for this whole area. The old overhead power lines for that when you were a kid were 13,000 volts, but the new Japanese multicore cable they put in the ground has a capacity of 200,000 volts.”6
“I forgot you used to work on all that tech stuff,” Chait said. “Well, whatever the number is, I think it saved us a couple hundred thousand dollars. They’d already put that line in when we bought our house. Everybody freaking out about the cancer risk of having a big power line running right behind their home knocked down the price. Didn’t bother me. My attitude was like that song in the old movie about the lions, ‘Hakuna Matata.’ Whatever will be, will be.”
He had that wrong as well.
“We were here before all that,” Todd said quietly. “Isabella and Adam died right before they put it in.”
That was how he knew exactly where the power line was. While mourning his family, he’d sat on the back deck alone, day after day, doing nothing but watching the Dominion Power bots dig the trench and lay the cable. It was then that he’d thought through what he would do next with a life that was over, what could be done to make their sacrifice have any meaning at all.
Todd’s comment hung in the air, the darkness of it creating the awkward moment that he intended.
Chait was quiet, noticeably trying to figure a way to exit gracefully. “Well, I need to get back inside; otherwise Inge is going to think something happened to me.” He smiled artificially, as if the last few minutes of uncomfortable conversation had been a true pleasure. “Good to see you, Jack. We should have you over soon, maybe dinner or just to have a beer out by the firepit.”
Todd looked over Chait’s shoulder at the red octagonal sign staked into the rose garden near his neighbor’s back door. “STOP. This Smart Home is Watching You” it read. A visible warning to any would-be attackers that it was a wired home.
“We should do that,” Todd said. “A fire sounds great.”
U STREET
Washington, DC
Keegan led the suspect to the elevator, pissed off that he’d not given her time to stretch out before the chase, as her back now throbbed. Her stomach churned once more from the half-smoke chili dog. Vape pods and cigarette butts littered the elevator car floor, and the slight telltale sheen of a VR pen trail was on its walls. But without her vizglasses, she couldn’t make out whatever the digital graffiti said.
TAMS noticed her interest and began to read it out loud, mostly words about the police that it needed to be programmed not to use around Haley.
Keegan hit the emergency stop button. The robber, whose hands were now cuffed behind his back, stiffened for a moment, then his shoulders slumped, resigned to getting a beating. Keegan shook her head at him, and turned to TAMS.
“TAMS, the cams in this building weren’t online, right?”
“That is correct,” the robot replied. “DC police and municipal traffic and street surveillance cameras have not been functional in the vicinity of this building for seven months.”
“Then how’d you know where to find him?” she said, jerking her head at the robber. Her left shoulder twinged at the movement. She’d feel that worse later.
“The neighboring building is listed as the home address of six individuals with outstanding arrest warrants, one of whom spent five weeks at the Anne Arundel County Detention Center as the cellmate of Mr. Andrew Kerinsky, the first detainee handed over to the Washington, DC, police department. It was his most likely destination.”7
As it responded, Keegan noticed it moved its hands. That was new. It had learned to use expressive motions at times of explanation—maybe from one of the other test bots in another field office. “You know, that would have been nice to know before I jumped off a building after him.”
She released the emergency stop button and the doors opened. Unfortunately, the first thing Keegan saw waiting just outside the building’s lobby was Agent Noritz, pacing with the stiff-legged movement of absolute fury.
A female DC police officer stepped in between with a huge smile. “That was effin’ amazing,” the officer said. “All the way up the side of the building . . .”
Keegan started to smile, proud.
The officer handed Keegan her vizglasses. “You must have dropped these chasing after your robot.”
“Thanks,” said Keegan slowly.
What’d she mean ‘chasing after your robot’?
“How’d you teach it that? The crazy flip part was badass,” the police officer continued.
“What crazy flip?” Keegan asked.
“Didn’t you see it?”
“I was a bit busy.”
“Oh yeah, you’re only in the last scene. Well, you gotta watch the rest,” she said, holding out her ruggedized tablet to Keegan. Running on a federal budget, DC police relied on surplus Army gear.
Keegan jabbed the screen with her finger. A drone’s view showed police cars converge on Ben’s Chili Bowl. TAMS emerged from the front door and scrambled up the awning, leaping to the neighboring building, holding onto a windowsill with one hand. It climbed up the side of the building, digging its toes and fingers into the slight gaps between brick and mortar. At the top, it hesitated for a second, processing before it crossed to the next building using the power lines. Keegan recognized the motion from when she’d taken Haley to the National Zoo. It was how orangutans traversed the “O-line” ropes.8 Back and forth the robot went, leaping and climbing and shuttling across as if in one of those parkour videos.9 Somehow in the few minutes that the footage had been online, a pulsing club beat had been layered over the video. As the robot climbed to the roof, the camera caught it popping up to block the robber, followed by Keegan coming in from the side of the screen with a tackle.
“I want one, stat,” the officer said. “Better than my lazy, broken-down partner.”
“I heard that!” a voice behind them hollered back.
“Careful what you wish for,” Keegan said. “Where’d you get this?”
“It’s everywhere. You guys are trending.”
Keegan chuckled. “All I wanted was a chili dog.”
“Bad call; the meat in those will kill ya,” the cop said in admonishment. “In either case, helluva collar.” She then added warily, “I don’t think your boss over there is as psyched about it, though.”
Keegan looked over to see Noritz still glaring through the lobby window, motioning her to come outside. “Nah, he just really cares for me and got worried,” she said.
Nudging the prisoner forward ahead of her, she said, “OK, TAMS, it’s your first collar, so you get the honor of taking him to the paddy wagon.”
As they exited onto the street, a couple dozen civilians stood behind yellow police tape. Even though many had already seen it on the video, they gaped at the sight of TAMS walking the robber through the door, toward the waiting converted minibus that DC Metro Police had brought to the scene to hold suspects.
Then came an explosion of breaking glass, green shards flying in front of them. Keegan looked up just in time to see another bottle sail out of an open window on the third floor. The robbers’ friends? Or just locals pissed off at the police? Or at the machine? It didn’t matter; the anger, and the outcome, was the same.
Whoever threw the second bottle was more accurate, but they hadn’t accounted for machine reaction time. TAMS’s free hand batted the bottle away with the rubbery side of its hand, and it smashed against a brick wall across the street.
People in the crowd started to yelp, the spotlights on their vizglasses lighting up to record the scene. A few even grabbed at waist packs to launch microdrones that flew over the yellow tape to get close-ups they could sell.
“Get back! You know the drill!” one of the police officers shouted. He swung a jammer rifle—which looked like a black-painted two-by-eight piece of lumber—over the crowd, and the pocket-sized drones dropped to the ground. The jammer was little help against the bottles, though. As another splashed down, Keegan hustled TAMS and the robber toward the police bus. At its open door, the robot handed the man off to an officer, who quickly yanked the prisoner inside and then pulled back from the door to avoid getting hit.
Then the robot froze, unsure of what to do next, even though more bottles sailed toward it.
Keegan hissed at TAMS. “Stop being a target; you’re going to get someone hurt,” she said. “Follow me.”
As another bottle smashed against the van, Keegan and TAMS climbed inside. This one had liquid inside, an explosion of green glass and yellow liquid. Beer or maybe urine dripped down the van’s front window.
“Glass is bulletproof,” the officer said. “We’ll need a wash, but otherwise we’re good.”
Keegan just nodded as she saw a black FBI Suburban drive up. It was hers, but she hadn’t called it yet. “Shit.”
The SUV pulled up close to the van, blocking the bottles, and the driver-side window went down.
“Get in,” said Noritz. Keegan started to cross over to the SUV, getting into the back seat, but TAMS stayed still. “Dammit, get in, I said!” Noritz yelled.
“You gotta order it by name,” Keegan said quietly, as she slid over to make room for TAMS.
Noritz just glared back at her, and so she ordered it for him.
After driving slowly for a few minutes into the Columbia Heights neighborhood, he finally broke down and spoke.
“Explain,” said Noritz. His Watchlet buzzed and he held up his hand to keep Keegan from responding. He sighed and frowned even deeper. As he pressed down on the control screen, the SUV flashed its red and blue emergency lights and chirped its siren before doing a U-turn. They were now heading south, at speed.
Keegan looked over at TAMS, sitting still behind Noritz, then back to Noritz.
“I meant you, Keegan,” said Noritz.
“This one landed on us,” she said. “We were engaged in a training evolution and two dumbasses tried to rip off the local transaction drives from Ben’s Chili Bowl.”
“And why were you in Ben’s?” Noritz said.
Keegan looked out the window before responding. “Establishing a robotic system’s cognitive baseline is complex and requires heterogeneous inputs that follow both regular and irregular inputs based on the anticipated local operating environment and its—”
“Cut the bullshit,” said Noritz.
“Yes, sir.”
“Why did you bring in the bot? It’s not like it eats.”
“Not half-smokes, sir. They’re not good for its digestion,” she said, then saw her attempt at calming the keyed-up Noritz down hadn’t worked. She continued, but in a more serious tone. “The training assignment they gave me is to teach it, sir. You can’t just program human interaction skills, so we’re doing ride-alongs through the city. That means visits to places any human agent might go through the course of their day.”
That would also give her an excuse if they wanted to know about the detour home.
“Every experience and setting is additional data for TAMS,” she said, consciously channeling what she thought Modi might say, “making it that much smarter and useful, as well as giving us data for how it handles different situations.”
“Well it sure got some added data today thanks to you,” said Noritz, still angry but seemingly placated by her answer. “What you have to get, Keegan, is we’re both now under a pretty fucking bright spotlight. You ever fry ants with a magnifying glass as a kid?”
“No, sir,” said Keegan, wondering what kind of sicko did that.
“Well, get used to the feeling. You’re now being summoned to spend some time under the glass.”
“The deputy director?”
“Nope. Try again.”
“Main Justice?”
“Nope,” Noritz said. “A more powerful lens than that. The kind that can light us all on fire without even thinking or caring about it.”
Keegan realized Noritz was savoring his advantage too much to get a straight answer, so she sat back in the seat.
As Keegan shifted, TAMS pushed a notification to her vizglasses: Based on this vehicle’s map setting request, our projected destination is 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, Washington, DC.
OLD EXECUTIVE OFFICE BUILDING
Washington, DC
They pulled in from the 17th Street security checkpoint that closed off Pennsylvania Avenue. In the history vids, people used to play street hockey on Rollerblades there. But now the once-open boulevard in front of the White House was fortified like a Forward Operating Base in a war zone. Secret Service in heavy body armor and two sniffer bots manned the checkpoint, with two MRAP up-armored vehicles backing them up.1 Each hulking vehicle mounted the standard Homeland Security mixed-mission turret: eight tubed grenade launchers, filled with a mix of smoke and tear-gas grenades, and the distinctive black rectangle of a counter-drone jammer.
“We’re here,” said Noritz.
“Hmm,” said Keegan. “We being called to the carpet in the Oval Office?”
“You’re not that important,” said Noritz. “I’m pushing you the details.”
Keegan’s Watchlet pinged: Homeland Security Directorate, Eisenhower Executive Office Building.
“I should have changed first,” said Keegan, conscious of the streaks of dust and asphalt on her pants. She ran her tongue across her teeth, wishing she’d also had a chance to brush away the spicy sausage taste.
“Yeah, well, here we are. Your job right now is to say yes, got it? And nothing else,” Noritz said. “Let me give you a last piece of advice. Popping up on the radar screen of people like this never works out well for an agent.”
“Or their supervisor.”
“Especially their supervisor. Don’t fuck this up.”
Keegan just nodded and got out of the SUV.
She looked up at the gray eight-story building towering over the White House beside it. Holding the offices of all but the most important presidential staff, it had the grand design of a European palace, reflecting the ambitions of becoming an empire that had filled America during its construction in the late nineteenth century.2 Now, surrounded by checkpoints and a high wall of metal posts tipped with spikes, it had the look of a royal palace under siege. In many ways, it was.
“Let’s get on with it,” Keegan said to TAMS. She was starting to sweat again. She could have blamed it on the 102-degree heat or that her core temperature had not yet cooled from the chase, but she knew it was something else. Chasing the robber was dangerous, was something she had imagined. Going in blind to the Executive Office Building was a scenario she had never considered. She cast a glance at TAMS and guessed that was never in its modeled scenarios either.
The pair walked steadily up the stairs to the building’s main entrance, where a human guard wearing a ballistic-helmet viz rig opened the door to the security complex set up in front of the old building. Inside, they had to pass through a large scanner that hummed like a refrigerator.
“This way, ma’am,” said the closest uniformed Secret Service guard, motioning with a black-leather-gloved hand. “First time? All your electronics and any weapons go here in these bins. Then you go on through and you can check in at the desk. You can retrieve your belongings when you exit the building at this location. They’ll be secure in a locker. Pick up your badge when you check in.”
Keegan dumped her pockets, took off her Watchlet and vizglasses, and placed it all with her service pistol and spare magazines in a lockbox designed after the old post office boxes. She turned the small key to lock it and then placed the key and her belt on a rubber bin. As the bin went through an X-ray machine, she walked through a short hallway that did a full body scan, the walls themselves the sensors. As she exited, she looked back. TAMS stood on the other side of the scanner, the guard blocking its way.
“No outside electronic devices are allowed through,” said the guard.
“It’s not a device,” said Keegan. “It’s a TAMS.”
“I don’t care what you call it. We can’t let him—I mean it—through. You’re good to go, but . . .”
A young woman in a yellow-striped pantsuit and dark purple heels then stepped forward from the waiting area behind the scanner. “Let the robot in. It’s cleared.”
“Alright, then,” the guard said dubiously, but respecting her authority.
“I’m Mallory Gibbon,” the woman said, as TAMS proceeded through, the scanner lights glowing red as it set them off. “Special assistant to the Homeland Security advisor. You can follow me. However, please have your machine shut down its network access nodes.” As she spoke, Keegan noticed her eyes flickering back and forth, simultaneously tracking her vizglasses feed for work messages.
Keegan looked at TAMS and said, “TAMS, kill network ports and comms. Confirm.”
They all waited a moment until TAMS said, “I am now offline. Confirmed.”
The security guard didn’t trust an outsider’s machine and motioned to his own to verify. A spherical roller bot, looking like a truck tire with a glass sphere inside, extended a small antenna, before circling TAMS to search for any signals.3 The bot retreated and the guard nodded.
At that, Gibbon held out two red security access badges, with a large “V” for “visitor” in white. Keegan clipped hers onto her shirt lapel. TAMS took the second and then paused. A half second later, it went over to the desk and grabbed a lanyard, attached it to the badge, and placed it around its neck. The lanyard neck swung back and forth more than it would on a human, the card skittering across the chest plate before adhering to the magnetic pistol mount on TAMS’s torso.
“Fascinating,” Gibbon said, pupils narrowing as she only now made eye contact with Keegan.
“Yep. The way it problem solves without hand holding is hard to get used to.”
As they entered the building itself, the antiquated grandiose interior made Keegan feel even more out of place. It had higher than normal, 18-foot ceilings, a relic of a design age before air conditioning, which seemed to dwarf the small robot. The hallway floors were slick marble, set in a black-and-white-checkerboard pattern. TAMS’s feet made a muffled tap with each step, while the rubber soles of Keegan’s shoes made a squishing noise, making her slightly self-conscious.
Keegan knew better than to speak at times like this; what was coming was coming. Decisions had already been made. Careers at her level weren’t a factor in these kinds of people’s calculations, so whatever was going to happen was out of her hands.
She reflected on what Noritz had said jokingly about getting fired, knowing how much her family also depended on this job. Keegan felt a flash of anger at the situation, but tried to keep her face impassive.
“This way,” Gibbon said, shouldering open what looked like a steel stairway door. It had a modern, almost brutalist design, out of place among the rest of the wood-paneled doors.
The next thing she knew they were outside, Gibbon’s heels clicking on the black asphalt. Across from them was a red canvas canopy protecting an unadorned wooden door into the white-walled building.
Cold air blasted out of the door opened by another security bot. A gray-haired man, who Keegan was pretty sure was the secretary of state, pushed roughly past her, trailed by a younger man who nearly collided with her, too intently focused on whatever were his boss’s next appointments displayed on his vizglasses. Like the British colonial administrators of old, wearing their wool suits and high collars in the sweltering tropics, both men were in full suits and ties.
They entered the building and descended a half-flight of stairs, the interior dark from the lack of windows. Here, in contrast with the EOB, the ceilings were low and the floor was a double-thick red carpet that muffled their footsteps. Thick-framed art covered the walls, each a battle scene or a portrait of a famous American. It was meant to be refined and luxurious, to awe and relax at the same time. It actually just felt dated.
“And here we are,” said Gibbon, stopping at another steel doorway. Guarding it was only a single Secret Service guard behind a wooden desk. No body armor. No bots. Just a gold badge on a white dress shirt. It was as if further security measures would only insult those already inside the inner sanctum.
“Where?”
“He’s waiting for you in the Situation Room,” said Gibbon. “Well, it’s actually not one room, it’s a few of them together of different shapes and sizes, all the way down to broom closets just for secure chats. But you’re expected in the primary. Of course, he gets the good one. It’s the only advice I’d give you. Whatever he wants, he gets.”
THE WHITE HOUSE
Washington, DC
At her first step inside the room, Keegan’s stomach knotted up. It was not the Homeland Security advisor waiting for them after all. At the far end of a long U-shaped conference table stood Willow Shaw.
The energy he gave off was visceral, as if there were a million small machines churning away inside him. Given Silicon Valley billionaires’ predilection for biohacking and performance enhancement, that was in fact possible.
“Agent Keegan, I am Willow Shaw,” he said, introducing himself as part of the charade that the famous play, acting as though people don’t already know who they are. “It is a great pleasure to meet you.”
Shaw stood about a half foot taller than Keegan, with close-cropped silvery hair. It made his age hard to place, as the color could be read simultaneously as a sign of experience or distinctiveness. As he walked clockwise around the table, he dragged neatly trimmed fingernails across the back of each chair as if counting down five—four—three—two—one. He then reached out to shake hands.
Shaw’s grip was a vise, as strong as a gunnery sergeant’s. Keegan took it as the usual male bullshit of trying to show dominance at the start of a conversation. Yet when their hands met, she was sure Shaw had never swung a kettlebell in his life. His palm felt like it was new skin, exposed to the world for the first time that morning.
This was a hacker’s body, thought Keegan, consciously designed to crack the defenses of most social and cultural norms.
He looked over to TAMS. “I am pleased to meet your partner, too,” he said, extending his hand to shake with the robot as well. She’d not seen anyone do that with TAMS, but it responded as another human would and shook back. As the two hands squeezed, veins and tendons snaked along Shaw’s forearm. His biceps flexed, stretching the sleeves of his black nanosilk polo shirt. The goal was clearly to physically dominate any room he walked into. With the robot, though, it seemed more like an engineering test.
“Tell me something about yourself,” said Shaw. She read it as another attempt at dominance that the rich and powerful usually played, opening up the conversation with a command to be followed, veiled as interest in getting to know the person. It all wasn’t needed, Keegan thought. The unorthodox meeting and the rapidity with which Shaw had compressed space and time to get Keegan and TAMS into this room showed his power over her in the pecking order, while his entire business model was built on knowing people.
But, as quickly as Shaw said it, he stepped even closer to TAMS. It seemed that the machine was the more interesting person in the room to him.
TAMS stood still, not replying, even as Shaw moved closer to a distance that would make any human recoil at the invasion of their personal space.
“Go ahead, TAMS,” Keegan said. “Authorized to answer questions from Mr. Shaw. Tell him something about your status.”
“I am due to charge my batteries in approximately 139 minutes,” said TAMS.
“Pertinent,” Shaw replied. “But it doesn’t reveal much of anything. How is Agent Keegan doing today?”
Keegan again felt her stomach clench. Toying with technology and people came easily to Shaw.
“Agent Keegan is currently showing above baseline levels of cortisol and adrenaline, with suboptimal levels of glucose. This can be attributed to her foot pursuit and subsequent apprehension of an armed robbery suspect and the chili and half-smoke hot dog that she ate,” TAMS said.
Shaw laughed. It was a dry, nasal snicker that was out of character with his pseudo-dominant physical bearing. “I believe you just made a joke. Actually, I realize I didn’t need to laugh to validate it for you, which in and of itself could be construed as humorous,” said Shaw.
Keegan squinted, her body’s natural reaction as her mind raced to try to figure out what the fuck was going on.
TAMS stood silent.
Shaw nudged one of the ergonomic desk chairs back and sat atop the table’s oak surface, as if he were in his own boardroom. “You and me, TAMS, are more alike than different. You are a machine with a mission, not just some servile knee-high domo fetching food according to an algorithm’s whims.”
He bounded back up from the table and approached TAMS again, examining the robot’s head carefully. Keegan took a step back, getting out of the way, realizing Shaw didn’t even notice her in that moment.
“You can read me,” said Shaw. “Tell me how.”4
“I use multiple methods, with a combination of optical and LIDAR sensors,” TAMS replied. “Registration of body posture and facial micro-expressions. Transdermal electrical conductivity in determining physical response to external emotional stimulus.”5
“All very good methods,” Shaw said, returning to his casual perch on the conference table as if considering which of the dozens of questions welling up inside him he would ask next.
Keegan rocked back on her heels and clasped her hands behind her back; she’d determined the best course of action was just to wait to speak until spoken to and otherwise stay out of the way.
“You’re learning all the time, aren’t you? Processing, sharing what you know with the other TAMS units in service in other cities,” Shaw said. “The network greater than the parts, them learning from you and your experiences with Agent Keegan here, and you learning from their experiences with their own Agent Keegans. The whole of the system then developing and refining new cognitive pathways like . . . Of course, it could go much better if we could have sent out something more cutting edge than yourself. Wet nets can easily surpass your processing power . . .” He paused.
“I apologize, TAMS.” He stood again and made a perfect bow of regret in the style of a Japanese courtier. “That was impolite of me and, you’ll see as you get to know me, all too common. You and I are more alike than, say, Agent Keegan, here. You’re on a journey, an eternal one even, and the challenges you face in comprehending the world around you are so familiar to me. I envy you, though, and the speed with which you will make progress and evolve. My path is more arduous, painful even. I see that as an unnecessary aspect of the human condition—suffering. It need not be that way. In fact, nothing is necessary.”
Shaw sat back down and faced Keegan, making eye contact to signal that now she was being spoken to. “My apologies also to you. My sensors and processing capabilities, if you will, are not like other people’s. They are in a way more like TAMS’s. People like me were once referred to as ‘little professors,’ because our hyper-intelligence manifests at an early age, as does our desire to share our enthusiasm for subjects dear to us.6 But, of course, it was not that. The condition is more akin to a difference in programming, which, in turn, requires one to reprogram yourself, to learn to read fellow humans.”
Keegan wasn’t sure how she was expected to respond, so she did what Noritz had advised. “Yes, sir.”
“That statement makes you uncomfortable, Agent Keegan,” said Shaw. “That is quite simple to read. But there is no reason at all to feel sorry for me.” He stopped briefly, as if processing something, and then his mouth pursed into a slight smile. “Never feel sorry for someone who owns their own plane.”7
“Mamet,” Keegan said back.
Shaw’s face opened up, his eyes, cheeks, and mouth all moving in unison to create a wider smile.
This is some multilevel chess shit, she thought.
Was Shaw smiling in acknowledgment of an equal, someone who knew and perhaps enjoyed the same writers? Or had he just woven in the quote from Mamet as a subtle signal that he could track down anything he wanted about what she liked and knew? And was that signal a warning or some kind of strange flirtation?
As if reading her, Shaw continued. “This is who I am. If I were made any other way, would I be a billionaire? Would I be in the White House, standing here with you? Of course not. God makes no mistakes; only bad human programmers do.”
Keegan managed a nod and wished she’d insisted that Noritz come.
“My education in reading people accurately has a functional end. It is not that I reorient my sensors and focus on the details, detecting the cues and tells that most people throw away as so much noise. It’s more. It also enables what you might see as ‘hacking’ emotions, turning those tiny observations into moments of exploitation.”
“Like in poker,” Keegan said.8
“For the highest stakes.”
He turned back to the robot. “Let us run a comparison. TAMS, what do you observe about Agent Keegan’s biometric baseline, say, her micro-muscle and facial movements specifically?”
“Rapid movement of muscles around the right eye indicates emotional discomfort,” said TAMS.
“And the clenched jaw, more so just now—see it?—attests to a certain kind of frustration,” said Shaw.
“Yes.”
“TAMS, you must also register the weight of her body tilting back slightly on her heels, hands held behind her. It’s the posture of duty, intended to signal deference, but also, context dependent, can be a means to hide frustration. I am not able to get under her skin, at least literally, like you can. But it is enough to tell.”
Keegan also had to pee and wondered what the two would make of that.
“So why don’t we relieve her frustration?” Shaw said with a flourish. “What would you like to ask me, Agent Keegan? Anything?”
“Yes, sir . . . I’d like to know what we can do for you,” said Keegan.
“Nothing and everything. I was in town for a meeting, so it’s something like providence that puts us together today . . . Your incident at the restaurant caught my attention. And I was curious. This remarkable machine, and you, interest me. The president’s Homeland Security staff was kind enough to make it all possible.”
“Providence,” Keegan said.
“You seem suspicious of me,” he replied. “What do you think, TAMS?”
“The data confirms it,” said TAMS.
You’re damn right. You’re acting like you own the most important room in the White House.
“I’m hungry,” said Shaw, more to himself than to either her or TAMS.
He tapped on his left forearm, running his fingers in a circuitous pattern across the skin, activating a dermal interface.9 Keegan had never seen the rare and expensive technology in the flesh and she stared, marveling at the machine fused directly into the body.
A moment later, Gibbon opened the door. “The White House steward system will deliver your order shortly.”
“I’d prefer you do it yourself,” Shaw said.
Keegan wondered if Shaw even understood the ask of having a human deliver food, let alone a White House policy staffer. Gibbon, though, nodded and ducked out.
“While we wait, TAMS, why don’t you read me? Agent Keegan, what more do you want to know?”
There was a lot that Keegan wanted to ask him, from where she could buy the superskin cream he was using to erase his wrinkles to what stocks to invest her retirement portfolio in.
“What are you doing in Washington?”
“I’m here all the time, actually. Care and feeding. House. Senate. Commerce. K Street. Sometimes CIA and DOD. Depends on the season. This trip was supposed to be a short one, but now I’m not sure that I’m going to rush back to California.”
“TAMS, is he speaking truthfully?” She turned to the robot, trying to catch him off guard.
“No,” TAMS replied. “External biodata and facial responses indicate Mr. Shaw is not telling the truth.”
“Wonderful,” Shaw said. He cocked his head. “TAMS, try again now: I’m not sure I’m going to rush back to California.” He tipped his head slightly to Keegan.
“TAMS, is he speaking truthfully?”
“Yes,” the robot observed. “Mr. Shaw’s facial and other observable biometrics, such as facial muscle micro-movements and his pulse, all corroborate his truthfulness.”10
“You sure?” said Keegan. It still didn’t feel right.
“Sure as any machine can be,” said Shaw. “And just how sure is that, Agent Keegan? Do you think I can’t manage my own body? My whole life I have been learning how to present the kinds of data—tells, really—to make people more comfortable. But what is important is that you still detected the lie. No matter how good a machine’s sensors and processing are, they lack an intuitive understanding of the underlying data. That is the crux of the problem, isn’t it? It’s no different than what TAMS needs to understand if it’s going to be a successful partner for you.”
“Mr. Shaw, maybe you should be teamed with TAMS,” Keegan said.
“Now your humor is on display, Agent Keegan. Well done. But tell me, how is it really going with this unit? As you have detected, I am far from an impartial observer here. As a student of both technology and the human experience, I find utterly fascinating this collision between an evolutionary species and a revolutionary technology. But I also worry about what might happen next. I worry a lot about it, and that, Agent Keegan, is what I am really doing here in Washington.”
“What do you mean by that, sir?”
“Just as TAMS and I are similar, so are you and I, Agent Keegan. We are both warriors of a sort. For you it was the alleyways of East Africa and the Arabian Peninsula; for me, the no-less-dangerous hallways of this city. Different battles, of course, but which ones will determine the fate of this nation?”
Keegan bristled at him equating running missions surveilling hacker dens in Mogadishu with dining around town with lobbyists in $5,000 jeans.
“They may want to see it as an experiment, but let there be no mistake: you are now part of a battle that must be won,” he said. “This is bigger than you or TAMS, your Bureau, or even this government.”
“Yes, sir.”
“I don’t need TAMS to detect your doubt, Agent Keegan . . . May I call you Lara? As we have spoken long enough to cross that barrier, and we are, indeed, on the same side?”
“Sure, Willow,” she said, not getting his permission for the reciprocity.
“Lara, technology is essential to what makes us human in the first place, what distinguishes us from every other species, from the first crude tools our ancestors used to kill their food to the fire they used to cook it. And it has thus always filled our dreams. Indeed, it is why the ancients conceived of a technology like TAMS before humans even mastered the printed word, let alone mechanics or computing.
“The Talos of Greek mythology, the ka of the Egyptians, the ‘precious metal people’ of Buddhist scholar Daoxuan, the golem of the early Jews—even as we moved forward to a world of reason, these technologies were what we aspired to. In the book Politika, so foundational to our modern ideas of politics that we take the very name from it, the philosopher Aristotle told how mechanical servants—robots—would be the one thing that would solve human conflict and inequality, making us the equivalents to the ‘gods on Olympus.’”11
“But it didn’t work out that way,” Keegan said, knowing Shaw was eventually going to get to the “but” part of the story and trying to steer him toward it quicker.
“Precisely. Aristotle writes at the same time as the myth of Pandora’s Box. By its novel nature, any new invention of significance must be destructive to society. And we innately know that too, as much as you don’t need to think consciously to process emotions.”
“Anger is as much a tool as any created technology,” Keegan said.
“Today’s fear of robots or algorithms taking jobs is the latest expression of something quite old, as are the demands from the streets for leaders to stop such transformation,” Shaw said, running his hand across his forearm. “Five centuries ago, William Lee applied for a patent for an automated knitting contraption and Queen Elizabeth I herself denied it, saying, ‘I have too much regard for the poor women and unprotected young maidens who obtain their daily bread by knitting to forward an invention which, by depriving them of employment, would reduce them to starvation.’”12
The way that quote rolled so easily off Shaw’s tongue after his screen swipe made Keegan wonder if he was using implants. With his resources, he probably wasn’t on the cogniceutical drugs the US military experimented with for quicker training cycles. While they boosted focus and memory 10 percent, they also screwed with your sense of certainty, giving you insane levels of overconfidence, including for subjects you hadn’t studied.13 More likely, he also had the embedded brain interfaces Facebook had pioneered, back when it hired away dozens of DARPA scientists to work in its Building 8 skunkworks.14
“Government cannot stop the future,” Shaw said emphatically.
Keegan made a note to search that line afterward, guessing it had probably been audience-tested at a TED talk and then packaged for online distribution in a short clip. But Shaw very much seemed to believe it, if his expressions could be believed.
“The English factories that kicked off the first Industrial Revolution were no more held back by Queen Elizabeth than a prohibition on systems like TAMS today would stop the advance of AI and robotics.”
“Why bother with your commission then?” Keegan asked. “If it’s all going to happen anyway, why go through the motions?”
“The repetition of fear does not mean that we shouldn’t observe it and assuage it,” he said. With ease, he launched into what sounded like another practiced speech.
As she listened, part of Keegan was drawn in. But another part of her brain warned that his intonation and pauses were likely also scientifically tested to resonate. A tech guru was not naturally a great orator, but they could engineer themselves to be.
“There is an arc that runs from good Queen Elizabeth to the revolutionary Thomas Paine, who urged us to cast off her nation’s royal rule, to the scientists like Carl Sagan, Stephen Hawking, and Elon Musk some two hundred years later. All of them warned, quite reasonably enough, of the dangers of automation. Sagan was perhaps the most eloquent harbinger because his concern came from a place of deep understanding: ‘I have a foreboding of an America in my children’s or grandchildren’s time—when the United States is a service and information economy; when nearly all the key manufacturing industries have slipped away to other countries; when awesome technological powers are in the hands of a very few, and no one representing the public interest can even grasp the issues; when the people have lost the ability to set their own agendas or knowledgeably question those in authority; when, clutching our crystals and nervously consulting our horoscopes, our critical faculties in decline, unable to distinguish between what feels good and what’s true, we slide, almost without noticing, back into superstition and darkness.’”15
Keegan had served under a major who’d spouted Winston Churchill quotes that he listened to while he slept. The only way to stop it was to derail him with a question. “And what is your role, then?” she asked now.
“I grew up with my hands in the soil before I could walk, Lara. My family are all farmers in Ohio dating back to their arrival in the first wheeled wagons. It’s an identity that transcends profit and loss. The productivity that we embraced started with GPS and Microsoft Excel, then crop-dusting drones and self-driving wheat harvesters. This was why I graduated from high school at eleven—to invent out of necessity. But machines meant fewer people each season. By the time I got my PhD at MIT, my parents were dead and the immigrants we hired each season were no longer needed. I was the only person left on the farm. There was only me, not we. I was the omega point of almost a thousand human generations of agricultural advancement.”
He paused, as if to give her time to contemplate the statement.
After a few seconds, she felt the need to fill the silence. It was a shtick, she knew, but on the other hand, the guy had the right to it. Of the two people in the room, he was the one with eleven zeros after his net worth. “So you feel responsible then?”
“Of a sort,” Shaw said. “I’ve done my part to create the ‘disruption’ that the winners of the new economy worship, but that makes me very uneasy. So when I do my work in this town, it’s with an understanding of what’s truly at stake. What’s of grave seriousness to me is that our society has the tools it needs to make it through the coming storm. And the pathway through it is narrow, for we do not have Beijing’s ability to enforce consensus on social control, nor should we ever.”16
He smiled. From the way his eyes widened and his lips curled, it was a look of genuine excitement at what he was about to share. “I’ll let you in on my secret, Lara: this is a solvable problem . . . once you get past the politics. Liberal or conservative, those are outdated labels useful for dividing, not solving. Society is simply a design problem.”
“Yes, sir,” said Keegan, not knowing what else she was supposed to say. As she did, Shaw rubbed his forearm again and returned to the other side of the table. At that moment, Gibbon walked in with a plate of charred seaweed, shaved beets, and unfamiliar purple flower petals. Keegan noticed that there was also only one plate, answering the other question that had been troubling her: When was this meeting going to end?
“I see I have kept you too long already. I have a simple offer, with a simple premise: consider me a friend, Lara. Whatever resources I can offer you and TAMS are yours should you need them. We all need allies in the battles yet to come.”
Keegan still couldn’t tell whether he was lying. And she now knew that TAMS couldn’t help with that either.
POTOMAC OVERLOOK NEIGHBORHOOD
McLean, Virginia
It shouldn’t have been as easy as 12345, but it was.
Sipping oolong tea with the morning light shining in through his office’s window, Todd had started by probing the IP addresses at the Chait home. He did not want to rely on Preston’s tech unless he really had to, so his plan was to run a brute-force attack, using an old amended password recovery algorithm called Hashcat, to ping one potential password after another until he gained access.17
As he typed out the program’s commands, Todd caught sight of his dirty fingers. Thinking through what he’d need to do for this unexpected diversion, he’d lain in bed all night, forgetting to even shower and change after the dig. Isabella used to get on him for that, the way he’d become so consumed with his work that he’d forget to take care of himself. It was perhaps what he missed the most—those gentle reminders that let you know someone else was watching out for you.
He started the program, but before he could even lean back in his chair the computer pinged an alert that it had achieved its goal.
“12345” it typed into Chait’s system.
The lighting system in his neighbors’ smart home had come with a default password, and like most consumers, they hadn’t changed it.18 Whether the cause was their laziness or shoddy design on the part of the manufacturer didn’t matter. It allowed Todd to connect to the operating system for the energy-saving intelligent lighting system over the kitchen sink. From there, he moved laterally across the central software platform, gaining full systems access. It now allowed him to manipulate anything in the house that was connected, whether it was to unlock the doors or change the shower’s water temperature.19 The zeros and ones traveled thousands of miles around the globe, pinging from server to server, but he soon had access to what he really wanted, the gas stove just 3 feet from the hacked kitchen lights.
Now it was just a matter of figuring out when. Todd ran through the home network’s machine-to-machine communication logs. Line by line, it gave up every detail of the Chaits’ lives. Not just what rooms they went to and for how long, but even what they did in their bedroom, revealed by the minute increase of room temperature caused by the increased body heat of physical exertion.
As Todd saw just how much of their lives the couple had unknowingly given over to the machines—to monitor, to decide, to run—the more it felt like he would be liberating them. Death, after all, was a universal experience among living beings, but only the human mind so concerned itself with questions of its before and after. He was going to offer them up that insight, that lesson, as a gift.
“Hakuna Matata,” Chait had said. Todd knew the song well, from his son watching it day after day after day on his little iPad, while eating Cheerios for breakfast.
It means no worries
For the rest of your days.20
FBI ACADEMY
Quantico, Virginia
“Your office’s changed,” Keegan said. “Where’d all the landscapes go?” She also wanted to ask where her origami robot had gone, but that would only draw attention to it.
“Sorry, part of an office redecoration,” said Modi. “What do you think?”
“I’m not a fan of the couch,” she said of the narrow brown two-person couch she sat on. “Not a fan of the color.”
She didn’t say how much the tiny touch reminded her of the marriage counselor’s office, making her wonder if the furniture choice was part of a psychologist’s playbook. She flashed back to her and Jared sitting leg to leg, connected physically as they shared their emotions out loud. The counselor might have hoped it brought them closer, but all it had done was create a familiar claustrophobia. That feeling of being pressed into somebody, surrounded by the faint musk of shared fear and frustration, was too much like sitting in the back of an M-ATV, just waiting to be hit by an IED. They never went back to marriage counseling; she blamed the couch.
“But I dig the pictures. Way better than the seascapes. Looks like it was done by some video game developer on acid.”
The images on the wall now had the pixelated swirls of a pointillist painting, woozily human forms colliding with digitized inanimate objects. One had a blue upholstered chair running on a neon yellow sintered track, dashing ahead of a herd of monkeys. Another showed a sunset framed by clouds made up of thousands of rainbow-colored eyes.
“It’s from Kendo, the Neuromodal Movement artist algorithm,” he said. “I got brain scanned, and a few weeks later the algorithms gave me my portfolio. Not another like it in the world.”
“I can imagine. Expensive?”
“I still work for the government,” he remarked, cocking an eyebrow as if reconsidering and approving of the investment. “Kendo’s algos are based on the original DeepDream code, the first AI artist, so there’s a retro element.”21
“Only now by putting all that on your wall, TAMS now knows your innermost thoughts and identity.”
“Who’s to say that it already doesn’t know that, it’s just not authorized to share it with you?” He smiled knowingly. “So, shall we begin?”
“I thought we had,” said Keegan.
“No, we’re just talking,” he said. “But now you’re on the clock . . . So how is your training going, TAMS?” He looked over at the machine that stood beside the couch. There was no way in hell she was going to have it sit beside her.
Immediately, the robot began speaking, as if it had successfully predicted that it would be asked before Keegan. “We are working on developing situational awareness based on real-world data inputs, macro-observation, and scenario development,” said TAMS. “This is being complemented by synthetic experience modules derived from my training evolutions with Agent Keegan. Notably, we also apprehended two suspects attempting an armed robbery.”
“I saw that. TAMS, does Agent Keegan like working with you?”
Keegan shifted forward in her seat and Modi held up his hand before she could interject.
“She is pleased with the pace of my evolving operational performance.”
“How do you know that? Has she communicated that to you?”
“Yes, her biometrics, physical observation, and other data all have shared that assessment.”
“But not verbally,” Modi said, looking back at Keegan.
She wasn’t sure how she felt about him catching that, so she showed no reaction. Maybe Shaw and TAMS could read her, but she didn’t need Modi doing it too.
“What does that mean then, TAMS? Are you a good partner to Agent Keegan?”
There was a brief pause as the machine seemed to run an assessment across untold parameters. “No,” said TAMS.
Keegan felt a surge of, what was it? Shame? Had she disappointed a machine?
“Will you be, TAMS?” Modi asked.
“Yes.”
“When, TAMS?”
“Based on my current models and rate of learning, in approximately nine days.”
“That exact, huh?” said Keegan.
Modi turned back to her. “And you, Agent Keegan?”
“I’ll need longer. Maybe ten days,” said Keegan.
“That’s not what I meant,” said Modi with a chuckle.
“I know,” she said. She brought the fingers of her hands together into a tent, and then rested her chin on the thumbs. Though she unconsciously did so, her brain signaled that it was a close mimic of the analytic stance Modi used at their first meeting, and she smiled. Modi smiled back, seeming to come to the same observation.
“It’s going well.” Keegan pivoted her fingers down to point at Modi. “I can see there’s a lot of potential in tactical situations and real-time fusion analysis. But you’re going to need the right person with it. Every street we drive is familiar to it; it’s got the databases. But the street isn’t just the street. It’s more than the people, the vehicles, the weather, birds, whatever. It’s a feel. That makes not only each street different, but each time we drive or walk by it different. For example, Ben’s is going to be different next time we go by it—probably won’t be another couple of morons trying to rip off the place.”
“And you may not go swinging off balconies again, either,” said Modi.
“You joke, but you’re right, I can’t. Or rather I shouldn’t,” Keegan replied. “Not because it’ll kill my back again, but because it’s a move that I’ve pulled before. It’s predictable. That makes it exactly what TAMS wants. But being predictable is what might also get you killed. There is this saying by a German general back in World War II that we were taught in the Corps: ‘When faced with the same situation in combat, never do the same thing.’”22
“I see. But you also said that we’re going to need the ‘right person,’” said Modi. “Is that you or someone else? What did you mean by that?”
“I mean, it’ll read whoever the human is, I guess, by their facial expressions, biometrics, past performance, whatever it picks up data-wise,” said Keegan. “Tell me, do you think it will get more accurate at predicting what I will do, based on how it perceives the neurological and biological basis of my future behavior?”
“Definitely. It’s what would make it a damn good poker player,” said Modi.
“Not the first time I’ve heard that,” Keegan said.
“How’s that?” said Modi.
“Willow Shaw. You know him? He set up a meeting to check out TAMS.” She didn’t mention the location.
“Know him? Not exactly like you do now, I guess, but of course I know who he is.”
“He said something about how our emotions are simply data derived from our physical states and they can be hacked like anything else.”
“It’s not that simple, Agent Keegan,” said Modi.
She noted how he continued calling her by her title, unlike Shaw.
“What you’re looking for is something that the old science fiction often got mixed up in the pre-AI days. In trying to predict how machines would one day approach true human-level understanding, they’d blend sentience and sapience. Sentience isn’t about a robot becoming a conscious being; you know the kind that were always going to rise up and ‘Kill All Humans.’ It’s simply the ability to perceive and understand one’s surroundings. Sapience, though, that’s the big stuff. It comes from the Latin for ‘wisdom,’ whether it’s just the wisdom that we call common sense or the kind of wisdom that comes from a deeper understanding of a situation beyond raw facts. How we read one another, as humans, is more in the land of sapience and it is not even close to being understood.”
He pointed at the pixelated images on the wall. “A machine can learn patterns, complex ones far beyond our own brain’s ability to compute. But how we interact is far more complex than even that, for the reason that it is linked to the very question of how we define ourselves as Homo sapiens. Note that how we name our own species draws from the idea of having deeper wisdom and understanding.”
“So I take it that you don’t agree with the billionaire.”
“He may own his own plane, but no. Emotion has all sorts of tells that you or TAMS can learn, but truly understanding what emotion means takes wisdom.”
“So when TAMS gets pissed off at another robot driver, then they’ll have crossed the line as a species?”
“Of a sort, but it will still only be simulating an emotion.” He turned to look at the robot. “TAMS, what is the value of emotions?”
“They provide data points, which aid my understanding of past, present, and projected human behavior.”
“For example?” Modi asked.
“While we traveled in a vehicle, Agent Keegan heard a song that reminded her of a prior relationship, most likely romantic. While she did not articulate her sadness, it was evident from her data.”
Keegan blushed, and knowing she couldn’t hide it, smiled and waved it off. “OK, enough about my history of broken hearts,” she said. She considered what to say—she didn’t want this to run its course to areas she’d rather not talk on. “So if TAMS is learning, real time, then at what point does it ‘know’ something?”
“What do you mean? ‘Know’ can have many meanings.”
“It seems like ‘knowing’ something is a state. But TAMS is always going to be changing, given the data fire hose it’s drinking from. Does it have any actual knowledge or is it just always going to be data input and output? AI may be modeled after our brains, but what we observe is limited to such a dramatically narrower data set than what TAMS can register. I think that limitation, that very uncertainty, is exactly what makes it possible to know something.23 That there’s actually so much that we don’t know is what gives us the kind of conviction on certain things that no machine would ever be satisfied with.”
“Deep thoughts for a Marine,” Modi observed, tipping his head in respect.
“Safe space, right?” Keegan said. “Don’t tell anybody.”
“I won’t. The truth is we don’t know, and may never. Because if our creations ever reach that point, their sapience would go past ours.” Modi leaned back in his chair, seeming to enjoy the conversation.
Keegan realized she was too, and that left her even more uncomfortable on the undersized couch. “That seems like a good ending point,” she said. “We all good?”
“That is for you and TAMS to decide.”
POTOMAC OVERLOOK NEIGHBORHOOD
McLean, Virginia
“Man, you can still smell it in the air,” said McLean Police Department Detective Alice Tsay.
“Yeah, I hate it. Reminds me of Ramadi,” said her partner, Detective Bill Apfel. “The thing no one wants to say is that death . . . stinks.”
“Deep. My partner, the poet,” Tsay said.
“No doorbell cam that I can see,” Apfel said.24
“Let’s get this over with.” Tsay tapped her vizglasses to make sure they were on. It was required in all interactions now with civilians. As if she were going to beat down some guy on his front stoop.
It wasn’t that kind of neighborhood anyway. Excepting the burned-down house that reeked of dead bodies, everything else was pretty nice. A cul-de-sac with mostly two-story houses and real grass lawns that reflected their owners’ ability to pay the landscaping-water surcharge.
She waited for someone to answer at the house next door, but nothing happened.
After a few seconds, Apfel whispered, “This asshole dead too?”
“Detective Apfel is noting his surprise that the resident has not greeted us yet,” Tsay said loudly. Her partner always forgot how sensitive the recorder was.
Even if no one was home, the house would normally ask them to leave a message. That’s when she noticed the door was an older model. It had regular hinges, rather than automated ones, and the door lock was analog. There was even an old glass peephole instead of a camera and screen.
“Guess we’re going to have to knock,” she said, as much for the recorder as for Apfel.
It’d been a while, so she consciously thought through just how hard to hit the door with her knuckles. Not so hard as to come across like a hyped-up SWAT team, but hard enough to send the message that the person on the other side meant business.
After ten seconds, they heard a male voice behind the door. “I’m coming.” He sounded tired, as if merely saying the words took effort.
“I’m Detective Alice Tsay, McLean Police Department,” she said through the door. “Can we speak to you?”
“Yeah, just give me a second.”
The door’s metal locks turned slowly and it opened halfway. Tsay saw a man in pajama bottoms and a gray Princeton sweatshirt.
Jackson Todd of McLean, Virginia, looked a little older, thinner, but it was him. His face matched the homeowner’s driver’s license in the database.
“Sorry to take so long,” Todd said. “I’m a bit under the weather. Something I ate, I think.”
“Yeah, it’s going around,” Tsay said. She paused. Let him fill the silence. Sometimes it would take you in unexpected directions.
“Is there something I can help you with?” he asked after exactly three seconds. Long enough to be awkward, but nothing revelatory.
“The fire that destroyed your neighbor’s home. We’re checking in with all the neighbors, see if they know anything that could aid the investigation.”
Tsay watched Todd recoil like an unseen hand had yanked him out of sight. She heard a cough and then a gag. Apfel put a hand on the wooden front door, tempted in the moment to give it a slight nudge and use the chance to render assistance as an excuse to gain entry. Tsay shook her head at him, and he pulled his hand back, remembering that those unmonitored days were done.
Todd reappeared, his hand on the door. “I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s just the smell, it makes it all worse.”
“Yeah,” said Apfel. “The last time I smelled something like this—”
Tsay cut him off before he could freak out the civilian more. “Did you notice anything that could have caused the fire at the Chaits? Anything they say to you that might help the fire department in its investigation?”
“No. Nothing like that. Should I be worried? The neighborhood association said it was just a tragic accident.”
“Every death is a tragedy,” Tsay said. “So far, it looks like something went awry with their home operating system. But there’s been a rash of tech fails recently, so we’re investigating to ensure no foul play.”
Todd nodded, his fingers gripping the door tighter. “Can we do this inside?” He swallowed, as if grappling with the bite of something bitter welling up into his mouth. “I can give you the passwords to check out my systems and I can, um, take care of business.”
Tsay looked over at Apfel, whose blank face said it all. If Todd had something to hide, he wouldn’t have invited them in and offered up his passwords, while playing IT department for a puking civilian was certainly not how they wanted to spend the rest of the day.
“No, that’s OK, sir,” Tsay said. “Tech fixes aren’t the police’s job. Hope you feel better soon.”
After Todd closed the door with another cough, Apfel turned to her and said, “Disaster avoided.”
CLARENDON NEIGHBORHOOD
Arlington, Virginia
The chair was killing her back and the holster was digging into her side. Whoever had designed the furry orange chair in the shape of a cat had not planned for the sciatic nerve of an adult or the bulk of a Sig pistol. But Haley, sitting cross-legged across from her in a black and white chair that was pudgy like a panda, loved the soft furniture that decorated the coffee shop’s kids area. Keegan loved coffee, had ever since she’d stolen sips from her mother’s mug of fresh-ground heavily sweetened black brew she drank before leaving to work at the mill in Shelton. She’d leave after a kiss on Keegan’s cheek left her in a cloud of coffee, and she’d come home offering a hug tinged with the sharp bite of pulping chemicals. Keegan wondered if the association of smell and person was similar for Haley. Since before she could walk, the two of them would head out on “Starbucks ops.” First it was pushing a jogging stroller, then Haley driving her little e-car. It was bonding time for them while Jared went to his personal CrossFit coach. Back then, they’d seen that sort of thing as a necessity; like so much else, it had evolved into another source for arguments when they started to wonder whether they could afford it. This afternoon, it was about the two of them getting away, but this time it was to have a more uncomfortable conversation than the play area of pandas and cats had been designed for. Given the number of single parents on the weekends who took their kids there, maybe it had been.
TAMS sat next to Keegan like a patient dog. Its stillness did not betray its soaking up of the freely available training data in the room, everything from syllables of whispered conversation to the ideal temperature of a grande Americano. The machine was essentially just one massive sensor, collecting in four dimensions as it tracked the physical world but also the terabytes of data packets flowing around the Starbucks. She thought back to Modi’s distinction between sentience and sapience.
“How’s your cocoa?” Keegan asked. The weather had cooled down again, but Haley would have ordered it even on a triple-digit day.
Haley smiled, sipping from the spill-proof thermal bag that looked like a cross between a Christmas stocking and a foil-wrapped hot dog.
“The panda chair OK?”
“Can we take it home?”
Keegan laughed. “You’d have to walk it and feed it because I’m not taking care of another bear. Baz gets in the way enough.” Her chair began to purr as she leaned forward to wipe a smudge of chocolate from the corner of Haley’s mouth. A haptic reminder her coffee cup was empty, trying to get her to leave or buy another. There was always some way they were trying to increase customer throughput. It had come, though, just when she was working her way up to the part of the talk she’d dreaded. “Haley, you want another one?”
“Yummy,” she said.
“What do you say?”
“Please!”
They got up and walked over to the ordering kiosk, an ebony and dark mahogany obelisk projecting out from the wall.25
“Hey, Haley! You’ve gotten bigger since your last cup,” said Ariel, the coffee shop’s human host, actually making eye contact through her vizglasses. She stood by the kiosk to assist, but really was just there to make conversation with people.
Keegan guessed Ariel was a college student but had never asked. The too-easy familiarity always threw her. She wondered whether Ariel actually recognized Haley from all the times her name had popped up in her vizglasses, or if she needed the reminder with each visit.
“Going to get her another,” Keegan replied. “You know how she loves it here.” Did she?
“Enjoy,” Ariel said. After making eye contact, which her vizglasses tracked for how often she looked customers in the eye and for how long, she then looked into the distance. She was probably side-hustling a gig tagging images for an AI learning firm or whoever else was willing to buy her time for five minutes at a go.26
Keegan paused for a half second in front of the kiosk to still her movements for the facial recognition.27 After it approved her account, she reset the interface to enter their order manually, rather than having it self-order based on their past purchases, mood, and sleep data.28
“Hot. What does that start with?” she asked Haley.
“H!” said Haley.
It was something that the designers often forgot. Efficiency was not always the goal of the user. “Yep,” said Keegan. “H as in hhh . . . hot.”
They spelled her order out letter by letter, with Haley managing almost all of “chocolate,” slipping up on the silent “e” at the end.
Thinking of the haptic nudge from her chair and what else was to come, Keegan realized she’d need to refortify too. “Now, help me with my order,” she said, carefully moving Haley’s finger across the keyboard, spelling out “f-l-a-t” and then “w-h-i-t-e”. Stained with green and red pen ink, Haley’s fingers were so tiny, so delicate. In that moment, Keegan grew angry at herself. Was this going to be one of those conversations that would harden her little girl?
“But you spelled it wrong,” said Haley. “There’s no ‘h’ in white. H is for happy.”
“It’s a silent letter. You don’t need it when you say it, but when you write it, you do.”
“Why?” Haley asked.
“Because it helps people say it better,” said Keegan.
“That’s silly.”
She walked Haley back to her seat until the order was ready at the counter. Leaning back, she steeled herself for what she needed to tell her daughter, watching Haley play in the panda chair. Trying to explain grammar and spelling was hard enough; articulating what was going on with her and Jared was going to be far harder.
Ariel the greeter brought their drinks over to them in a courtesy that was not extended to all the customers. Keegan wasn’t certain as to whether it was truly a personal connection or simply the suggestion of another corporate affinity algorithm. She thanked the girl and resolved to take a moment later to give her a five-star rating.
Passing Haley her drink, she marveled at the precise imperfection of how her name was written on the side of the cup. The edges of each letter even had the fairly detectable imperfections of pen ink, as if the writer were already moving on to the next cup, idea, or conversation while engrossed in behind-the-bar activity. But there was nobody actually there.
“Here you go,” said Keegan. “It’s hot, careful.”
“TAMS, how hot is it?” said Haley, sitting back in her chair and resting her leg on the robot.
“The temperature is 129 degrees,” said TAMS.
“I knew he would have an answer,” she said. “He looks like he’s sleeping, but I can feel him breathing.”
“Wait, what?” Keegan asked.
Haley touched her leg where it brushed against one of TAMS’s cooling ports, behind its left shoulder. “Here.”
“Haley, it’s not . . .” Then she thought better of it. No need to destroy all her childlike beliefs in one afternoon, like robots are alive or parents know best. “I’m glad you like TAMS.”
TAMS shifted slightly, moving its head left and right, then back to center.
“So, honey, can I talk to you about something?”
Haley’s face lost its joy. Kids were good at picking up on those shifts. It was something about the parent trying to sound happy that gave it away.
“Uh-huh.”
“When Daddy and I argue, I just want to make sure that you know it’s not about you. We are both working a lot, really hard, right now. Sometimes our feelings get in the way.”
“I know you love me,” she said. “And Daddy too.”
“Yes, Daddy loves you so much.”
“I know that,” Haley sighed, exasperated. “I mean I know you love Daddy.”
“I do.”
There was no other answer she could give. She looked over at TAMS and wondered what the machine was seeing—and whether it believed her or not. She hoped Haley at least did.
CLARENDON NEIGHBORHOOD
Arlington, Virginia
There were no tears from Haley. Trying to explain her parents’ new relationship was only going to get harder as she got older, though.
Keegan sipped her coffee and watched her daughter, lost in play, tapping TAMS’s head with a crayon, drumming to a song only she could hear.
TAMS’s head pivoted swiftly to address Keegan. The jerking surprised Haley and she spilled her drink.
“NOOO!” the girl squealed.
“It’s OK, butterfly, we can get another.” As Keegan daubed at Haley’s shirt with a napkin, TAMS began to speak, unprompted.
“Agent Keegan, there is a system-wide alert from the Army Corps of Engineers for the Potomac River Basin area.”
She stopped and turned back to TAMS. “A little late to be telling everybody the Potomac’s turned blood red.”
“There is a widespread disruption of the river’s flow-management systems, creating a cascading surge with imminent, catastrophic effect on the Washington Metropolitan area.”
Keegan grabbed Haley by the hand, keeping her close as she made her way to the door, not even looking for TAMS to follow. As she passed Ariel, who looked quizzically at Keegan running out with her daughter in tow, Keegan said, “If you know anyone who lives down by the river, National Landing, Alexandria, Georgetown, wherever, tell them to get to the highest ground they can find.”
“Huh?” said Ariel.
And with that, Keegan was outside on the street, summoning her SUV. The vehicle pulled up with its lights flashing. As Keegan put Haley in the back seat, TAMS walked around the vehicle. That surprised Keegan; she had not commanded the bot to do so. Rather than getting in the front seat, the robot climbed in to sit on the other side of Haley. It was following some kind of protective protocol. Was that a set program, or something it had learned from tracking her? Once the three were inside, and TAMS helped Haley fasten her seat belt, the car wedged its way into traffic for the short trip back to their apartment.
Keegan tried to message Jared, but the signal kept dropping and her Fed override wasn’t getting through either. Shielding the Watchlet’s screen from Haley, she brought up DC Metro Police footage from the Key Bridge. She squinted, unsure of what she was seeing. A wall of reddish-brown, roiling water rushed downstream, surging around the pillars of the storied bridge that connected the District of Columbia and Virginia. She froze the image and expanded it: tree branches spiked skyward out of the frothing water, a blue pickup truck slowly spun like a drifting leaf.
“Haley, when we get home it’s really important you listen to your dad,” Keegan said.
“Why?”
“Because he’s your father,” Keegan said. “Just do whatever he says when TAMS and I go back to work.”
“Has something bad happened?”
“You’re safe. You’re going to be fine. Be a good listener.”
As she spoke, Keegan called up a cartoon stream on her Watchlet and sent it to the SUV’s main screen. “We’ll be home soon, butterfly.”
“Can’t you and TAMS stay with me? I don’t want you to go.”
Keegan looked at the robot and wondered what it would make of a comment like that. It could not feel the words as a human would. TAMS could only process Haley’s request as a demand, as just more data. But as a mother, it utterly destroyed her.
THE TIDAL BASIN
Washington, DC
“What’s the matter, honey? Is everything OK?”
It was distinctly not. No matter how hard Tim Phan mashed the pedals, the stupid swan boat seemed to be stuck in place, unable to get away from the other rental boats pushed together by the wind. The one thing he couldn’t control, the weather, was going to ruin what was supposed to be the biggest moment of his life.
All the data had pointed him and Dana Rodriguez to this instant. The cross-mapped psychological profiles, the overlapping friend networks, even the 87 percent successful relationship projections they’d each received before their very first meetup over a cup of zucchini tea, an experience suggested by their cloud activity. It all made sense; this was the person he was supposed to spend the rest of his life with . . . if the damned wind would just cooperate.
The plan was to propose to her in the middle of the Tidal Basin, with all the memorials looking on. Dana taught US History to tenth graders at Falls Church High School, so it just fit her. A romantic setting in the center of all that made this country great, from Thomas Jefferson and Martin Luther King Jr. to the collected faces of the Women Leaders Monument—Susan B. Anthony, Rosa Parks, Sandra Day O’Connor, and all the others—staring down. She’d be able to share the viz of it all not just with her family, but with all her students. She’d love that.
Even the temperature was right. The last thing he wanted to do was propose with sweat running off his forehead, though he might have been able to blame the heat for his nerves. Fortunately, the spring weather roller coaster had gone from the hundreds back down to the seventies, an almost perfect day to be out on the water.1 Except he’d forgotten to check the wind. And now it was going to ruin it all. He didn’t want to propose to Dana with some family of tourists in Alabama football shirts sitting just a boat’s length away. He tried to pedal harder to get some distance, cursing everything from the wind to himself for wearing flip-flops.
He should have listened to his mom. She’d said to do it by the cherry trees on shore, dressed up for the occasion. But he hadn’t wanted to blow his cover; Dana’s profile showed greater joy from surprise. And now it had all gone to hell.
Then, as if responding to his curses, the breeze shifted directions. Saved.
“I’m doing great,” he said, as they began to edge away from the other boats. He slowed his pedaling to catch his breath. The beating of his heart, though, wouldn’t slow down.
“That’s good,” Dana said. “You looked like you were going to be sick there. I was worried about you for a moment.”
His hand went to the pocket of his jacket, feeling for the small box’s rounded edges. This was it. This was the moment. He blinked twice rapidly to start the vizglasses recording that would go out live to all the friends and family he’d marked for notice.
“When I’m with you, nothing can go wrong,” he said. It wasn’t the exact opening line to the speech he’d rehearsed again and again in the bathroom. It was even better, he thought to himself. He took a big breath and slowly withdrew the ring box from his pocket. Dana’s eyes widened and she blinked twice as well. She knew.
He opened the velvet box without a word. Inside was a ring of azure blue sapphire, mounted atop a ring of synthetic diamond in the shape of a crystalline vine, grown exactly to the size of Dana’s finger.2 He’d gotten the size for that the old way, wrapping a string around her ring finger while she slept.
Dana’s face instantly changed and she gasped. “Oh, God . . . No, no, no,” she whispered.
The ring box clattered to the bottom of the boat as Tim’s heart sank and his entire body went numb.
Everyone had been watching, and she had said “no.”
Then, some kind of instinct took over and he reached down to grab the ring as it bounced between their feet on the boat’s plastic floor. Maybe he could get his money back. Maybe the manufacturer would understand that the algorithms just had it wrong.
Dana pulled at his shoulders, trying to yank him back up. “Oh my God, Tim. Look.”
Dana pointed behind him, her finger trembling. Tim looked up quickly, his vizglasses slightly askew, broadcasting a scene for which he never could have planned.
Coursing across the green softball fields of the West Potomac Park that divided the pond of the Tidal Basin from the Potomac River was a tsunami of white and red foam mixed. Trees, bushes, and even a bright yellow water-taxi boat, all pitched together by the water’s force. To the other side of the Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial, a second wall of water rushed down 17th Street itself. Funneled by the slight hills on each side of the street, the wave pushed ahead of it a double-decker tourist bus and one of the wheeled red, white, and blue Park Service robots that stalked the National Mall.
Then came the sound. Screams of people in the swan boats realizing what was happening mixed with the low rumble of the twin walls of water coursing through the cherry trees and then into the Basin.
With a shaking hand, Tim picked up the ring that he had ordered for Dana. Focusing on nothing else, he slid it onto her finger, trying desperately to remember the lines of his proposal before it was too late.
BALLSTON NEIGHBORHOOD
Arlington, Virginia
Even on the short drive home, she could sense the change. The confusion. The fear. She could see it in the set jaw of the middle-aged man they passed on the street. Jogging in dress shoes and a suit, he was clearly a government worker, who, like her, had gotten an early notice and therefore a head start on the rush home. Even the sharecars seemed punchy, jumping in and out of traffic with something like alacrity, as if they could not wait to wrap up whatever trip the algorithms had just ordered.
Keegan parked the SUV in front of the building, taking advantage of law enforcement privileges. Plus, she doubted that any cops would be out writing parking tickets today. Next to it was a yellow and blue sharecar, perched sloppily, half on the curb like it was just waiting for the right moment to move to higher ground.
Holding Haley close, Keegan swept into the lobby of the building.
“Stairs,” Keegan said, and TAMS pivoted, then swept around her like a determined dance partner. It had registered the situation as machine-first mode, an environment of danger. Keegan noted it with appreciation, until she realized something else.
“TAMS, when we get to the apartment, I’m going in first, OK? Remember last time? We don’t need that scene again today.”
“OK,” said TAMS.
In the flickering light of the stairwell, Keegan looked at the bot, wondering what exactly it made of her command. How did it process the human need for respecting feelings even in a time of crisis?
They took the stairs at an easy pace, counting each step, turning it into a game so as not to frighten Haley. When they reached their floor, the hallway was empty. She went right inside, not bothering to scan first to see how Jared was doing or whether he was working or not.
“Hey! It’s me,” Keegan shouted as her eyes swept the living room. There was no sign of him, just an empty couch, except for the rig and a pile of loosely bunched blankets. She touched the rig—cold.
“Jared! We’re home!” she called again. She sat Haley on the couch and, smiling reassuringly, snuggled the blankets around her into a kind of nest.
No response. The air smelled stale. She moved to open a window, but stopped herself and went straight to the bathroom, past the closed bedroom door.
She closed the drain of the bath and turned the tap on full, then did the same with the sink. She gripped the sink, knuckles white, and nudged the door shut with her foot. Eyes closed, she fought the urge to punch the mirror in anger. Not at Jared. Just at everything in that moment she was powerless to control. She turned the sink faucet off and focused on deepening her breath while she came up with a plan. As she did, her Watchlet vibrated repeatedly with notices, but she ignored it. She opened her eyes and looked in the mirror. You got this.
She cracked the door of the master bedroom slowly. Jared lay on the bed, sprawled like a starfish, his head facing away from her. Shit, not again. Not now.
Sitting on the bed, she shook his shoulders. “Hey! Hey! Jared!”
Jared sighed as she did so and reached up to squeeze her hand. “Hey,” he said, very far from her and the room right then.
“You need to wake up now! It’s an emergency, Jared. You understand? Haley’s here. I need you to keep her safe because I need to go back out,” she said. “Like now.” She released his shoulders and stood up.
At that, he stiffened and sat up, wiping the sleep from his eyes. “OK,” he said. “I’m on it.”
In the pantry was the box of cans they’d put away for emergencies a few years back. But when was the last time she’d checked the expiration dates? Plus, Haley wouldn’t eat tomato soup and refried beans. So she rifled through the cupboards, taking an inventory of the food they had. A box of Cheerios and another of ranch-flavored rice crackers, a jar of chunky peanut butter, and a box of Haley’s processed fruit squeeze tubes. The refrigerator and freezer offered little, aside from milk and almond creamer, butter, and a bag of spinach. They had gotten so used to automated food deliveries that there was no need to keep more than a few meal’s worth of ingredients on hand. Even air-delivered fresh bread, a luxury that neither had been able to give up, was a daily staple.
She quickly opened the order screen on the refrigerator door and tried to buy a full inventory, essentially two weeks’ worth of past orders all at once. But just as she was about to push the “buy” button, the app froze. She kept trying, so intently focused on the small screen that she did not see Jared walk into the room from the bedroom.
“What’s going on?” he asked in a gravelly voice, clearing the sleep from his throat. His eyes warily tracked to where TAMS stood watching over Haley, now playing on the couch with her self-assembling Legos. “And why is it back?”
Keegan motioned him over with a commanding look of her eyes that indicated they had to talk without Haley hearing.
“We don’t have time for this shit right now. I need you locked on, OK? You need to stay in the apartment, with Haley, for a while,” she whispered. “I don’t know how long. There’s a flood downtown. Catastrophic. We’re safe up here, but that’s not it. I think there’s more coming.”
“More coming? So you’re saying this wasn’t accidental. Cyber attack on infrastructure?” he asked.
She smiled at his flash of comprehension. It was a glimpse of the old Jared, the one who had graduated at the top of his law school class. “Exactly. I’m trying to order more food, but it’s flaking out, the signal likely overwhelmed by everyone calling at once. Can you keep trying? Everybody’s being called into work, TAMS and I . . . Hold it.”
She went over to TAMS, who had now become some kind of racetrack for Haley, the girl no longer at the couch, now running a Lego race car up and down its legs. She examined its antennae array on the back of its head closer. “Haley, can you stop for a minute? I gotta ask TAMS something important.” Haley stopped, and Keegan continued, “TAMS, can you take the network signal from this”—she pulled the Watchlet off her wrist—“and convert it to a satellite-band data feed?”
“Yes,” said the bot, taking the bracelet computer. After a second, it reported. “Uplink established.”
“Thank God!” said Keegan, feeling dopamine wash away the adrenaline flooding her veins, achievement knocking out fear. She snatched the Watchlet back from the bot and tabbed open her grocery app. In less than a half minute, she showed the screen to Jared. “Order completed, delivery on the way,” she said triumphantly.
He held out his hand in a congratulatory high five, his cheeks now showing a healthy red flush.
Take your wins where and when you can get them, she thought, and gave him a five back.
“Go,” said Jared. “Haley and I’ll go up to the roof pad and bring the food down.”
“You sure?”
“We’ll be fine,” he said.
He took a half step to hug her, but stopped short.
And you have to accept your losses, she thought.
“Don’t forget to turn off the bathtub faucet,” Keegan said. No need to have a flood in the middle of a flood. She turned to lift her daughter up into a hug.
“Oh, Mommy,” she said, pointing down at the Lego car now missing its front hood. “You messed up my construction.”
“Sorry, butterfly,” she said.
She kissed the top of the girl’s head and then looked over to TAMS and gave it a nod, a signal that it was time to go. It was only when she and TAMS were headed down the hallway that she stopped. For a few seconds, she stood, tapping her feet, weighing what to do. Then, keeping one eye on TAMS, she pulled up the delivery order screen on her Watchlet and added an extra supply of Jared’s aerosol Dilaudid.
FARRAGUT SQUARE
Washington, DC
Keegan kept her hands on the SUV’s wheel, ready to snatch control as she travelled with TAMS against a steady stream of autonomous vehicles fleeing the flooding along the Potomac. Above its historic high water mark, the river spread over the entire basin and had even overwhelmed the barrier walls at Reagan National Airport.1
“Send our location to Noritz and the TOC,” said Keegan.
TAMS pushed a thumbs-up emoji to Keegan’s vizglasses.
Their destination was the old FBI Washington Field Office building at 4th and G. A notice had gone out that a temporary command post had been set up there after the Hoover Building’s basement flooded and the entire block lost power.
On the SUV’s screen, Keegan projected live satellite imagery of the city overlaid onto a street map. It showed how the flood wave had paid no mind to the orderly gridlike arrangement of Washington’s streets. The initial wave had surged well up to M Street, but then the waters had quickly receded, leaving muddy red sidewalks and sucking cars right out of their parking spaces.
Most of all the view showed how just a few feet in elevation made all the difference between devastation and normalcy.2 Most parts of the city were untouched, but now a massive moat cut through Washington, DC,’s federal district, turning the southern chunk of the city into an island. The Potomac River’s newest tributary entered the city at the Tidal Basin on the edge of the National Mall before its waters returned back into the main river near the lower elevation of the District Wharf shopping complex. Or rather what had been the District Wharf shopping complex.
The borders of the flood zone reflected the subtle topographic contours of a city constructed out of swampland, unnoticed by most residents, but which had originally set its design over three centuries back.3 The flood’s edge ran along Pennsylvania Avenue, roughly mirroring the now-paved-over Tiber Creek that had once reached right up to the President’s Palace, before it was renamed the White House.4 It then ran from 15th Street beside the Treasury Department building, down over to the I-395 highway tunnels that opened at the base of Capitol Hill.5 Its southern side ran along Madison Avenue, the lower edge of the National Mall, which had previously been the open canal where Washington’s residents had dumped their trash in the early days of the republic’s capital city. The slight incline of the National Mall protected its green spaces, but the Museum of Natural History and the Justice Department, as well as the other buildings between Madison and Pennsylvania Avenues, now appeared as squares of cement rising out of the brown-red water, like tiny islands.
Keegan zoomed in, seeing tiny dots swarming each of the island-buildings. Some were brightly colored city and federal emergency response drones, but there were also parcel drones dropping packages on the rooftops, an automated rush of requested deliveries and flash-funding charity drops. Panning over to the veterans’ encampment, Keegan saw that the rest of Capitol Hill remained dry.
“Route the vehicle around any areas less than 20 meters in elevation,” Keegan said, realizing the vehicle’s navigation probably didn’t have a scenario for city streets literally disappearing underwater.
They got as close as Farragut Square before the crowds got too thick. Keegan sent the SUV off to autopark up on high ground near H street and they set out on foot. Overhead, a bright yellow FEMA drone loitered in a lazy circle, while a micro-cam drone from one of the newsfeeds landed on the statue of Admiral Farragut to get a better shot. Thousands of people were out in the streets, some with a specific destination in mind, some aimless, and many just to film and comment.
As they wove through the crowd, they passed the Farragut West Metro entrance. Keegan hated that spot more than anywhere in DC. She’d first been there nine years ago, while on leave from the Saudi stability op. It had been in early December, so on her way home, she’d killed time during a seven-hour layover at Dulles Airport to come in and check out the White House Christmas tree and all that stuff that you were supposed to be fighting for. Riding the subway escalator up, though, she had recoiled at the stench, not because it was that bad, but because it was all too familiar. The station had been turned into an encampment for desperate people, crushed together to escape the cold. She was a stone’s throw from the White House, witnessing the abject abandonment of fellow humans that she’d only before experienced in refugee camps. And she knew that her commander in chief would never walk the two city blocks to confront that dark fact.
Today, a stream of men and women, some with children, emerged out of the station, wet and sobbing.
“TAMS, gimme a status check on the Metro,” Keegan said as she headed down to see if anyone below needed aid. The rule beaten into her since boot camp was Marines headed toward the sounds of chaos.6
“The lower-elevation sections of the Orange Line and Blue Line are flooded,” said TAMS. The bot pushed a Metro map with the affected segments to Keegan’s vizglasses. It also marked malfunctions that had apparently locked the valves for the Metro system’s air vents and the DC stormwater overflow pipes that connected to the Potomac River.7 To save money, the designs had piggybacked off each other, but now their malfunction prevented the system from clearing itself.
Peering down the escalator, Keegan could see the effect. Muddy water lapped halfway down the steps, meaning the entire ticketing mezzanine was flooded. Worse, the next lower level where the trains boarded also had to be completely underwater.
“Is everyone out?”
“No. My acoustic sensors indicate there is a female adult trapped below.”
Keegan couldn’t hear anything over the rush of the water and the voices of the crowd above. Her stomach knotted. “Where exactly?”
“I cannot ascertain.”
There was an agent’s booth in the middle of the second level. That might be high enough for somebody to climb up on and get above the flood. She eyed the swirl of muddy water. It was too deep to stand in, and the current would send her down into the Metro tunnels if she tried swimming it.
“Can you reach her?” Keegan said.
“Yes. I am rated to ISO standards for underwater operations for a duration of thirty minutes at 10 meters depth.”
The water reeked of ozone and sewage. If TAMS went in and never came out, that would certainly solve the problem that the deputy director had put in her lap. But it would present another: she would have to find a way to finish the rescue herself.
“Then do it. I need you to reach whoever is down there and lead them out.”
“OK,” it said.
TAMS stepped carefully toward the water’s edge, narrowly avoiding stepping on a tiny frog that hopped up the steps. All sorts of shit down there is going to be forced up, thought Keegan.
“Hey! You need to get out of there! What the hell are you doing?” a man shouted down.
“Good question,” Keegan called back, then she thought better of it. It wasn’t the time for snark.
“We’re FBI. There’s someone trapped down there!”
A barrel-chested African American soldier in Army fatigues smeared with mud came running down the escalator. He pulled up in shock at the sight of TAMS descending into the water, one hand gripping the railing. “That thing yours?”
“Yeah,” Keegan replied. “It detected someone inside. I think they’re stuck in that booth by the turnstiles, you know, where you ask for directions.”
“And you’re going to send the Terminator in after them?”
“If you’ve got a better idea, I’m listening.”
“Nah. Just don’t ask me to sign for that when you lose it.”
With the water now up to its neckline, TAMS had stopped to listen to their conversation. Perhaps the soldier’s uniform had triggered some old program.
“TAMS, you’re still cleared to proceed,” Keegan stated.
“OK.”
It wasn’t a remarkable set of last words, Keegan thought, as the bot disappeared into the murk in a shimmering blue halo generated by its onboard navigation lights. Her AR glasses pushed a notice: Network connection lost.
“This going to work?” the soldier asked.
“Hell if I know.”
“Sergeant Terrence King, Maryland National Guard,” he said. “Your phone app functional? I need to let my wife know I’m OK.”
“Agent Lara Keegan. No, not without the bot boosting the signal.”
The man sighed.
Then light washed over them and Keegan looked back up the escalator and saw a line of people gathered to watch, several turning on their lens cameras to record them, even a few holding out old smartphones to get a better angle.
“FBI! Turn your cameras off!” she shouted back.
“Like that’s ever worked,” said King.
Keegan glared at him, then turned back to the water, waiting for any sign of the robot. Neither spoke as they waited, watching another frog hop past their feet and clamber up the escalator. Then they heard a voice.
“We’re coming up! We’re coming up!” a breathless woman shouted from the far end of the tunnel. Then she appeared, a woman in her fifties. She thrashed at the water with one hand, her other arm being pulled by some force under the water. Just ahead of her a faint blue light got brighter and brighter as it approached beneath the surface.
“We’re up here! Watch the steps at the bottom of the escalator,” said Keegan, wading into the water as TAMS came into view, its head barely clearing the surface. She and King pulled the woman out of the water, the polyester of her blue WMATA uniform dripping sheets of water.
King took off his jacket to wrap the woman up and led her up the stairs.
TAMS, meanwhile, waited down at the bottom of the escalator, the water lapping at its waist, its arm locked on the railing. Keegan thought about what exactly the deputy director would order at this moment.
“Come on, TAMS,” she said. “Get out of the water, hero.”
“OK.”
As the machine exited the murk, water spurted from its joints and sensor ports. On Keegan’s viz screen, it showed that the connection to the bot’s operating system was still not working.
“Confirm diagnostics, TAMS,” Keegan said.
The robot stood still for thirty seconds, until a message read on Keegan’s vizglasses: System reboot complete. Restore network connection.
That meant taking TAMS up to the street level to get a signal. “Follow me to the street and reestablish satellite bandwidth connection.”
“OK.”
At the top of the stairs, she stopped so abruptly that TAMS literally stepped on her heels. Even through the pant leg, the metal edge scraped a piece of skin off the back. “Shit,” she said to herself, but not at the pain.
Waiting there was King, standing at attention. He threw a salute and then started clapping, a steady authoritative rhythm. The crowd of hundreds behind him joined in, wet palms slapping together in applause, humans looking for something good to cling to on a day of awfulness, even if it was a machine.
THE NATIONAL ARCHIVES
Washington, DC
The sewage stench that burned the back of the throat. The red high-heeled shoe abandoned in the mud. The desert-tan six-by-six National Guard truck, its wheels thrashing water into a chemical froth that looked like a dirty bubble bath.
As the adrenaline ebbed, it all felt overwhelming. In that moment, though, Keegan reminded herself she’d have to monitor the effect also on TAMS; the robot’s experience during this disaster was foundational, transformative, just as it would be for the entire nation to see its capital deluged. This was a data set unlike any other.1
She knew what awaited at the Washington Field Office: bureaucratic chaos, the bosses jockeying to be in charge, and then long waits to get cleared for whatever their assignment turned out to be. So she found herself drawn in another direction, toward a different kind of duty.
The sound of the bucket brigades rang out two blocks before she saw them, a large crowd singing “The General’s Daughter.” A country song released last year, it was a ballad about a soldier in the Army who died on her first deployment, after which her dad resigned his commission and took his own life. It was about the darkest song everyone knew, which was probably why someone had started singing it. When it first came out, Keegan had wondered if it had a human writer. Seeing its lyrics stitch together so many people at this moment, she doubted it more than ever.
The crowd ranged from federal workers in muddy suits to woolly-bearded veterans who had left their encampment. It was a moment to choose what you cared most about. One line ran from the steps of the National Gallery of Art, another from the National Museum of American History. Their upper levels were free from the flow of water, but the crowd carried out anything that could be rescued from the lower levels. From person to person, they passed the objects, murmuring with curiosity and cheering whenever something crossed their hands that they recognized. A dripping wet red knit cardigan was treated with as much reverence as a gilded portrait by one of the Dutch Masters.2
For Keegan, the choice was the National Archives, which made it TAMS’s selection too. It was slightly cruel, and even ironic, thought Keegan, to underscore TAMS’s lack of free will at that location. But that’s just how it was.
Here, the mission was slightly different. In the waist-deep water, a line of muddy men and women were trying to create a makeshift barrier around the building’s perimeter. Keegan noticed they were keeping clear of a jagged edge of metal sticking out of the water on 9th Street where a ramp leading to an underground garage had been. To her, it looked like one of the Archives’ pop-up flood barriers had structurally failed, maybe from the weight of the water, maybe just from how everything had seemed to go to shit today.
Somebody shouted a hoarse command to hurry up to beat the tide. Pushing back against the Potomac River’s outward flow, the tidal shifts changed the river’s water level by 3 feet each day. On top of the flood, it would be catastrophic. While the nation’s founding documents held in the Archives were safe behind glass in the public display areas two stories above the water, the levels below held many more irreplaceable records. From early letters and diaries of the Founders to the very first photographs and then audio and film recordings of the nation, they there literally told the story of America.
“TAMS, how long until the tide starts to rise?” Keegan asked.
“High tide will occur in two hours and forty-seven minutes.”
“We need to move faster, otherwise the pumps in the Archives won’t be able to keep up.”
The crowd was using anything and everything they could to build the floodwall. Trash bins were overturned and the garbage bags within tied off and then tossed into a pile. Bags of sod were pulled from a landscaper’s truck. Once-hated plastic bags from the gift store were being filled with dirt. Then an Army National Guard truck pulled up and passed out a bin of the all-too-familiar HESCO bags she’d filled with sand or rocks to build temporary bullet-stopper walls in war zones.
“Agent Keegan, you have instructions to report to the Washington Field Office,” TAMS said.
“Correct, but this is where we need to be right now. The priority is to help. That mission comes first.”
Keegan wedged her way into the line of people, TAMS following. They quickly worked out the pace. A man in shorts and a University of Kansas basketball jersey, a tourist whose vacation had just turned far more interesting than planned, would pass her a bag. She’d then pass it to TAMS, and then the machine passed it to the woman beside it, who was wearing a sun-faded purple running jacket that was torn at the left shoulder.
At the first handoff, the woman had given the machine a curious look. She looked to be in her early sixties. Keegan observed her gaunt frame and silver-haired buzz cut, surmising she was one of those runners who still moved like they were twenty years younger and could care less about anything else but running fast.
“Is that your bot?”
“Nope, it’s actually yours. Gov test system. Seemed as good a time as any to put our tax dollars to good use.”
“Helluva test.” Satisfied, the woman went back to work.
For the next fifteen minutes, Keegan forgot everything around her but the handoff: one bag passed on and then another. The smell of labor soon overpowered the stink of the flood. The only noise TAMS made was a slight grating noise, from fine siltlike mud and grit getting inside its servos.
The woman gave a deep sigh and bent over at the waist.
“You OK?” Keegan asked.
“Yeah, just a stich in my side. Unlike your machine there, I’m tiring out. Too bad it can’t do more.”
Keegan realized the woman was right. She’d been going about this the wrong way. “TAMS,” she said. “Build a wall around the Archives as rapidly as possible.”
“OK,” said TAMS. The robot ran through the water, leaving a sloshing white wake behind it. It picked a bag of sod off the truck and then ran back, placing it on their stack. It then did it again at the exact same speed, moving so quickly that the humans stopped stacking and watched.
“It’s going to run out of those soon,” the woman said. Without instruction, the chain of people redirected, all of them now focusing on filling bags to keep TAMS supplied. They worked in a frenzied burst of activity, inspired by the newfound efficiency and also not wanting to get beaten by the demands of a single robot. Half of them dug up dirt with anything that got traction, using shovels taken from the landscaper’s truck to the poles once used to hold display signs. The other half packed the bags by hand. Keegan’s throat was dry, despite her being soaked to the bone. Her back ached, and so did her leg, but it felt good. There was nothing to focus on beyond the feeling of dirt in your hands and the satisfying sound, almost like a great collective sigh, that the bags made when TAMS stacked yet another.
“It seems that the Declaration of Independence will live to see another disaster, Agent Keegan.”
Keegan looked over and there was Modi, though it took her a moment to recognize him. His suit and tie had been replaced with slate-gray tactical pants and shirt. With ripstop fabric and triple stitching, it was what the civilian advisors used to wear when they came out to visit her unit in the field. It must be pretty bad, she thought, if they were handing those out now to the geek squad.
“What are you doing down here?” she said. “And how’d you find us?”
“Hopefully doing some good. That wasn’t going to happen back at the office,” he said. “And I have my privileges.” He pointed down to the screen on his own Watchlet. There was a small map app open with a pulsing red dot. “I may not be on the mobile network, but I have a lock on TAMS.”
Rather than let him steer the conversation to why she had not checked into the field office, Keegan just smiled and said, “Well, let’s put you to work then too.”
The two teamed up, Keegan digging into a plot of sidewalk grass in front of the Navy Memorial with the base of what had once been a traffic barrier and Modi packing the dirt into bags from a dry cleaner. The woman in purple carried them to the central pile that had been set up for TAMS, while back and forth TAMS went at the same pace, stacking and stacking.
Where the robot placed the bags appeared random, but Keegan knew there was some kind of pattern driving the selection. When Keegan was eleven, her uncle had taken her to see the hive where he worked, a sprawling distribution center near Seattle-Tacoma International Airport. He worked as a technician, performing repairs on the warehouse bots. They had zoomed around in what seemed like a frenzy, some driving at top speed on the extra-slick concrete floors, some on tracks that ran along the ceiling. It all looked like chaos, but he had explained that was actually the point.3
“What if I gave you a tube of toothpaste, where would you put it in the warehouse?” he’d asked her.
“Whichever row all the toothpaste is in,” she’d replied.
“That’s what a human would do,” he’d explained. “But a thinking machine, they’ll just fit that single tube of toothpaste in wherever it goes best, not just by fit, but factoring in everything from its expiration date to the anticipated date someone is going to order it, relative to the date that the book or coffeemaker or whatever it is wedged behind is going to be ordered and pulled off the shelf. Pretty cool, huh?”
He’d been less excited about it all two years later, when he’d lost his job after the company deployed new modular robots that could repair themselves.4
She took a breather, and Modi stopped too. He then tried to wipe a clump of mud from his face, but only smeared it with his glove. “Here,” then she brushed off the smudge with her bare hand.
“This is definitely not the Singularity that they promised,” said Modi.5
“Yeah, I thought the plan was for us to be sitting around in our mechanical replacement bodies eating bonbons all day by now.”
“Instead of wiping literal shit off our faces as we burn ourselves out trying to keep up with a robot?”
They laughed and went back to filling bags. After a minute, she looked back over at Modi.
“It does raise a good question, though: What are we really hoping to get out of all these machines? I mean, look at TAMS. In the end, is it going to be like this glorified shovel?” she said, waving the pole she’d been digging with. “For all its smarts, just a better tool?”
“Really, really better,” Modi said.
“Or something more, something beyond just a tool? Something that we’re going to have to think of differently?”
“We doing a session now?” said Modi. “Here?”
“You got somewhere better to be?” Keegan asked.
“Just about anywhere,” Modi said. “But I appreciate you trying to keep my mind off how bad my back hurts.” He paused. “I do think it’s something more. Look at how TAMS is integrated into the group here, robot alongside people, the output of the team more than its parts. Even more, it’s not just integrated with the people, but changed them.”
“That’s the part that worries me.”
“What do you mean? As long as more work is getting done, do you think anybody really cares?”
“Not in the moment,” said Keegan. “It’s when there’s time to think that we humans get into trouble.”
“That’s why you don’t like talking to me?”
“Well, not in your office,” she said.
“But it’s a conversation we need to have. Not just you, all of us,” he said. “It’s not so much what we think about them. It’s what are we supposed to feel about a robot? Not just now, but what about when it becomes more like us? Or even worse, does more than us?”
“We used to feel it when our bots got whacked out on mission,” Keegan said. “You’d get angry at the enemy for plugging your bots in a different way than you would if they took out a radio or a Humvee. The worst was the legged ones.”
“And TAMS is much more than one of your sniffers or a vacuum,” Modi said. “It’s your partner.”
“No, I’ve had partners,” said Keegan. “It’s nothing like this.”
“But it might be. Because it’s always learning to be. Here, look at this.” He swiped an app open on his Watchlet screen and showed it to Keegan, drawing closer to her. It showed TAMS’s network activity, accessing news coverage and documentaries about human behavior during past flood events.
“But that’s not really what a partner is. This just shows it doesn’t need me at all.”
“Not so fast,” said Modi. “You gave it the mission, right?”
“Yeah, I told it to build a wall. But I could have just stayed home and told it that.”
“Do you think you would have figured out the situation from afar? Or if TAMS just showed up here, without you, that it would have teamed up with the humans this way? I doubt it. It would make a mistake, maybe step on a toe or just annoy people by its very presence in a high-stress situation. Pretty soon, it would be kicked over on its side in the muck, maybe a sandbag stacked on its head. You were both needed, just maybe not in the way we traditionally think.”
“So give the robot a mission and protect it from the bad guys? Not all that different from how I used ’em in the Corps.”
He stooped to pick up another bag and held it open for Keegan to fill. “It’s not that simple. What you did in the Marines as a wrangler was what’s known as the ‘centaur model,’ like the Greek myth of the guy whose body was blended with a horse.6 It still treated the robot as a tool, much like the feet of the horse just took the guy wherever he wanted. The next step is a ‘shepherd,’ a human guiding a robot as it learns its way around the world.”7
Keegan pounded at the dirt with another stab. “Yeah, I remember that chess master, the one who first got beat by an AI and then became a guru on how humans had to adjust to AI, came up with that concept.8 A big part of it was that while an AI could beat a chess master, the AI turned out to be unable to beat an ordinary player working with an AI.”
“And you just gave away that you know more about all this than you let on,” he said with a bemused look. “But I knew that already.”
“I contain multitudes.”9
“Well, then, Whitman, that’s what you gotta wrap your head around. You’re still trying to get the job done, but have to do so in ways well beyond the machine just being an extension of yourself. You said the question was ‘What are we really hoping to get out of all these machines?’ I say it’s beyond that. Where does that machine’s new ability, new intelligence, take us all to next? Not just for you and TAMS, but the future of our existence? What happens as we’re working, and living, more and more alongside something that thinks and acts in ways we no longer understand?” He wiped his brow again. “Switch?”
Keegan wordlessly passed him the makeshift shovel. She took a moment to watch TAMS at work, sloshing back and forth in the water. The barrier was now as high as its shoulders. She wondered if the machine would keep building until it could not reach the top. What would it do then? Move laterally to the lower parts of the wall? Or would it begin to build its own wall to stand on, so it could keep building higher and higher?
Modi caught Keegan’s gaze. “The paperclip problem,” he said.
“The what?”
“What you’re thinking of is called the ‘paperclip problem.’10 Imagine an intelligent machine is given the task to make paperclips. Now imagine it is also a learning machine, that gets more and more intelligent along the way, ever improving at its job of making paperclips. Sounds great . . . at first. You get more and more paperclips, cheaper and cheaper. Except, at some point, the machine gets so intelligent, so good at its task, eventually paperclips cover the Earth, then the whole universe. Even worse, it introduces another problem, that of control. If the machine’s mission is to make paperclips, what does it do about any people that stand in its way?”
“Will that be the case with TAMS?”
“I guess we’ll have to watch that wall to find out.”
BALLSTON NEIGHBORHOOD
Arlington, Virginia
Keegan woke to find herself on the bathroom floor, using a damp rainbow-striped beach towel as a makeshift pillow.
When they had finally arrived at the Washington Field Office later the night before, it had been chaos, just without the good vibes that had permeated the crowd at the Archives. In a bureaucracy, turf matters above all, even when organizing to help. So most of the tension among managers and all their subordinates had been about who goes where, with who in charge. Despite having just been doing the job on the streets outside, there was no established protocol for where she and TAMS fit into this matrix. So she had made the decision easier for them, typing up a quick mission report to explain the diversion to the Metro and National Archives as being by design and then declaring the need for “operational recovery and recharge,” for both of them. With no sign of Noritz to sign off, she had left for home, taking TAMS with her.
Surprisingly, the drive had gone quickly. They’d had to take the long way around the Beltway, but the roads were nearly clear, no one out driving their commute or running errands. In times of crisis, most just want to hunker down with family, something Keegan felt desperately herself.
Once she walked in the door, though, it was like a miniature version of downtown. There was a small pool of water coming out from the bathroom, as if the deluge outside had worked its way up into their apartment. Either Haley or Jared had turned the faucet off eventually, but the puddle had been left as a lower priority than playtime or turking away for more points.
She didn’t have the energy for another fight, so while they slept, she had stripped off her muddy clothes and ransacked the condo for whatever she could find to sop the water up. Clean towels. Dirty towels. Dish towels. Even Haley’s yellow duck towel with a frayed orange bill on its hood. TAMS probably could’ve helped, but this was her own mess to clean up. Once she’d gotten most of it up, she’d taken a rest against the bathroom wall, only to fall asleep as the day’s exertions and stress finally caught up.
Now, Keegan pulled herself up off the floor slowly and carefully, to be gentle on her back muscles that were stiff as hell. She then examined herself in the mirror. Her eyes were red and the skin on her forearms had faint purple splotches. She was afraid to ask TAMS the exact chemical makeup of the muddy water downtown, but she was pretty sure it was not spa grade. Her back throbbed, the sciatic nerve aching and shooting what felt like mild electric shocks down her leg. If the bags at the Archives hadn’t done it, sleeping at an awkward angle on the bathroom floor had.
“Haley?” she called out. There was no response, and she quickly saw why as she peeked out into the den.
Her little girl was sitting on the couch with the VR rig on, the oversized helmet making her neck disappear. Haley’s muffled laughter came from underneath the helmet, sounding like she was talking from underwater. Keegan could not make out what the girl was saying, just a stream of vowels broken up by gasps of airy laughter. TAMS sat with its legs folded under itself near a wall outlet, charging, observing.
She shivered at the sight and went back down the hallway to knock on Jared’s bedroom door. At no reply, she knocked again and then waited another ten seconds. Still no reply. When she opened the door, the bed was empty; he was nowhere to be seen. She checked her Watchlet—no message.
The fatigue of the past twenty-four hours seemed to get heavier as she sat down beside Haley on the couch.
Leaning in, she could also hear the person on the other side; it was Jared’s old guy Harlan, talking, echoing from the inside of the helmet too big for Haley’s head.
“. . . you just watched what was on the channel,” the man’s voice on the other side of the country said.
“Did you get to pick a show?” asked the little girl.
“No, no, not at all. If it was Looney Tunes, you watched Looney Tunes. Or waited until something else better came along.”
“What’s a Looney Tunes?”
Where was Jared? He could get fired for letting Haley on the gear. But at this point, that was the least of her issues. It was the not knowing. He could be sick. Passed out. OD’d. That was not something she was going to be able to deal with again. She had been deployed when her brother died in an Olympia Public Library bathroom, literally on the other side of the planet at the moment his heart stopped beating. But she had imagined it in great detail—cracking open the stall door, seeing the unnatural angle of his arms, the wet hair, one blue leather loafer off, revealing a dark green sock with a hole at the big toe. The kinds of details you never forgot because your own brain had invented them, embroidered them itself.
A gentle rap of her knuckles on the helmet caused Haley to lift it up just enough to peek out from under the brim. “Hi, Mommy. I’m talking to Daddy’s friend about cartoons. Did you watch a She-Ra when you were little?”
“No, that’s too far back for me as well,” Keegan replied.
At that moment, the front door swung open and Jared stepped through. He was wearing a sweatshirt and pajama bottoms, like he’d forgotten to change to go out. Haley’s preschool backpack was slung across his shoulders. The strange attire was contrasted by how he strode in, with a loose-limbed confidence Keegan had not seen in him for months. His smile froze, then shattered into pressed lips when he saw her.
“Haley, why don’t you show Harlan your animals?” she said. “I bet he’d love to meet your friends.”
As Haley ran off, the helmet’s weight almost toppling her over, Keegan turned back to Jared. “Where were you? And why is Haley talking to your lonely old guy?”
“I was out. And don’t call him that. He helps pay for all this.” As he said it, Jared noticed TAMS charging in the corner.
“What’s that thing doing back here?” he said, adjusting the small backpack on his shoulder.
“No, you don’t get to ask the questions. Haley’s not supposed to be doing your job. What the fuck is wrong with you? You can’t leave her alone. Ever.”
“Lara, just take a breath, OK? Enough. Haley’s fine. You should know that . . . Your toys are watching.”
So, he had figured it out.
“If you want to talk about it,” he said, “then we need to do it alone.” His precise diction betrayed that there was something more going on.
Keegan turned to the charging robot. “TAMS, go watch Haley in her room. Play her some Sesame Street songs, but close the door so we aren’t disturbed by it.”
“OK.” It stood and walked to the back bedroom. After it closed the door, a low hum of music filtered through. Its algorithms had decided on “People in Your Neighborhood.”
“OK, now, what the hell is going on?” Keegan asked. “Why did you leave Haley here to do your damn job? You’re a better father than that.” The last line was meant to sting.
Jared, though, ignored it, or even worse, didn’t notice it. He pulled off the yellow and pink kid’s backpack and tossed it to her. It was stuffed full. Lumpy.
“What’s this?”
“Open it,” he said, a proud, knowing smile on his face.
Somehow she knew it even before she unzipped the bag, so it was not as much a surprise as it should have been. Yet the sight of dollar bills literally spilling out of the bag onto the floor was still striking. Not just twenties and forties, but even hundreds and two-hundreds.
“Jesus. Are you a bank robber now?” she said, picking up a handful to examine it closer. Yep, they were real. She handed them to him.
“No, even better. It’s not stealing when it’s free,” Jared said, tucking the bills into her pocket with a flourish, as if he were tipping her. He reached into the bag and pulled out another fistful. “Somebody sent a flash across my turking feed that the ATMs are crashing all over the country, spewing out cash from some bug in the dispenser system. So I ran down as quick as I could. I got to the one across the street and the one over at the mall before anyone else showed up.” He laughed. “I guess it finally paid off that I’m online all the time.”
She stared back at him. “How much is in here?”
“I don’t know. Should we count it or weigh it?” A flash of a smile again, the charming, confident Jared whom she’d first fallen for. “I just took as much as I could carry. A few other people showed up too, so I got out of there before things got too crazy.”
She looked at the bedroom door, wondering if the music really was loud enough. “What were you”—stressing that they were not in on this together—“thinking? I’m a goddamn FBI agent. My husband cannot—cannot—even get caught crossing the street on a red light.”
“I didn’t do anything wrong,” he said, defensively. “The money just came out of the machine.1 I didn’t make it do that. It was just there to be picked up. Plus, it’s not digital but cash. There’s no transaction on our account, just dollars to spend on whatever we need.”
“No, it’s not,” she said. “Let me explain what happens next. The banks track the lost currency and log it into the system. Any transaction with those numbers on them gets blocked, automatically. You took a bunch of worthless paper. We might as well use them to wipe up the water you left running.”
“Bullshit,” Jared said, not wanting his victory taken away so easily.
“You have a law degree. From Yale,” she said. “And you still couldn’t figure this out? What’s happened to you?”
“What happened to me?” he hissed back. “What about you? You leave your family in the middle of an emergency to do what? Babysit for a machine? At least I’m trying to do something for us, for Haley, instead of training some machine to take my job.”
“Now you just sound like that asshole on the news, Jacobs.” She stood and walked toward the back hallway, but paused at the doorway and pointed at the dollar bills that had fallen on the carpet. “Pick those up before we come back out. I don’t want to have to explain to Haley what her father just did or how he’s become such a useless, jobless fuck-up.”
It was really that she didn’t want to have to explain it all to TAMS, but Jared deserved that twist of the knife.
As she marched down the hallway, each step radiated down her leg. But the pain was almost necessary, to put a physical marker to the emotions she was feeling. At Haley’s doorway, she stopped and tried to re-center herself as “The Alphabet Song” blared from the inside.
With a fake smile, she entered the room. Haley was singing along to the music coming out of TAMS, the helmet still on her head but the light indicator showing the feed was off. Either Haley had moved onto something more interesting or Harlan had realized that little kids were only good company in limited doses.
Keegan sat down next to the girl and carefully lifted the helmet off. Throwing it across the room would have been the most satisfying thing at that moment, but she knew they would just deduct it from Jared’s earnings. So she laid it at their feet.
Reaching over, she pulled Haley into a hug, rocking her back and forth in the same rhythm she had in that very first moment she’d held her at Georgetown Hospital. It took her back to when Haley was just a tiny living thing wrapped in a blanket, back before the changes between her and Jared had complicated what it meant to be a mother.
Haley somehow knew what she was supposed to say at these moments. “I love you, Mommy. And Daddy loves you too.”
“I know, honey,” Keegan said. “I know.”
As she held the little girl, the previous song ended and a new one came on. It was still Sesame Street, but TAMS had decided that the appropriate track now was the song “Sad.”2
When rotten things happen,
it’s OK to be sad.
But the music behind the all-too-timely lyrics was incongruous, the joke being that the doleful words were set to a lively doo-wop beat from the 1950s. The machine could read a room well enough to match a song’s lyrics to emotional data, but matching it to musical tone was evidently beyond its capacity.
Keegan smiled at the thought of TAMS’s advanced neural networks battling to the death over a song choice and still getting it wrong. Then Haley looked up and smiled back at her mom.
And that’s when Keegan wondered if maybe the machine actually had understood just what was needed at that moment.
MOSAIC DISTRICT
Merrifield, Virginia
Keegan’s Watchlet vibrated, but she ignored it, manually driving the FBI SUV around a mud-covered lime-green sedan going half the speed limit. Its driver was hunched over the steering wheel, likely the first time in years they had taken over the wheel. In the wake of everything that had happened, it seemed that many people were too jumpy to trust autodrive. The irony was that more people driving themselves would likely cause more deaths.
The traffic inched along just past the Merrifield Mosaic District complex, one of those planned suburban developments faked to look like a throwback city square, which had then been thrown forward by automation.3 A massive VR playpen had replaced the movie theater a few years ago. She’d taken Haley there once on a rainy day; you could explore the inside of the Pyramids or run screaming from what looked to them like a T. rex dinosaur.4
Her Watchlet pulsed again, this time with an unusual syncopated rhythm that felt like the device was shorting out. Someone had somehow reset the notification. Shaw.
She put the vehicle on auto so she wouldn’t viz and drive. Donning her vizglasses, she blinked open the message. It was a call, no visuals.
“Agent Keegan, I’m interested in your latest observations on TAMS.”
Taking a deep breath, she considered all the ways she could respond. “TAMS is learning quickly. Connectivity is an issue, to be expected. As you may have seen, no problems with water immersion or ingress.” She fired off a question back at him before he could consider the response. “What caused the flood?”
“That is good. As for the flood, the . . . authorities . . .” He paused, as if to show what he thought of them. “Are investigating.”
Keegan figured that meant Shaw knew more, but wasn’t sharing yet. “How about you? Were you able to ride out the waters?” she asked.
“I did not have a problem of too much water, but rather not enough.”
At that, Shaw sent a video of a vineyard. Lines of withered vines were arrayed down a west-facing slope, judging by the rising sun in the background. It seemed as if the grapes were writhing in the light, but she squinted and could see that the movement was from hundreds of ag-bots, their shells made from discarded corks, working away on the field.
“The drought in Sonoma demanded my attention instead.”
The nation’s capital floods, maybe also sinking the president, whom he’s treating like a sock puppet, and yet Shaw’s fucking around with grapes? “And so what now?”
“In situations like this, our commission is taking a pause. It is, of course, a greater priority in the overall well-being of the nation, but the president has judged the politics of the moment necessitate otherwise. The incident in Washington . . .”
Keegan’s teeth gritted at that description of countless lives lost.
“. . . if anything, makes it more urgent. Are you familiar with John Gardner?”
She wasn’t but began to initiate a search on the name, starting to punch the name into the Watchlet.
“There is no need,” Shaw said, as if watching her type. Maybe he was. “Gardner is one of those people who created our world but is little remembered by it.5 He engineered what were called the ‘Great Society’ reforms back in the 1960s. The program changed everything in America, from guaranteeing voting rights for the groups that were then minorities to establishing a government role in medical and retirement assistance, to even creating the public broadcasting networks that gave your child Sesame Street.”
Was that a guess? Or a message?
“In a time of similar turmoil,” Shaw continued, “when the nation seemed ready to fall apart, Gardner simply reimagined the situation: ‘What we have before us are some breathtaking opportunities disguised as insoluble problems.’6 Now we must simply do the same.”
It’s easy to say that when you’re not living in the muck, thought Keegan. But then again, she was self-aware enough to contemplate that maybe that was exactly what was necessary to get the right perspective on the problem.
“And that is where you and TAMS come in.”
“How?”
“During disaster, people can lose that indefinable but real force of faith. They need to believe that their future is going to be better and, having experienced the worst, that they have not lost control. Rather, they can shape what is to come. A reset, of sorts.”
And, of course, you know just what everyone else needs.
“While I was not directly engaged with the flood response, your and TAMS’s actions during it have become significant to this greater project. Besides increasing attention on your work among White House and Justice Department officials, the cloud activity has been notable. The unexpected combination of this calamity and your actions have made TAMS a potential icon. The machine is definitively trending, with symbology analysis finding interpretations at a pivot point between themes of fear and those of human-machine partnership and, ironically, human compassion.”
“It’s proving its usefulness,” Keegan said, trying to dodge the whole matter of people putting their emotions and beliefs onto machines. It was bad enough for a single person to do it, let alone an entire nation.
“This goes beyond any single machine’s utility. Like it or not, you are now the steward of not just TAMS’s training but a larger change for us all. I cannot overstate how crucial your work has become.”
Keegan thought about Noritz’s comment about the magnifying glass. Now it was more like being a bug under it on the sunniest of days.
“As such,” Shaw continued, “my offer of aid stands. In exchange . . .”
And there it is, thought Keegan, the other part of the deal.
“I remain highly interested in how TAMS develops, and your relationship with it, Agent Keegan. I hope you will share any insights you gain along the way.”
Keegan knew that phrasing it as a “hope” was artifice, wrapping in politeness a command that was expected to be followed.
“Sure,” she replied. “And if you learn anything that could be of use about the flood, I hope you’ll let me know.”
She wasn’t a gajillionaire, but she wasn’t going to just roll over for one.
FBI SATELLITE FACILITY
Reston, Virginia
“Hail, hail to the hero of the day,” Noritz said, making a quick bow in front of her cubicle.
Keegan looked at TAMS, which was recharging beside her cubicle, and then back to her boss.
“Which one of us do you mean?” she asked.
“Does it matter? You’re the FBI’s new super-team . . . which means we need to talk,” Noritz said, indicating there was something more to be discussed without the bot listening.
She could have instructed TAMS to turn itself off, but anyone who had grown up during the first generation of home-assistant AIs knew not to trust any recording device even when powered down.7
“TAMS, I could really use a drink of water. Go get me a cup of water . . . in an orange mug.” This was something else that Modi didn’t get about the idea of a machine as partner. Even the most junior agent would balk at being sent off on an obvious snipe hunt.
“OK,” TAMS said, and went down the hallway.
“Cruel, but effective,” observed Noritz. “Think it will find it?”
“Eventually. There’s gotta be one somewhere in the facility. If not, it’ll probably 3-D print one. What’s up?”
Noritz slid a chair over from an empty cubicle, setting it up to face her. “How are things going?” he asked. This was the Noritz that Keegan liked working for. She could see him back in the day, two state troopers pulled up alongside one another, their cars facing in the opposite direction, shooting the shit.
There were a lot of ways to answer his question. Too many. Which meant she didn’t share them.
“Fine.”
“You handling TAMS?”
“Yeah, it’s under control.”
My family, well, that’s another matter, she thought. The agent-spouse-parent “identity triangle dilemma,” they had called it in the briefing last year. Noritz had been surprisingly cool during that session, sharing with the office how he felt like he was letting down his kids as a father every time he worked a late evening. But she wasn’t going to unload that on him either. For all that had changed in the Bureau, she still felt pressure in front of a male boss to only show her work side, to demonstrate those other identities weren’t holding her back.8
“Good to hear that. I know I was hard on you before, but it was for a reason. If things change, I need to know,” he said. “ ’Cause things are about to get far more challenging for us.”
“Yeah?” said Keegan, noting how Noritz used the word “us,” not “you.”
“People are seeing what we’re doing with TAMS,” he explained. “They’ve decided they want more. In case you hadn’t noticed, there’s not much good news in this town right now.”
“ ‘People?’ Who?” she asked. “Like ‘people’ in the Bureau or ‘people’ elsewhere?”
Or maybe even a “person,” she thought.
“That’s above your pay grade,” he said. “Let me worry about that.” He was trying to get some of his power back. It was understandable enough. First the deputy director had ignored him, and then he wasn’t invited to the White House meeting. “What you need to worry about,” he continued, “is casework. Bad guys. Arrests.”
“Sir?”
“No more filling sandbags for you and the bot, though that played perfectly. You’re back on the real job . . . with your robot and its mug.”
“I’m not sure it’s ready for an active investigation. You said this is like being under a microscope. Won’t that get us a lot more attention?”
“We’re past that point now,” Noritz said. “It’s been decided the Bureau needs a win, anything, and you’re going to be the one to do it.” He said it in a way that made it clear that arguing the point was not worth her time.
“So who’s the lucky criminal TAMS is going to get to pop its legal cherry on?” Keegan asked, knowing the language would piss him off.
Noritz sighed and rolled his eyes. “Ignoring your evident attempts to dodge this with an assignment to sensitivity training, it is the proverbial good news–bad news case. The good news is that it’s the first case that you and TAMS ever had, so your colorful language is not necessary.”
“Piss boy from Union Station?” she asked.
“That’s how you clean up your language?” Noritz asked. “Yes, the Reppley case. So you’re already familiar with the particulars. There’s only one problem.”
“He wet himself again?”
“Of a sort,” Noritz replied. “He got shanked.”
“Don’t look at me.”
“I know that. You only tried to rip his finger off. Somebody got the word out that he was Sons of Aleppo.”
“He wasn’t.”
“Either way, it wasn’t appreciated and he bled out in the shower.”
“So we investigating his murder?”
“No, Richmond Field Office has it. It has, however, been noticed that you and TAMS were the ones to extract the one lead. You’re being tasked to pull that thread further.”
“The relative? The one that may have gotten a payout via the gaming site?”
“Yes. A certain Michael Harris Simpkins.”
“Where is he?”
“If we knew that, he’d be in a Dizz-Diff already. You’re to find him.”
“I assume I don’t need to ask which one of us you meant by the ‘you’ in ‘You need to find him’?”
“You learn fast.”
FBI DOMESTIC SPECIAL DETENTION FACILITY
Reston, Virginia
It oinked and shook its body with a tremor that started at its rubber spring-mounted curlicue tail and ran all the way to eyes that rolled back and closed in what looked like ecstasy. Designed to look like a cartoon pig wearing a wooden barrel, the eight-wheeled delivery bot was from the sandwich shop that had remained open in the mall complex, kept in business by nearby federal workers. The bots were supposed to be cute, but Keegan found them grotesque, especially how, for large orders, they would travel nose-to-tail on the sidewalk.
“Oink, oink. I have a delivery for Lara Keegan,” said the robot.
They were three hours into the search for Simpkins and it was not going well. The quick pull of data by TAMS in the interrogation room had made it all look too easy to the watching crowd of FBI leaders. TAMS’s search algorithms instantly scooped up the easy stuff, but now it was all dead ends. Simpkins was a ghost—no criminal history, no registered place of work or residence, and no social media presence to glean for clues. The only data they could pull was a digital spending trail, funneled only through virtualized accounts, run by offshore holding companies that were not responding to warrant requests. For instance, Simpkins had an online gambling account, but he could have been making bets from anywhere in the world. Keegan then played a hunch that maybe he wouldn’t be able to resist doing it in person. Pulling betting records and facial recognition databases from physical casinos, which had been among the first to track their customers, though, revealed nothing.9
All the network and system outages that had followed the flood in Washington didn’t help. Experts had warned about the physical fragility of the federal and commercial database systems, but doing something about it was a different matter. Now, it was as if somebody had dropped a massive rock in the middle of the pond, and the ripples kept radiating out again and again, knocking different networks offline.
Keegan pulled off her viz and glared at the delivery pig bot. “I didn’t order anything.”
“Oink, oink. I have a delivery for Lara Keegan,” it repeated. Between the set messaging system and the wheels instead of legs, it was pretty low-grade tech, even for a sandwich shop. But the older systems were actually what allowed it to be cleared for use in the federal building. Low autonomy, limited sensors, and a weekly pastrami payoff to the security office greased any counterintelligence concerns.
“I said I didn’t order anything,” she repeated. “Get out of here.” She gave the pig bot a gentle kick under its chin. Hopefully that would help it get the message—or at least reboot.
“Oink, oink. I have a delivery for Lara Keegan.”
She looked over at the door and then down the hallway, to see if somebody was messing with her. No one.
“TAMS, track the order of this. Find out who sent the delivery.”
“I did,” TAMS immediately replied. “Your posture and respiratory rate indicated lower blood sugar levels.”
She looked at the pig bot and then to the orange mug on her desk. “Fuck me.”
Hooking back into the on-site network in the office had meant a whole new set of updates had uploaded onto TAMS. Apparently one of the other TAMS program testers had set their machine for predictive food runs. All she could hope was that his machine (and she was certain it was a he who had trained their TAMS this way) would start randomly wandering off in search of orange mugs.
“New rule: don’t order food for me without asking,” she commanded.
“OK.”
The discussion of food did make her notice just how hungry she was, the thought of it instantly opening what felt like a cavern in her stomach.
Swiping open her pay app, she tapped her Watchlet on the pig’s snout. It squealed in delight and the faux-wooden barrel split open.
“So, what’d you decide to get me?” she asked TAMS, reaching into the barrel to pull out the delivery pack. The pig bot oinked its glee at a successful delivery and then spun on its axis and left.
“A Reuben sandwich, jalapeño-flavored taro chips, and a can of root beer,” the robot answered.
She salivated at the mere mention of the sandwich and wondered if TAMS had detected that response. “How’d you come up with that?”
“While it is not ideal, according to your current weight and body-mass index . . .”
Great, now she was being body-shamed by a robot.
“. . . the order matches observed preferences for food type, but avoids repeating a past meal.”
So TAMS had seen her eat a sausage with chili and therefore concluded her preference structure was messy pork products of midwestern origin. Keegan unwrapped the sandwich and took a massive bite, savoring the corned beef, Swiss cheese, sauerkraut, and Russian dressing mixing together in a perfect fusion of tang, spice, and grease. Thank God it didn’t see me order a salad, she thought.
“So, what’s on the menu for tomorrow?” she asked, taking another bite. “Let me guess. Pulled pork barbecue? Pastrami?”
“Tomorrow, it would not be an advisable choice to eat meat due to ongoing activities at the US Department of Agriculture Food Safety and Inspection Service.”
With a full mouth, she mumbled, “What?”
“The US Department of Agriculture Food Safety and Inspection Service network has reported a series of malfunctions at animal protein processing facilities in both the eastern and the Midwest region.10 A briefing for the press by the secretary of agriculture has been announced for 9 a.m. Eastern Standard Time tomorrow. This matches past episodes of salmonella and/or E. coli that resulted in the suspension of sales of animal protein products.”
Keegan’s chewing slowed, and she put the sandwich down. “Fuck,” she muttered and pulled out a napkin to spit out the half-chewed bite she’d taken. Giving the robot a glare, she tore open the bag of chips, and chewed, hoping the jalapeño flavoring had some kind of medicinal power.
“OK, let’s get back to work before you try to poison me further,” she said. As she mused on the problem with at least some part of her brain refueled, she thought about how they could attack the problem from different angles. They were trying to pull at threads when maybe the design of the quilt of data would reveal something they had missed.
She tasked TAMS to create a series of data visualizations. As they built, she stood and walked around the cubicle, as much to change her perspective as to stretch her back.
An image cloud built across her vizglasses of the people Simpkins might know or seek shelter with. While their person of interest didn’t have any active online profile, TAMS could populate the cloud with a network drawn from their known contact points. It showed his family members and former schoolmates, only up to tenth grade, of course, she noted. Nothing jumped there. There were crosses and connections between them as would be expected, but nothing stuck out. Then TAMS built a network map visualization of Simpkins’s monetary transaction history, envisioned as a ray of different colored lines connecting to various accounts, pulsing with each activity over the last year. They then compared his financial pattern to the network of profiles and their individual accounts and payments, each a similar ray of colored lines, looking for any connection points.
Nothing. She stretched to touch her toes, more in frustration than the need to relieve the tension in her lower back. Even viewed upside down, Simpkins’s activity had the same pattern. But there were no crosses, no payments going back and forth between him and the people in the network they were able to track. And that’s when it hit her—it shouldn’t have the same pattern. It was abnormal that his activity was so normal.
“TAMS, generate a list of his regular transactions. I want to look over them.”
The word cloud dissipated and the screen populated with rows of accounts that Simpkins regularly paid into. Without being asked, TAMS color-coded them in the ways it understood would help a human process the data. The breakdown had different colors for frequency—the weekly payments shaded in blue and the monthly payments in yellow, while one-time payments got a splash of orange. Nothing was in red, as the system knew that human brains couldn’t help but focus on that color.
Still nothing. There was no signal in the noise that either machine or human brain could detect.11
TAMS recategorized them by activity clusters, a new set of colors shading every payment on “entertainment,” like the gambling site that had first caught their eye—distinguishing it from the payments to other categories like “utilities.” That was what jumped out when Keegan read it. Making regular payments to the power company was quite the responsible thing to do for someone potentially wrapped up in a terrorism case.
“Pull out the payments to Southern Energy Exchange.” The moment she said it out loud, she smiled, thinking back to the little jokes they too used to bury in unit expense reports.
“Cancel that,” Keegan commanded. “Bring up anyone else who has made a payment to the Southern Energy Exchange. Then geolocate any who are males between the ages eighteen and seventy years old.” She thought about it for a second. “No, you know what, make it between eighteen and eighty-five years old. There’re still some dirty old dudes at that age.”
She took a long pull of root beer and sat back down as the screen transformed into a map flickering with red dots, popping up one after another. And on the edge of the Anacostia River, there was a pulsing cluster of them.
“OK, TAMS, time for you to learn something new.”
ANACOSTIA RIVER WATERFRONT
Washington, DC
The congestion on the roads into Washington was back to its old levels. With the floodgates restored and the river returned to its normal level, it was as if the traffic on the roads was trying to forget that whatever had gone wrong had run its course.
During the half-hour drive, Keegan kept thinking of calling Jared, but stopped herself again and again. Instead, she switched on the view from her bots in the apartment. He’d left them up, she guessed both to serve as visual evidence that he could be trusted and a reminder that they had no trust between them. The screen showed Haley drawing at the kitchen table with crayons, while Jared wore his rig, back at work. It was all so normal, as if here too nothing had happened outside their home. But it was an illusion. She also noticed he had the backpack on the couch next to him, ensuring that she saw he was keeping the cash.
Keegan cut the feed as they approached the river and took manual control of the SUV. She wasn’t confident enough in the machine’s mapping updates to let it drive itself anywhere near the river with all the recent changes. The coordinates of the pulsing red dot put it just beyond the now long-gone RFK Stadium, which edged the Anacostia Riverwalk Trail. It was conveniently located not too far from the Capitol and a parking lot used by everyone from commuters for the Metro to the employees of a nearby cluster of government buildings to anyone out to jog along the river.
She parked the car and they headed on foot to the location of the dot, a small floating pier hidden from view by the crook of the river at the end of the uninhabited Kingman Island.
The pier looked unaffected by the recent disaster; the opposing flow of the Anacostia River had pushed back any of the floodtide coming up from the Potomac. At the pier’s end was a building with no windows. In front of it was a weatherproof canopy that blurred when Keegan’s vizglasses looked at it. So they had put up sensor-defeat materials to ensure no one image-captured who was coming or going.
On the building’s roof was an elevated steel platform, larger than standard drone landing pads, more like the helicopter landing pads attached to an offshore oil rig.
Keegan tapped her Watchlet against a black half-sphere in front of the building, and after it confirmed her bank account could afford the potential charges, a door wide enough for three people hissed open. Inside, the room was bathed in a hazy blue light, black leather couches set against each of the walls. There was no way that she was going to sit on those. A small set of lockers stood in the middle, each with a digital thumbprint-lock. It was unstated you left your vizglasses here. Reluctantly, Keegan also put in her pistol, knowing she’d not get in with it anyway.
At the back wall a stairwell headed up to the roof landing pad. Above the steps, a dozen long black hooded cloaks hung on pegs. Opaque gray face masks, whose distorted features appeared to move depending on the angle you looked at them, hung atop the cloaks.
“Look, this is about to get weird,” she said to TAMS. “So I don’t want any activity here to be incorporated into your human-interface protocols.” She shuddered to think of the updates it would push out to all the other units in the system.
“OK,” TAMS said.
A turbine’s whine announced their ride’s approach. Keegan climbed halfway up the steps, stopped, and pulled down a cloak and mask and put them on TAMS.
“There. You almost look like you belong.”
As they exited to the landing pad, what looked like a plane crossed with a boat glided across the river toward them, flying maybe 10 feet above the water.12 The craft stopped to hover 6 inches off the pad and they boarded into an empty seating area. It re-elevated and they headed down the Anacostia River. Keegan looked out the window at the recovery work going on in the distance of downtown Washington. It was all coordinated by the US military’s AI disaster assistance protocol, originally designed to guide troops on humanitarian climate-change disaster-response missions in the Pacific, never envisioned for use just across from the Pentagon itself.13 Emergency vehicles flashed blue and red beneath a Christmas-colored constellation of drones forming and reforming like a school of fish. Nearby, airborne floodlights illuminated house-sized orange automated snowplows that pushed walls of mud aside to make way for a wave of street cleaners. The scene possessed a certain beauty that she thought Modi would appreciate, the purposeful fusion of people and machines.
The shuttle turned as the Anacostia emptied into the Potomac and picked up even more speed. They flew past Alexandria, the Old Town district still a bloody red from the floodwaters, and then past Mount Vernon, perched up on a hill high enough the waters didn’t reach. George Washington had always thought ahead when it came to real estate.
Where the Potomac widened toward the entrance of Chesapeake Bay, the reddish blood of its waters began to take on a more brownish-blue hue, brightened here and there by the green bursts of algae blooms. The next few months would be like chemical warfare in the Bay, thought Keegan, with the new urban detritus battling the older rural runoff.
As the shuttle slowed, Keegan focused on a speck floating just past Point Lookout. As it grew larger, it appeared to be more building than boat, an octagon three stories high and the size of a warehouse. Its light-absorbing paint made it look like a hazy void. Yet it still had navigation lights, making the camouflage seem a bit bizarre. Then again, Keegan thought, the whole premise of the place was an indulgence in contradictions.
The ferry pulsed its engines to climb upward and gently landed on the roof. She turned to give TAMS one last instruction. “The rule here is ‘Don’t touch.’ That means anything. Or anyone. They really hate that.”
“OK.”
She couldn’t tell if it was aware or unaware of what she meant. As she stepped down onto the landing platform, her feet tingled with the pulse of music coming from below. Her ears felt slightly clogged, like the weather was about to do something wild. She flexed her jaw as she walked toward a covered walkway, at the end of which was a burly man in a zippered red leather trench coat and oversized black tactical viz goggles. The coat bulged noticeably, but without her vizglasses TAMS could not discreetly alert her to what kind of weapon he had.
“Reservation?” the bouncer asked, running a wand up and down her to check for weapons.
“Spur of the moment thing, you know how it is,” said Keegan. “With all this shit going down in the city, who knows what tomorrow brings. You get hit out here?”
The bouncer nodded and laughed. “Yeah, we were rocking back and forth for a few minutes . . . shoulda charged extra.” He started to scan TAMS and the metal detector immediately lit up. “What’s going on?” There was no menace in his voice. Just curiosity.
“Three’s the magic number,” Keegan said. She looked at TAMS and drew the cloak’s hood back to show the robot’s face. It stared back, its blank visage taking on whatever meaning the bouncer took from it.
“Whatever floats your boat is the motto here,” the bouncer said to Keegan. He nodded, and whoever was reading his gesture from behind the door, human or machine, released the lock and the door opened with a burst of thumping music from the darkness beyond. “Welcome to Control Room.”
As human and machine went through the door, the music became clearer. She didn’t need to ask TAMS what it was. It was old, the kind that Keegan’s mom sometimes listened to on road trips. They’d leave just before bedtime, so the kids could sleep in the car, while she drove through the night, listening to the soundtrack of her youth to stay awake. Nine Inch Nails was the band that scared Keegan the most, more than once making her reach out to hold her sleeping brother’s hand in the back seat. The lyrics spoke of beauty but were set to a jarring mix of piano, electronic beats, and wailing.
She shines in a world full of ugliness.
She matters when everything is meaningless. 14
Descending a metal circular stairwell, Keegan felt the same need. She grasped the railings, both to keep from stumbling in the dark and to mentally hold on to something real.
The stairs emptied into a wide-open room, lit with pink strobes. In the corner by the stairs, a metal cage hung suspended from what looked like a frayed rope. Inside, a young woman was trying to dance to the beat of the music. She wore nothing but bright blue rubber Wellington boots, the kind that people wore around muddy farms—or now the streets of DC. Maybe it was some kind of joke, or trying to turn the recent devastation into sex. She looked little more than eighteen. Maybe she was, or maybe she had just had the work done to look that age; Keegan wasn’t sure about any of it. But she was confident that whatever identification the club had for her would attest to that age, whether it was true or not.
Yet, for all her gyrations, the attention of the crowd was on a large circular stage in the middle of the room, where two dancers, human and machine, held their focus. The human dancer was loose-limbed and tall, maybe 6 feet, but she moved with a gymnast’s precision. She wore a translucent skinsuit that sparkled with dots of electric light that blinked and brightened with her movements. It gave the feel of watching sexualized energy itself. It was almost lessened when invisible seams in the suit began to give way with each gyration, first discarding a sleeve, then a panel covering her lower back. Underneath the lights was a tattoo that rippled with colors, orange and red flames and some kind of text that Keegan couldn’t make out from a distance.
For all the woman’s grace, the crowd was more transfixed on the other dancer. A humanoid design robot descended the stage’s central pole upside down, hand over hand, with its legs perpendicular to her body. Its body, Keegan reminded herself. It was one of the most realistic she’d ever seen, designed to replicate the human form with the kind of expensive fidelity that came from the gray-market fabricators in the Emirates. But its movements were entirely inhuman. The machine pivoted entirely around its shoulders to land on its feet, an unnatural articulation that drew a collective intake of breath from the crowd.
The two dancers entwined, an embrace that made Keegan cringe slightly, a mix of disgust at what that poor woman had to do in front of this crowd and fear about what might happen if the robot malfunctioned just slightly. The two began to caress each other, as if the audience were not even there, knowing that their indifference made it all the more entrancing to the crowd.
Keegan had had enough and turned away to scan the room. Like a cliché, it was almost all men. Even without vizglasses, she recognized a few faces. Dressed like he’d just come from a neighborhood barbecue was a senator from Kentucky, while a few tables over were three Washington Capital hockey players, but in suits and ties, as if they’d just come from a charity banquet. Just behind them stood a clean-shaven man in a black turtleneck. Keegan recognized him from her military days, but she couldn’t remember which unit the three-star general now commanded.
For some customers the performance was not enough. In a roped-off corner veiled by a fine chain-mail curtain that billowed like fog, three robotic dancers gyrated astride customers squirming in deep, red leather couches. As the curtain parted to allow a man to stagger out, Keegan caught a better glimpse of one of the dancers. Clad in glossy black carbon-fiber skin, it had a lifelike face mask that recreated a Grammy-winning country music star with long blonde hair. The other machine was all flesh and wreathed in tattoos all the way up to its neck.15 It looked like one of the most popular viz feed influencers. But as it spun slowly for its customer, Keegan saw the machine had two faces beneath the spiky brown hair, frosted pink at the tips. Even at a distance Keegan could see the twisted expression of pain on one side, while the other smiled deeply, it eyes rolled back. Agony or Ecstasy.
Nausea welled up in Keegan’s gut, and she gently nudged TAMS in the other direction. This was not what she had come to see.
“Anything catch your eye?” a female voice said from behind.
Keegan turned, unsure if it would be human or robot. It was a girl, early twenties, perfect skin, pale as moonlight with enormous eyes, set deep like a cat’s. Keegan tried to keep her focus on those eyes, glowing greenish blue with bioluminescent contacts, rather than tracking down to the red leather knee-high platform boots. The girl was likely ogled all day; that was the last thing she needed. Then Keegan realized, at a place like this, maybe she wasn’t noticed much at all.
“You just want to enjoy the show tonight? Or maybe you two are looking for some company?”
“How much?”
“Depends. I’m Rose, by the way. You and me can have some fun, twenty minutes, for four hundred dollars. An hour is eight hundred. But looking at your friend here, maybe you want it in on the action? That’s double.”
Keegan nodded but bit the inside of her lower lip, as if thinking it over, running the numbers in her head. She then looked around the room, appearing to weigh the options. Another of the robot dancers in the VIP area stood up and began to walk through the crowd, evidently programmed to drum up business. This one was done up in the sexualized business suit of a news anchorwoman whose viewers’ Cambridge scores registered as reacting most to traditional values.16 Its realism somehow made it seem more artificial, like a robot version of a human fembot.
“What are my other options?” Keegan asked.
“Machine-on-machine is an hour minimum. A thousand dollars. That’s the rules, I don’t make them.”
The human girl, Rose, then noticed the fembots starting to finish their dance, and the rhythm of her voice changed, picking up the pace as she tried to close the deal. “Maybe we start out easy, just you and I, and your friend can watch if you want. Then if you like it, we go up a level.”
She’s worried about losing work to a machine. Even here.
“Maybe we just talk for a minute. All I want to do is ask you some questions.”
“You’re not one of the Holy Rollers are you? Jailbreak me to find Jesus? You can go fuck yourself. Better yet, go fuck your tin can.”
Keegan put her hands up. “No, nothing like that. I’m just looking for someone.”
An upturned palm was Rose’s response. “It’ll cost you . . . Even if you’re a cop.”
Smart girl. Keegan pulled one of Jared’s $200 bills from her pocket and placed it in the girl’s hand. It felt like robbing the girl in a way, but there was no way in hell Noritz would reimburse her for a payoff here.
“Much better,” Rose said, tucking it into a pocket lining the inside of her bustier. “Ask me anything you want.”
“Anything?” Keegan asked.
“Look around. You think I’m going to be offended?” Rose laughed.
“Why’s it cost more for the bots than the humans?”
“Look at ’em. Tech like that don’t come cheap. Plus they break. A lot. Maybe you can figure out why. By comparison, the humans? Well, we come cheap,” she said with a dark laugh that clearly masked something more, “because we show up here already broken.”
“Sorry,” said Keegan.
“No need to feel sorry. It is what it is. Even at less than the bots, it pays better than being a store greeter, just getting by until the government decides to kick in some of that basic income money they keep talking about.” Her tone consciously changed, trying to get back to the transaction. “Sure you’re a cop? You know . . .” she said, squeezing the back of Keegan’s neck. Her nails dug into the skin and chills shot through her body. Keegan hoped TAMS was too consumed by everything else that was going on around it to notice. “. . . you can book the Smash Room with me. It’s not cheap. A hundred dollars for two minutes,” she said.
Keegan recoiled, and Rose smiled.
“That’s not what the Smash Room is for, honey. It’s for it . . . your bot.”
Keegan’s eyes darted to TAMS to see whether it was reacting.
“We can tie it up; I’ve got titanium cuffs, surplus Chinese special forces. Holds any machine down, even if you program it to try. Then do what you want. Diamond saws, concrete hammers. You name it. Whatever gets you off. Or it can play too. We got everything from old Roombas to ones more for human tastes.” She nodded over at the fembot, now stroking the hair of the senator, who had been interviewed by the human version of the woman just the weekend before. “Even one of those.”
“Something for everybody here,” Keegan said.
“Come on, like you haven’t thought about it?”
Keegan looked away.
“Oh shit, you have,” Rose said.
“It’s not like that,” Keegan said.
“That’s what everybody says at first.” And then Rose leaned in. “Go on, tell me.”
“Maybe some other time. I really am looking for someone. Need to find a regular by the name of Simpkins.”
Another upturned palm. “You wasted your question then. Five hundred dollars more.”
“Guys in here are getting a lot more than a name for that tonight,” said Keegan.
“Don’t be an asshole,” Rose said. “You can have whatever you want; told you that already.”
Keegan pulled out a wad of bills from her pocket. “Then I want something more than a question answered. You help me find Simpkins, and this is all yours.”
Rose’s eyes narrowed as she tried to count the stack of bills in Keegan’s hand. “Simpkins in trouble?”
“Just gotta find him.” Keegan jerked her thumb at TAMS. “Delivery for him. Has he been around here recently?”
Rose reached across and snatched away the wad of bills.
“If you count downstairs as ‘around here,’” the girl said with a triumphant smile. She leaned in close again and whispered in Keegan’s ear. “Oh, and I know this cash is supposed to be shit. But we got a Russian here who can get us sixty cents on the dollar. Over there, cash is still king. So screw you, and what you tried to pull.” She then straightened herself and patted the rectangular lump poking out of the side of her bra. “In either case, a deal is a deal. I’ll take you down to him.”
But before they headed down the stairs, the girl took TAMS by the hand, looking into its eyes with what seemed like real concern. “Welcome to the business, bot. Just remember this one rule and you’ll be fine: we all get fucked.”
CONTROL ROOM CLUB
Chesapeake Bay
“You sure you haven’t been here before?” Rose asked Keegan as they descended into the club’s lowest level. “You got that look on your face.”
The damp air reeked of hot plastic, stale sweat, and burning ozone. It was an all-too-familiar smell from the weeks they had spent waiting offshore on the USS Arlington, just before it all went to hell.
“No. Just a long day,” said Keegan, taking in another deep breath.
The corridor was bathed in red light, and none of the club’s music filtered through. The ceiling had to be soundproof, and this bottom level was below the waterline, adding a claustrophobic feel. Then came the sound of a rubber-coated mallet whacking steel. Wheezing gasps for air followed. Keegan looked over at TAMS to see if it was reacting. Nothing. Good. She didn’t need it running into one of the chambers unordered, like it had done to check on Haley.
As they walked farther down the wide corridor, the red light faded. TAMS turned on a navigation light, but Keegan hissed to turn it off and the space was left in near darkness. The only light came from the porthole-like observation windows that were the only view into each of the chambers.
Unable to fight her curiosity, Keegan snatched a glance as they passed by. Inside was a spare white room, a bed in the middle. A man in his fifties, bald, with thick black glasses, lay back naked on a purple crescent-shaped pillow. In the corner sat a robot about half his size, matte blue with rainbow-colored bands and a white lace bra, holding an old hardback book. Its frayed blue cover had a picture of a bespectacled boy with a tiny scar on his forehead.
The robot read out loud in the voice of a young woman with a British accent, “I mean, it’s sort of exciting, isn’t it, breaking the rules?”17
“What the . . . ?” Keegan said. “They pay for that?”
“You have no idea,” said Rose. “Simpkins is at the back.” She pointed to the end of the hallway. “You’re on your own from here. He’s been on a mean streak this week.”
And with that she was gone. Keegan turned to watch her walk purposefully away, back into the red light of the corridor’s far end.
They walked to the end and Keegan forced herself to look though the porthole. It was not as bad as she’d feared. A naked man and two women were writhing in a tangle of limbs, atop a silvery set of sheets.
“Let’s just get this over with quickly and quietly,” Keegan told TAMS. “You go in first. Just tap him on the shoulder, gently like.” She didn’t need some guy getting off on her bot.
“OK,” the robot said, and Keegan pressed the entry button.
The door opened silently, sliding on a track that disappeared into the wall. TAMS stepped through and, with exaggeratedly slow movement, walked up to Simpkins. The man remained oblivious to the door opening and the robot. TAMS reached out toward his left shoulder, just above where a tattoo began, a series of repeating diamond-shaped arrowheads that ran down his arm, stopping at his wrist. TAMS’s metal finger tapped the point of one diamond three rows down. Keegan wondered what mathematical equation had led it to choose that one point versus any other?
When Keegan pulled her attention to the entirety of the scene, she regretted sending the bot in first. What had looked through the porthole like a ménage à trois was actually something that made her grip the doorframe in anger.
“Fuck off. I didn’t order you,” the man said, looking back at TAMS, while still intently thrusting into one of the two identical light-skinned sex bots. “Come back later.” One hand propped him up on the bed, while his other clutched a robot’s unattached arm. The second robot lay face down, curled over its knees but with its arms reversed. Its head was lolling to the side, only wires connecting to the torso, and a ragged, torn edge to the rubber skin where its neck had been. Yet the robot’s hands still gently caressed the breasts of the supine bot that had Simpkins’s attention.
“TAMS, non-lethal weapons authorization,” Keegan ordered. “Tase him. Now.”
“OK.”
Keegan turned away, so that she did not have to see what a burst of electrical charge was going to do to all this. At the sound of the sizzling flesh, she turned back around.
Simpkins lay crumpled forward, sprawling atop the two bots. At his cessation of movement, they had also stopped moving.
The stillness was unsettling. It was like a switch had flipped. The room felt tight and the air thin. Keegan entered the room and coughed, trying not to breathe in the funk of sex. Not wanting to touch anything, she used her foot to push Simpkins to the floor, not minding the thump as his head hit. She pulled the sheet off the bed and covered the two bots.
“We need to dress him. Can you do that?” Keegan asked TAMS.
TAMS did not move, looking neither at Keegan nor Simpkins. Then it spoke. “I am unable to perform that operation without assistance.”
It was too complex a task for one person or machine, at least without hurting the man further.
“Fine,” Keegan said. “We’ll do it together.”
Damn machine can predict crime all by itself, but this is what it needs me for.
As TAMS held the limp body up, she tugged the man’s clothes back on. The machine could touch this creep’s flesh; it didn’t mind. They were almost done when the clothes were suddenly flung into the air.
Keegan leapt backward, letting go of Simpkins.
On the bed, the two robots had begun to disentangle themselves from each other. They lay separated by no more than an arm’s length, their torsos facing as one lifted up the missing leg of the other and reinstalled it, followed by reattaching the head, the tear line fitting back together snugly by design. The process of reassembly and reset continued as a gentle ritual, like it was part of an ancient ceremony performed for thousands of years.
“Working as an FBI bot doesn’t seem that bad now, I bet,” said Keegan to TAMS.
Five minutes later, Keegan stalked down the hallway with TAMS behind her. The bot had Simpkins in a fireman’s carry, the unconscious man’s limbs occasionally dragging on the floor. At the bottom of the stairs, Keegan stopped and faced TAMS. “If he wakes, tase him again.”
“OK.”
At the top of the stairs, Rose waited for them. She leaned against the wall, one leg straight and the other bent at the knee, leather-booted foot pressed against the wall. “Your friend like his surprise?”
“A bit too much,” Keegan said. “Time to go home.”
“You sure about that?”
FBI SATELLITE FACILITY
Reston, Virginia
It was a different interrogation room from before. The harsh smell of lemon from a recent cleaning blended with lingering scents of cinnamon from when the space had been a candle store years back.
The lights were on. Bright. Keegan had to squint, but thought it suited the situation perfectly. No skulking in the dark for this one anymore.
Simpkins, his wrists shackled to the table, looked from TAMS to her, and then back at the robot.
“Not a chance, asshole,” Keegan said.
Simpkins frowned. Then he dipped his head to wipe his brow on the dark blue sleeves of his shirt. At that, he smiled at the realization of how he’d gotten back into his clothes. “Too bad I missed dress-up time,” Simpkins said. “But I’m still not talking.”
“Sure,” said Keegan. “TAMS, come over to where I can see you. You’re freaking me out over there.”
The robot sat down smoothly and laid its hands on the table across from Simpkins’s shackled wrists.
“Easy there,” said Keegan, as if warning the robot. “It doesn’t seem to like what it saw today, Simpkins.”
She suspected that, at just the mere suggestion of it, Simpkins would read TAMS’s blank face as if filled with menace.
“Agent Keegan,” said Dr. Modi’s voice in her earpiece, “I’m recording this interrogation.”
He was watching from his office, viewing the room through TAMS’s cameras.
“You want out of here?” Keegan asked Simpkins. “There’s one way and it’s the easy way. We just talk. All the other ways don’t end well.” She tilted her head at TAMS and its blank face somehow looked even more threatening.
Simpkins shook his manacled hands forward, trying to strike out at TAMS, straining so hard that the metal of the cuffs peeled back the sleeves of his shirt and caught on the meat of his tattooed forearms.
TAMS stared back without expression or action.
“This one isn’t programmed for that stuff,” Keegan said.
“Agent Keegan, can you hold his wrists out for me to see?” Modi said in her ear again.
More joysticking from afar. Next time she did an interrogation, she’d have to bring her own jammer in to get anything done.
Keegan stood, walked over to Simpkins, and slammed his wrists down on the table. She then looked into TAMS’s face. “See, he’s fine.”
“That’s what I thought,” Modi said in her ear. “Can you show me both sides?”
“He’s fine. See,” she said, twisting Simpkins’s wrists with a slight tug to show TAMS both sides. “Not a single scratch.”
“I see that,” Modi said. “The design is what matters. See how the checkerboard is made up of diamond shapes? Those are Othala runes, the marker for the National Freedom Front.”18
The red, white, and blue Nazis. And, just like they always did, hiding their brand in plain sight.
Keegan let go of Simpkins’s wrists and walked back to her seat. “Those are pretty extensive tats,” she said. She then uncuffed her shirt sleeve to reveal her tattoo. “How long did it take? Mine took an hour.”
Simpkins smiled. “Nine hours.”
“Damnnnnn. Must have hurt like a bitch. My arm didn’t stop throbbing for a week.”
“It’s supposed to hurt,” he said with a tone of pride. “There’s pain in progress.”
Wonderful, she thought, another hatemonger from the dark web, who imagined himself some kind of intellectual.19
“So what’s with the design? This was a pretty obvious choice,” she said, pointing out each of the parts. “Eagle, globe, anchor . . . Only a United States Marine can wear it.”
“You’ll learn it soon enough. Ours is for those who have seen the truth. Patriots around the world wear it,” said Simpkins. “Our legions are everywhere.”
“I’m betting on that.” She turned to TAMS. “TAMS, see how many other tattoos like that you can find in the cloud.” She stood to leave the room.
The machine may not have not been able to pull out the underlying meaning of the artistic design, but once given an image to hunt for, it could do search and pattern matching of a kind beyond Simpkins’s understanding. Before Keegan had even made her way through the hallway, hundreds of open-source images were flashing across her vizglasses. Photos of a family beach vacation, father, mother, and two daughters, all having matching ankle-band tattoos of the design; the dating profile of an overweight, elderly man, wearing a shirt pin with a neo-Nazi logo on it, as he posed in front of a cherry red sports car; the department newsletter sharing images from the police department’s charity softball tournament, an off-duty SWAT team smiling for the camera as they flexed biceps marked with the tattoo.
An accompanying map began to geolocate the images off the photos’ metadata. One by one, dots appeared all over the country, but the highest concentration by far was just outside Washington, DC, a short enough drive from Simpkins’s favorite club.
BALLSTON NEIGHBORHOOD
Arlington, Virginia
It was two hours before sunrise when she got back to the condo, so she took her shoes off at the door. It was not just her trying to avoid waking Jared, but also because she had no idea what substances were now on their soles. Slipping in quietly, she found Jared sleeping on the couch, Haley lying beside him under a tangle of blankets, propped up on a pair of pillows with giraffes on them. Given that Keegan had just been to a robot sex club, she couldn’t complain about his parenting tactics.
The fridge displayed eggs and bread inside, but she stopped short of opening the door. As hungry as she was, it was too early to start banging pans. She knew there were protein bars in the cupboard, so she grabbed one, cringing at the slight sound of the wrapper crinkling as she tore it open. As she took a bite, the chocolate and peanut-butter flavor melted in her mouth, leaving just the slight chalky aftertaste that insect protein supplements always had.
“You’re here,” Jared murmured from the couch.
“For a little while,” Keegan said.
“OK,” he said. “Haley’s sleeping. Don’t wake her.”
“I can see. Water, power been good? Cloud OK?”
He murmured yes. “How about you?”
“Yeah, I’m good,” she said. She was far from it, but she didn’t have it in her this morning to have another battle.
“You’re being safe?” he asked. It was real worry. He could read her better than anyone and knew something was off, the legacy from what she’d seen the night before. For all the distance, the love they had shared was still there—indeed, it was sleeping right beside him on the couch. Neither of them wanted to contemplate what it would be like to live somewhere without her, even just for a week at a time. Jared also knew too much about her own past to contemplate a life without him.
“I just need a shower and a change of clothes, then I’ll head out.”
Jared nodded his head in agreement, no attempt to stop her, and then curled back into a ball. He probably thought it was best she didn’t cross paths with Haley. Maybe he was right.
In the guest bathroom, she waited for the water to heat up while finishing the protein bar. As she sat on the fake white marble vanity top, she looked over at the wicker and glass storage basket where she kept her personal hygiene products. Even that basket had some emotional baggage. Keegan wasn’t opposed to it. If anything, it was pretty nice. But, like everything, picking it out with Jared had turned into an exhausting series of decisions, him picking out eight different options and then wanting to talk through which of the online reviews they should trust more. That was a before problem, when such petty squabbles were a luxury of the fully employed.
She stood and went over to the basket, pulling out the foldable screen tablet.20 She kept it wedged behind one of the boxes she knew Jared would never look in. Men were strange, but predictable that way. The tablet was a disposable model she had bought three months back. Buying it had felt like an act of betrayal, but separating your accounts and devices was one of the things that all the guides recommended when you crossed over to this stage in a relationship.
The shower ran, steaming up the small bathroom. She inhaled the damp air and scrolled through messages. Notices from her bank account, advertisements from online dating sites that had somehow figured out her looming change of status, and various messages from friends and family she’d have to answer at some point. She set the tablet down on the sink’s edge and got undressed. Wiping the condensation away from the middle of the mirror with her hand, she looked at herself, a bit fearful of what she’d see. A failure as a wife? As a mother?
The woman who looked back had bloodshot eyes, the skin around them slightly swollen, so it looked like she was squinting. Running her hands through her hair, Keegan exhaled to try and shake off the slightly queasy feeling from that toxic mix of emotions and the hangover of adrenaline.
She moved to get in the shower, eager for the reset that the hot water would provide, but stopped short as the tablet flashed the next wave of downloaded messages. One caught her attention, the picture of its sender sending a shiver up her spine. Of all the times for him to reach out.
So there I was sitting in traffic, minding my own business, and the viz feed pops a clip of you as an FBI superhero with a robot sidekick. Of all the jobs for you to end up in! But you always were smart as hell. I guess that also means it’s all good now for me too . . . I can’t tell you what a relief that is. Hit me back at this account and we can set a time to catch up. Lots to talk about, S
Note: I saw you busted those guys at a chili dog restaurant. Some things never change ☺
Just like that, after over fifteen years? With the warrant out for them after the riot at the student center, a quick decision had been made in the basement laundry room of her dorm. There should be no further contact among the group, so there would be no way for the police to connect the dots. There hadn’t even been time for that clichéd one last kiss with him. She hadn’t even gone to graduation, getting the degree in her first mail call at Parris Island.
And yet there his message was as if all that had been set aside. Didn’t he get that her being a federal agent wasn’t a sign that they were in the clear, but the very opposite? At the same time, she was curious where he had ended up, what he had become. In her mind, he was still that curly-haired kid with a dimple on his left cheek from the dorm next door, who she had first talked to in a political science study group. Snippets of dances, student marches, and dorm-room hookups played in her memory. Did he have a wife? Kids? With a single reply, she could find all that out, maybe even answer the once seemingly unanswerable question of the road not taken.
Keegan looked back at the woman in the mirror, to see if she could help in some way. The face that looked back warned her that answering him would risk much more than her marriage.
She cleaned the condensation from the screen and deleted the message. It didn’t seem enough, so she wiped the tablet’s memory. Once that was done, she filled the sink with water and dropped the tablet in, it making a slight sizzle as the water seeped into the battery. Then she wrapped the dripping tablet in a towel and stepped on it repeatedly, until the screen broke and the motherboard cracked.
Inside, though, she knew none of it would be enough to undo the damage.
FBI HOSTAGE RESCUE TEAM OPERATIONS CENTER
Quantico, Virginia
“Here you’ll see landing zone Broadway. FBI V-290 Valor, call sign TALON 22, will put an eight-person HRT element here,” said Noah.
Watching Noah stand inside the cavernous hangar at Quantico, Keegan felt the familiar pre-mission anticipation build. She tried to dial the excitement back with a deep breath, but it didn’t work.
Noah wove his hands through the air in front of him, using force-sensor gesture gloves to conjure up the paths the agents would follow toward their target.1
“We’ll be staging here.” He pointed, and geographic markers appeared on the large 3-D projection in the air in front of the force. The display showed gently rolling land that gained elevation as it ran up to the edge of Shenandoah National Park. The briefing continued for a few more minutes, covering the particulars of the target, an “American Solidarity Enclave” located in the western part of Greene County, Virginia.
ASEs had started to pop up around the country a decade back as a merger of real estate development and hate. The ASEs sold themselves as a place for “true patriots” to live and work together like the early white settlers once had. Purpose-built communities of farm-style homes, where you could know and trust your neighbors, mixed with high-tech on-site manufacturing and “Pure Code” software development. It was a classic play-for-profit using the powerful forces of nostalgia, fear, and division, selling ideas and products to one group of Americans on the basis of them being more American than another. Building on that proven model, the Pure Code movement pushed branded algorithms and apps written by “real Americans,” whose racial identity had been certified by genomic testing. Of course, like so much of the shtick, it was bullshit. Most of the programming work was actually outsourced to digital sweatshops in India and Peru.
The gentrification of the rural landscape was also designed around a blend of oversized homes with easily defendable tracts of land against any and all outside threats. For a generation fed doomsday scenarios of everything from Mexican gangs to zombies, having your own secure and self-sufficient enclave seemed like a real need.
The intelligence gathered on this particular ASE showed ninety-six people with National Freedom Front markers, including twenty-three minors. Combined with facial recognition catches of Simpkins making gas station stops on his regular visits to Control Room, it’d been enough to get a search warrant for the site.
“This one’s going to be a tough nut, though. There’s only one road in and we have indicators local law enforcement may be compromised by this particular ASE.”
Images of local press coverage showed the settlement’s history. Led by a former congressional staffer from California named Gregory Heath, the first families affiliated with the National Freedom Front had arrived over the last few years with steady regularity, peeling away from their old lives inside the Beltway to establish an existence they described as a “system reboot of real America.” Any local resistance to the group had ended after the incumbent mayor of the closest town had ended up shot dead in a ditch after Heath contested the election. A later newsclip showed the new county sheriff, another recent arrival appointed by Heath, lamenting that the shooting remained unsolved.
“So we have to assume all ground movements will be monitored. The follow-on force will stage out of the Blue Ridge School about 15 klicks south.2 They’ll mask as a delivery vehicle,” he said, a picture of a large six-wheeled autonomous UPS truck that the Bureau’s Hostage Rescue Team often used as a covert command post popping up on the screen. “It’s a boarding school for boys, so they’ll be used to some traffic there, delivering care packages and such for the rich kids.”
Noah pulled up a 3-D map with their staging area and the routes the FBI force would take from there.
“And then just as everyone in the enclave is waking up to have their coffee and apple pie fritters or whatever the fuck racist fuckers eat for breakfast—”
At that, an enormous agent in the back of the room shouted out, “Tell us what you really think, Reddy!”
“My brief, Keg . . . ,” he said to quiet the agent. “Agent Keegan and her, um, partner will show up at their front door to serve the warrant, brought there safe and sound through the hard work and dedication of the FBI’s most elite unit.” At that, the assembled crowd made the obligatory military-style “Oorah” cheer.
“Agent Keegan, do you have anything more for us? An inspirational message?” Typical Noah, trying to put her on the spot.
She blinked out of the displays on her vizglasses and stood to face the group of body-armor-wearing HRT operators and support staff. “My plan is just let the FBI’s most elite unit”—another Oorah from the crowd—“do its thing, and stay out of your way,” said Keegan.
After the briefing ended, Noah came up to Keegan as she snapped the magazine in and out of her Next Generation Squad Weapon, checking to ensure it didn’t catch, as had plagued the first batches of the gun.3 She’d carried a version of the NGSW in the Marines, which made the “Next Generation” in the name a bit absurd. But at least they’d finally replaced the old M16 variants Marines had carried for some seventy-five years.
“Hey, boot,” Noah said. “You still remember how to use it?”
“Like riding a bike, just with a polymer-cased 6.8-millimeter round.”
But Noah didn’t laugh. “Be careful out there with your back. Exo’s will mess that shit up for you, and I don’t have the free time to visit you in the hospital every week again.”
“All set,” said Keegan, tapping the magazine onto her gray helmet.4 Then she pulled out a plastic-wrapped square of paper, folded over on itself. The warrant was printed out: shockproof, waterproof, and un-hackable. “Our most important weapon.”
“Pretty sure they won’t be happy to see us.” As Noah said it, he absentmindedly tightened the chest fasteners on his body armor that secured it to the exoskeleton. It was a tell that he was nervous too.
“Don’t expect so,” said Keegan. “When was anybody happy to see you and me at their door?”
“Bit different this time. Less danger, more firepower,” said Noah, flexing his arm in the exoskeleton toward the waiting tilt-rotor aircraft. He took a long look at TAMS. “The question is, is your bot ready for this? There’re a lot of HRT applicants who were hot shit in the Kill House, but turned out to be just shit when it came to actually doing the job. I assume it’s the same for machines.”
“It’s done OK so far,” said Keegan, feeling somehow obligated to defend TAMS. It was her machine as far as anybody in the hangar was concerned.
“It going in armed?” Noah asked.
“Benelli shotgun with Taser rounds,” she said.5 Then, after waiting a beat, “It likes shocking Nazis.”
He looked back at her quizzically, not sure if she was putting him on.
“How about your team?” she asked. “Anything else I need to know?”
“Just the basics today; you and that thing are enough of a novelty. We don’t need any more risk.”
She knew Noah trusted her, but she was an outsider to his team and therefore a liability. And the machine she’d brought into their element only magnified an unknown quantity.
Another HRT operator called for Noah’s attention, so he left her. Mostly to keep busy, Keegan tried to find who had feeds of the insect-sized reconnaissance bots the FBI usually deployed ahead of the assault.
She went over to the HRT agent that Noah had called Keg. Six foot five and 250 pounds, he had the football player build that Hollywood imagined of special operators, rather than the reality, which was most of them looking like cross-country runners. Add in the extra inches of lift from his exosuit’s boots, and he towered over Keegan.6
He needed that size, as he carried one of the new .50-caliber M109 sniper rifles that fired hypersonic bullets. It gave them twice the speed and range as regular rounds, but the longer, heavier barrel also meant twice the weight and the need to change out the barrel after every engagement.7 Only the most elite units could afford them, and only their biggest members could handle them.
“Keg?” Keegan asked. She wondered about the nickname’s origin. Was it a reference to his burly size, some legendary drinking escapade, or maybe just some secret handshake acronym among the team’s operators? She didn’t want to give the satisfaction of asking, though. No matter how integrated these units had become, they still had too many vestiges of back when they’d been a boys’ club.
“Yo,” he said, caught in the midst of spitting into a black plastic bottle he’d mounted on the latch-point of his body armor.
These guys and their dip. It never changes.
“I mean, ‘How can I assist you?’” as if parroting an order Noah had given in a talk to the unit before Keegan’s arrival.
“I can’t find any feeds from the recon bots,” Keegan said.
Keg shook his head, an audible sound as the big man’s armor and exosuit strained. “ ’Cause there ain’t any. They sent in a set with cover as EPA sniffers. We got about four minutes of coverage, but then they just powered down. I can push you what we have, but all we got were images of sticks and leaves.”
“Damn,” she said.
“Not my call,” said Keg, seeing the look that crossed her face. “We still got the overhead feed from the Iris drone.”
“I’m just looking for something more.”
“Aren’t we all, sister,” said Keg. He had a kind, gap-toothed smile beneath a nose that looked like it had been broken once a year.
So, all they had was the aerial sensor data from a disposable Iris glider loitering 7,000 feet overhead. It could have been a faulty battery set that cut the insect bot feeds, but Keegan’s mind quickly went to a more malicious cause. Most likely a Zapper, one of the networked countermeasures systems that used the drones’ wireless charging capability to rapidly drain their onboard batteries, rather than top them up. A lot of the anti-government compounds, and plenty of inner-city drug dealers, bought them off Alibaba as easily as they did new shoes.
“Yeah, my spidey senses are reading it as well,” Keg said. “Either way, you and your midget machine are running with me now, so you’ll be fine.”
“Got it,” Keegan said. “Can I ask you another question?”
“Fire away. You’re the reason we get to go out today on a real mission instead of more video game training, so ask what you want.”
“You actually going fit in the Valor with all that shit on?”
“Sometimes we have to leave any deadweight behind if it gets tight,” Keg said. “Usually that’s your boy, Noah. This time, though, I’m sizing up how much you and your bot weigh.”
“You know never to ask that of a lady, especially not one with a robot that carries a shotgun,” Keegan replied.
Keg tipped the rifle in salute. Being able to joke at a time like this was one of the little tests that mattered.
After the team loaded into the Valor, they lifted off into the night sky under total darkness, not using the usual navigation lights. The “squirt” rapid departure helped reduce the chance that plane spotters would be able to capture the flight and report it onto the open-source flight trackers.8
Keegan tried to close her eyes and nap, but it was impossible to sleep aboard the Valor. She hated tilt-rotor aircraft; knew too many horror stories about them. To make matters worse, she was wedged in tighter than even they’d been in the old Ospreys. On one side was the massive Keg, his exosuit secured to the floor and bulkhead by the crew chief—no lap belt was strong enough for the weight. On her other side was TAMS. That normally would have given her more space, but the petite robot was bulked out with a protective armor kit that added a layer of ceramic plating over its chest.
The Valor’s flight path took it north toward the city, another precaution to avoid tipping off their target. The plan was to then fly west along the Potomac and dip back southwest. It added time, but gave Keegan an aerial view of the flooded areas of Washington. The Georgetown waterfront, where she and Jared had first started to run together in that transition period from dating to relationship, was still dark—no power. But the mud- and water-logged streets glinted in the lights of construction equipment and the hundreds of drones assisting in the relief efforts. While the city hadn’t been ready for the fast-moving flood, cleaning up after severe weather events was something that the government was prepared for, as every major metropolitan area along the eastern seaboard had to deal with them more and more in recent years.9
“Look at all that mud,” said Noah, sitting directly across from her. “Bet they have it cleaned up in a week.”
“Just thinking the same thing,” said Keegan. The air cooled as the Valor gained altitude, lifting them above the recent spike in heat that had followed the flood.
“Saw you guys pitching in during all the mess, rescuing kittens from trees and even the Declaration of Independence.”
“Anything to avoid going to the office,” said Keegan.
“Typical of your lazy ass. And don’t think I didn’t notice your buddy there did all the work . . . as usual,” Noah said, nodding at TAMS.
Keegan gave him the finger and watched out the window as the Valor climbed away from DC. As the tilt-rotor crossed over into Arlington, she could make out their high-rise. She gave it a little wave, thinking of Haley and how cool she would think it was that Mommy had flown by in one of the tilt-rotor planes they sometimes saw through the window. Better she didn’t know, though, considering the risks that went with it.
Keg reached across with his exo-shrouded arm and tapped Noah’s knee. “One of your pistol mag covers is popped open.” He pointed at the magazine secured next to the pistol on Noah’s chest plate. “You dive for cover, you’re going to get dirt and shit in there.”
Noah gave a thumbs-up and firmly restrapped the Velcro tab down.
Keg shook his head disapprovingly. “Thomson used to do that. Said it saved him time on the reload,” he said, laughing. “What a moron.”
“You’re just pissed because he shot you in the Atlanta raid,” Noah said.
“He was going to shoot somebody eventually, better it was me.”
“Where’d it catch you again?”
“Right in the plate, between the shoulders. Not even a scratch under the ceramic.”
“Didn’t hurt, that what you trying to say?”
“Of course it hurt, but I wasn’t going to let him know.”
Listening in to their back-and-forth, Keegan watched them with envy. She missed that camaraderie and knew it was something she would never have with a partner like TAMS. Sure, she could train it to speak with something like humor or even to be profane, but it would not commit the kinds of gaffes and screwups that deepened friendships in a way that nothing else could.
The tilt-rotor gained altitude, moving above the personal flier traffic of the super-commuters heading home late. Able to see more and more of the geography, Keegan watched the distinct neighborhoods morph into vinelike entanglements of red and white lights encircling pools of black.
She switched on her full-color night vision. The lightless black zones became vibrant projections of color on her lens, revealing the nighttime activity now taking place in abandoned retail and housing developments at the border line of the exurbs. This palette was the picture of modern agriculture, corn stalks nearly as tall as the empty two-story homes in whose lawns they now grew, as hundreds of mantislike compostable ag-bots moved between them, tending the crops.10
“What’s that down there, TAMS?” as she marked a rectangular 20-acre stretch of land, all trace of human buildings cleared away.
“The designated area is an apple orchard operated by MG Farms, a limited liability corporation registered in Delaware,” TAMS said. Keegan zoomed the view in on the lines of trees, and moving between them were a half dozen Ocado bots, mechanized limbs alternately thrashing and delicately grabbing fruit through the night.11 She wondered if that was it? Was that what drove Shaw, not a sense of “responsibility,” but its dark twin, some kind of guilt buried deep beneath that placid exterior, that the real crop his family’s farm had shared with the world was scenes like this?
“Bet they’re not listening to any country songs,” said Noah, who had hooked on to the same feed.
“Used to be when you wanted to get people to vote for you it was to scream about some immigrant coming to pick fruit for pennies,” said Keegan. “Now, from farm to table, it’s the bots that do it.”12
“Wonder how many Americans down there would sign up to do that work now? I bet more than a few,” Noah said.
“Bullshit,” said Keegan. “They’d just complain about someone taking their jobs, even if it’s jobs they don’t want to do.”
The Valor dropped in a steep dive, engine surging as the aircraft picked up speed. Keegan braced herself and fought the anxiety that made her want to throw up. To focus on something else, she shifted to the external feed from the Valor’s own situational-awareness suite. The aircraft’s wider-angle view of the landscape just showed more dark zones. Starry motes of light in the night vision were the only sign of human life. It made her think of Shaw and the changes he’d mentioned that had taken place in rural America over just a single lifetime.13 Small town after small town emptied not just of people, but of hope. The Valor flew over closed-up farms, stores, and gas stations that were the only monuments to a way of life made obsolete. The most depressing was an abandoned school’s high school football stadium. For all that she hated the way those places were treated as temples to first kisses and life-changing quarterback passes, the sight of it was jolting. If they’d forsaken even that, what was left?
A moment later, a particularly violent lurch of the Valor caused her to lose her grasp on the NGSW rifle. Keg reached out with an exosuit-shrouded arm and caught the weapon, while he spit dip into his black bottle. Coral-like perforated carbon supports wrapped his limb. The weapon was strapped to her, so there was no chance of her losing it completely, but it was still embarrassing.
Keg handed the weapon back to Keegan. “I was sketched out about your bot, but now I’m more worried about you. Try not to shoot any holes in the floor.” As if to keep her from making a quip back, he quickly flipped down his protective face mask, concealing the last sign that there was indeed a person underneath all that carbon and ceramic.
There may be a person under there, Keegan thought, but he’s already half-machine. The two surveillance appendages on his back could function like extra limbs and even hold weapons. She looked over at TAMS, sitting on her other side, entirely unhuman, but its fragility seeming more human by far. And what was she, other than caught in the middle?
AMERICAN SOLIDARITY ENCLAVE
Greene County, Virginia
The head-high rock formations jutted out of the hillside like broken bones. They afforded the approaching HRT group plenty of cover—but they did for any defenders as well. This sort of country had a fighting history, and she could feel it.
The Valor had dropped them off in a forest clearing, using a valley dipping through the hills to try to mask its approach. From there, they’d advanced on foot as silently as they could. The team’s dog-like, four-legged scout bot took point, stalking forward 100 meters ahead of them. Keegan tasked TAMS to follow in the rear. Even though its sensors were more advanced than those of the HRT bot, she knew they trusted their own gear more.
Keegan crouched at the base of one of the outcroppings and watched the low hills above for any sign of activity. Her eyes said there was nobody up there, and the Iris drone feed indicated the same thing. TAMS, though, pinged her there was intermittent short-distance radio-wave transmission activity in the area, the kind used in personal-area networks. It could be nothing—a hunter, a hiker, even a drone out surveying crops. And, yet, it could be something.
A glance back confirmed that TAMS remained out of sight, the robot’s presence behind a large rock marked on Keegan’s vizglasses.
Orders from Noah came next, and the team of eight HRT operators and Keegan slowly climbed up the ridge and over to a dip in the ground just below its crest. The agents crawled on their bellies to the depression, which they covered with a sensor-defeat material whose patterns refracted the colors around them. If the compound did have a guard detail running scans of the area, it would make it harder to find them. They pushed the scout bot ahead 50 meters more to set a perimeter.
If not for sitting in a hole covered by mesh netting, the setting would have been bucolic. They were at the edge of a vineyard, row after row of flowering vines and young grapes. On her right, Keg tapped Keegan on the shoulder and pointed to the east, where the sky had begun to fill with orange, red, and cream swirls just ahead of the sun’s rise. For all his bulk, he apparently had an artist’s appreciation of the moment. Then, he spat dip, this time onto the dirt.
Keegan looked over at Noah, to her left, who continued to study the Iris’s imagery of the compound.
Reaching up, Keegan snatched a grape off the vine and popped it in her mouth.
“I wouldn’t do that,” whispered Noah. “You don’t know what they put in those things . . . might turn you into a Nazi.”
“Yeah, I don’t think racism works that way,” Keegan whispered back. She waited a beat. “Pretty safe bet, though, it’s all white wine.”
“Good one.” He looked over at her. “You know, as messed up as it sounds, I’m glad we get to do this again, just shooting the shit, while waiting for it.” He held out a leather-gloved hand and they bumped fists.
They stayed silent for another minute, thinking back to the others they knew from those days who wouldn’t be able to watch a sunrise. “So why does anybody drink wine from Virginia anyway?” Noah said, breaking the silence.
“That’s old think,” said Keegan. “Some decent vineyards, though it depends on the vintages.”
“Vintages? Listen to you. What do you think they call this one?”
“Stormfront Cellars?”14
“Alt Reich Riesling?” said Noah.
“You two are really changing the way I think about Marines,” Keg said, interrupting them. “We got five more minutes if you want to place an online order for a case.”
They were silent for another minute that seemed to go by in a second. In that compression of time between the final moments of waiting and dangerous action, Keegan regularly found clarity. It was a precious feeling, that cross of melancholy and understanding what truly mattered. As the shadows lifted further and the sunrise began to paint the green hillside in orange and red light, she pulled one last image of Haley into her mind. Then one of Jared, which made her wonder if she’d done that out of habit, or something more.
“This really is beautiful land, though,” Noah said in a voice that revealed he was lost in the same state.
“It is. Doesn’t seem fair.” Keegan tapped the transmit button and said into her mouthpiece, “TAMS, just how did these fuckers afford a place like this?”
TAMS sent a frown emoji, indicating it was unable to answer Keegan, then a status pop-up that it was not using its network access in order to reduce their electronic signature. Then it sent another message, this one a warning, indicating that Keegan’s biodata pointed toward elevated levels of stress.
“No kidding,” Keegan said to herself.
“Time to go to work,” Noah said and waved them out of the hide site.
Keg went first, getting up from his prone position to a firing position, on his knees, scanning ahead with his scope. Seeing nothing, he moved slowly to the next row of the vineyard, weaving around the staked grapes.
Keegan looked over at Noah, who got to his feet with similar ease and moved to the row ahead of Keg, each footfall deliberate as a stalking lion. He looked over at Keegan and angled his head, indicating it was her turn. As she got into a low crouch, though, she caught a glimpse of bright green. No more than a fine brush stroke, it lined across Noah’s helmet and then dropped just below its brim.
“Contact!” Keegan shouted, instinctively dropping back down into the ditch. But by that point, the sniper’s round had gone through Noah’s goggles. His body snapped back from the bullet’s impact into the inside of his helmet.
“Unable to locate the shooter,” yelled Keg. He had also dropped prone, the exoskeleton suit automatically extending the stalk-like sensors on his back above the grapes.
Keegan slithered up to the top of the ditch. Her primary thought was to get to Noah, to throw up a pop-up ballistic shield to protect him, even though she knew he no longer needed it.
Another volley of shots ripped through the vineyard, splintering wood and kicking up dust beside her, forcing her back down. There was no telltale sound; the compound’s defenders were firing with silencers, a puzzling legal modification that made a weapon perfect for hunting people.
Keg stood up and fired off three thunderous shots. With no clear targets yet, it was mostly to try and suppress their fire.
Keegan’s eyes burned as a fleeting image of Noah’s son, who she’d last seen as a toddler, burst into her mind—and then of Noah and his husband dancing at their wedding. How the hell was Tomas going to raise a kid all alone?
A sudden impact drove Keegan’s shoulder into the dirt, driving out all other thoughts as she yelled out in pain. She instinctively rolled, moving her position to complicate the shooter’s targeting. As she did, she did a mental check: the pain was dull, like being hit with a sledgehammer, not the sharpness of a penetrating bullet. The body armor had held. But the fact that they’d hit her while in the ditch meant there was a second shooter, coming from a different angle from whoever killed Noah.
Keegan ground her teeth, hearing another agent’s garbled message in her earbud. Jamming. What a shit-show. She crawled forward with scurrying movements designed to throw off the shooter. As she did, another round squarely hit her protective shoulder plate. She flashed back to her range instructors and their careful explanation of windage, and how even a barely competent marksman wouldn’t make the same mistake twice.15
She felt her legs being yanked by the ankles, as she was dragged backward. She desperately tried to hold on to her weapon, knowing she’d need it whenever she could right herself. But as she bumped across the ground, soil filling her mouth, it slipped out of her grip.
A few seconds later, she came to a stop. Rolling onto her back, she groped for the automatic tactical knife clipped to the exoskeleton. It was a futile gesture. Even reaching for it, she knew that she wouldn’t be able to snap it out in time, but she wanted to go out fighting.
As her sight cleared, though, she saw TAMS’s blank face looking down at her. It was crouched over her body protectively. Over its shoulder, she saw a wooden shed a few feet away that stood in the line of sight of the shooter.
“We need the QRF and medevac. Direct them to our position,” said Keegan.
“It is not possible to transmit,” said TAMS. “Two small unmanned aerial systems are jamming communications.” As if confirming its report, a pair of quadcopters, one tailing the other, zipped overhead.
Even in the midst of the fight, part of Keegan’s brain marked a reminder later to instruct TAMS to call them “drones.” It was quicker than the formal name.
The report of Keg’s rifle echoed through the valley, and the squad of HRT operators began to advance out of the vineyard. Their confident movements reflected the agents’ extensive combat experience, most of them former special operations soldiers. But one by one they fell, disappearing between the rows of grapes as if they were slipping beneath waves.
“Where’s my weapon?” Keegan said, carefully pushing herself up.
TAMS sent a thumbs-up emoji and sprinted off. A few seconds later, it had Keegan’s NGSW in one hand and its shotgun in the other.
The drones buzzed by, circling the squad.
“TAMS, shoot down those drones with the shotgun,” Keegan said.16
“OK,” TAMS responded. The bot stood and raised the shotgun, the stock’s butt braced against its left shoulder, its right arm locked straight out to grasp the under-barrel foregrip. In firing position, the shotgun made the bot look even smaller. “Two autonomous aerial targets engaged,” it said, giving an unnecessary play-by-play, something else she marked to change if they got out of this intact.
Then TAMS’s torso spun on its axis, twisting left, then right, as it fired two shots. An incoming round smacked against the robot’s plate armor on its back, and TAMS’s feet shifted slightly to rebalance itself after the impact. Another two shots, and TAMS knelt back down.
“Targets destroyed.”
Keegan’s vizglasses flooded with an array of rapidly moving colored icons and representative data. It took her a moment to process it all. Blue flashing dots indicated four operators wounded and in need of medical assistance, while the dark blue dots surrounded by black boxes marked where their team members’ bodies lay in need of recovery. She had “situational awareness” to be sure, enough to tell her that everything had gone to shit.
What mattered, though, were the red dots.
“I mark fourteen active shooters, TAMS. Is that correct?” As she spoke, she began moving again at a low crawl, no longer as concerned about the snipers pinpointing her without the quadcopter spotters. Her target was a long barnlike building, which the pre-raid briefing indicated was a fortified server farm.
“There are eight adult males, four adult females, and two minors. All of them are equipped with automatic weapons and protective armor.”
“Even the kids?”
“The minors are equipped with AR-15 rifles, ballistic helmets, and vests.17 Their position is located adjacent to the main dining facility entrance.”
“These people,” said Keegan in disgust at someone who would teach kids not just to hate, but to kill for it. In the middle of a shootout, you were supposed to be totally focused in the moment, all extraneous thoughts purged. But that was never the case, she knew.
She crouched against the side of the server building. Her lens marked a suspected shooter in a three-story brick McMansion just beyond the row of grapes.
She rolled out of the cover position, spying a helmeted man in a dark green camouflage smock firing an AR-15 out of the open window on the second floor. He was spraying fire down at two of the injured HRT operators, one dragging the other past the red roses capping the ends of the vineyard rows. Just because you bought the gear of a soldier didn’t mean you knew how to use it. If he’d had any experience, he would have fired from inside the room, not so exposed. Keegan fired three times, the impact of the rounds spinning the man back and out of sight.
Keegan signaled for TAMS to join her and the bot sprinted toward her, drawing fire from multiple shooters. At that, Keg’s weapon boomed again. He’d also gotten the targeting data to his scope, so he could now fire back with more effect.
A message flashed and Keegan ground her teeth. A trio of the local sheriff’s department SUVs would be onsite in less than five minutes. But they were reinforcements for the wrong side. Based on communications TAMS received via the Iris drone, an appeal had gone out from the compound for help from local law enforcement, portraying their stand against the HRT as defending private property against rogue federal agents.18
Keegan designated the approaching vehicles as a threat and indicated the point at which she did not want them to cross. She marked this with a red X, which she dragged on the screen to the center of the narrow road that ran into the ASE compound, placing the target about 200 meters from the main entrance. The Valor crew confirmed the request instantaneously.
Never a subtle aircraft, the Valor thundered above as it raced over the compound. A hard bank left, then right, to evade ground fire. Then it pulled almost straight up with a strained whine. As it did, it released a beer-keg-shaped jet-black canister that broke in half midway through its climbing turn. Dozens of small spheres flew earthward. Moments later, a series of popcorn-like bursts rattled Keegan’s ears as the spheres detonated. Firing together, each one released a pink spray that immediately turned from mist to gel to something akin to a wall of bubble gum. The barrier, nearly as long as a football field, kept growing with an unsettling sound akin to Rice Krispies doused in milk. The sticky foam wasn’t just unpassable, but impossible to get off your clothing. It left coils of intestine-like material that activated the more you tried to scrape it. After the Nairobi embassy evacuation, Keegan and her unit had ended up just burning their uniforms in a pink-hued crackling fire.19
A quick check of her vizglasses showed the bulk of the HRT operators had regrouped in the shelter of the ASE’s barn. The distinctive sharp-sounding detonation of a hand grenade, then another, shook the server farm as the ASE members began to concentrate their attack on the massed HRT.
The main ASE meeting building, a single-story long house with a churchlike steeple, remained the objective. Another grenade detonated nearby. Unless the HRT operators could take down that hall, this would become a drawn-out fight that could last hours.
Another volley of gunfire lashed out at them, rippling the dirt around the robot. TAMS took multiple hits in the chest and back, the protective armor plates now bullet-scarred and cracked. The antennae running along the top of its head couldn’t be shielded, though, and one was split open and frayed. The robot was a bullet magnet.
“TAMS, I need you to go to the center of the main square, approximately 10 meters from the entrance to that long building, you got it?”
“OK.”
“When you get there, stop and stay there.”
“OK.”
It deserved better. Reaching into a pouch attached to the robot’s chest rig, she pulled out the 12-gauge shells and carefully reloaded the Benelli shotgun and passed it back. “You are authorized for self-defense measures,” said Keegan. “Now go.”
The machine dashed around the edge of the server building, and then stood still. Keegan heard the distinctive cowbell-like sound of rounds hitting the bot’s ceramic armor, a cacophony indicating the attention of the defenders was focused on destroying the bot.
As her vizglasses showed the red dots converging on the open area in upstairs windows and under porches, the blue dots of the HRT operators snaked in and out of the buildings to get to more advantageous positions. There was something about the robot that set the ASE defenders off—maybe it was just the fact that it wouldn’t go down.
The robot remained still as gunfire raked its armor. Occasionally, it fired its shotgun at the great hall’s tower, but the non-lethal Taser rounds were of no use.
Another round hit the machine, this one a pinging of metal on metal.
It was too much.
“TAMS, get out of there!” she screamed. “Take cover.”
As TAMS now ran, a trace of bullets following it, Keegan used the opportunity to sprint across open ground to a low building the tactical map said was a pump house. Her body slammed into its brick wall and she caught her breath. She told herself that calling off the bot was the right call, that making it a harder target would make it a more enticing one. She thought about what Noah would say after the mission, the shit he’d give her for treating a machine that way . . . then she remembered he wouldn’t say anything at all.
That was when she heard the pump house’s steel door roll up.
Shit. She took a step back and snugged the NGSW to her shoulder, keeping both eyes wide open. Hands shaking, she exhaled and forced a loose grip, ready to fire at any moment.
She saw the muzzle first, a boy stepping out from the doorway. The AR-15 had a stubby flash suppressor with some kind of writing on it; the boy couldn’t be more than twelve or thirteen judging by the first few hairs of a mustache. Orange-tinted motocross goggles covered his eyes. His tactical helmet was the same model as the one Keegan wore, and bobbled on his head.
Close behind him was a girl, eight or nine years old, armed with a compact pink AR-15 rifle and body armor covered in stickers of cartoon eagles. A long blonde ponytail coiled out from under the helmet and ran over her shoulder down to her waist.
The boy raised his weapon halfway then let it drop, unable to shoot. But the girl brought the rifle all the way to her shoulder and aimed at Keegan’s head.
Keegan froze. She couldn’t do it. Shouldn’t do it.
Keegan lowered her muzzle and said “I love you” under her breath, hoping that Haley, no matter what she was doing at that moment, would feel those last words.
The girl squinted her right eye, as if taking the measure of her target one last time before pulling the trigger.
Then came two blasts, and the children fell back into the dark of the pump house. Keegan pivoted to see TAMS behind her, its shotgun still in a firing position. In shock, she turned back and entered the building, her gun raised again.
The children lay on the floor, their arms out wide, as if they’d just leapt in a carefree summertime swan dive.
Keegan dry heaved and knelt beside their small bodies, feeling for a pulse. They were still alive—non-lethal rounds in the Benelli. Not designed for the body size of kids, which made it a damn close call.
“TAMS, what is the ETA on medevac?”
“Thirty seconds,” the machine replied.
Keegan knelt and brought up a map, as much to see what had changed in the situation in the compound as to focus on anything but the images of the two kids. She knew that if you thought about something like this too long you could get caught in a loop in a situation where you had to keep moving forward.
There were no more red circles on the main square. Four remained inside the long house, so Keegan moved, one step at a time, toward it. Movement in a second-floor window of a nearby house caught her attention. Using the laser designator on her NGSW, she dazzled the window to warn away whoever was there.
“TAMS, stay there and watch the square.”
Overhead, the Valor made a low pass as it prepared to land in the main square, kicking up twin tornados of dust. Just as Keegan was about to enter the building, TAMS stopped her with a message to her viz.
Significant subsurface activity beneath my position. It matches acoustic profile of tunneling. Construction plans indicate a Derler mobile safe room was installed 3 years ago in the house of Gregory Heath.
Derlers had started out as a showy, but useful, luxury for the elite vory in Russia. With enough C-4, anyone could blast into even the most armored safe room, making them not all that safe for dodging a rival oligarch. In turn, a tunnel was just another way into your dacha that had to be guarded. The Derler was like a subterranean submarine that created a new escape route whenever you needed it.
Keegan pushed the notice to the HRT operators and tasked TAMS with tracking the sound as best it could. The robot first walked out wide to three points and then, evidently detecting acoustic traces by its triangulation, began to follow a straight line exiting the compound.
From out of a cloud of dust, a green-and-yellow-wheeled backhoe loader appeared, driven by Keg. He had ditched the heavy exosuit, and his chilled-out pre-mission demeanor had been replaced by a wild-eyed look of anger. Another HRT operator rode alongside him on the farm equipment, weapon at the ready.
“Just tell me where,” Keg shouted.
“Start digging about 50 meters in front of the bot.”
When FBI and state law enforcement reinforcements arrived, it was a new kind of hurry up and wait. Every twelve seconds TAMS took one step forward marking the Derler’s progress through the soil, while the backhoe dug away at a perpendicular line. “This has got to be the slowest fucking getaway chase in history,” said Keg.
Eventually, the Derler had no choice but to try and cross the trench that Keg had excavated in front of it. As it emerged into view, it looked like one of the indestructible old Soyuz space capsules that were the original basis of its design.20 The primary modifications were a drill bit on its nose and four tank treads running along its sides, pushing dirt from the front to the back, leaving no tunnel behind it. Keg bashed at the capsule with the backhoe’s arm, but the hull was too thick to penetrate. Finally, he wedged the teeth of the arm’s digging bucket into one of the capsule’s treads. The other treads whirred, trying to pull away. Keg started to drag the backhoe in opposition, almost tipping it over, until the added weight of the construction vehicle’s grip overheated the Derler’s engine, and smoke poured out of it.
After a few seconds, the hatch on the side opened and an older man with a shaved head and muttonchops started to climb out. TAMS pushed a notice that facial recognition matched Gregory Heath. Sweat stained his black T-shirt around the neck and under the arms. His eyes were ringed by dark circles, their color a bruiselike purple that sharply contrasted with the pale white of his skin, but they matched the color of the interlaced tattoos wreathing his neck.
Keegan shouted down to him. “Get your hands up or we’re covering this hole back up.”
He glared and slowly held up his hands as he climbed out of the hole.
FBI agents carefully zip-tied his hands behind his back and quietly read him his rights. He muttered to himself and ground his teeth as they led him to the Valor. Then, Heath saw TAMS. A thin layer of dust covered the machine, which made the robot look sculpted out of sandstone.
“The devil’s tool!” Heath screamed, and then spit at it. The saliva hit TAMS in the faceplate, leaving a white trail in the dust as it dripped down.21
Keg pushed Heath down to his knees, and then tipped the cuffed man over on his side. “Shut the fuck up.”
Heath seemed to welcome it, screaming at the agents. “SLAVES, all of you!” His face was almost joyful in its rage, the certainty of somebody whose anger would now be known by even more. He knew that if he played his cards right, his movement could be the martyrs of this day, not the dead FBI agents.
Keegan ignored him, knowing that if she got any closer, it wouldn’t end well. Instead, she walked over to TAMS and used the back of her sleeve to wipe most of Heath’s spit off. Then she ran her hand along the bot’s chipped and scratched add-on chest armor, checking to make sure none of the shots had penetrated. She unbuckled it, and the battered chest plate fell amidst shell casings glinting in the dawn light. Then, on unsteady legs, Keegan walked away, leaving the bot to figure out on its own what to do next.
As she hiked the hill back to the vineyard, she first passed the body of the scout bot. Its four legs were tucked under its body, still in its sentry-mode pose, just now with a tangle of wires sticking out from its neck from where a sniper’s round had taken off its head. Almost exactly 50 meters past the bot lay Noah’s body. Someone had already placed a rumpled silver thermal blanket over the HRT operator from the waist up, a hasty attempt to conceal the identity of the dead agent. There were certain to be news camcopters around soon.
Keegan sighed and tasted bile. She tossed her vizglasses to the ground and knelt down in the soil. For all the times they’d talked about how they wanted to go out, there were no good ways to die. Yet Noah did not deserve to die like this, killed on his country’s soil at the hands of another American. It was all bullshit. Hell, his husband would have been better off if Noah had been killed abroad; Federal Line of Duty Death Benefits were capped at $10,000 for domestic ops versus $100,000 abroad. It meant your family got a tenth as much if a homegrown versus foreign terrorist killed you.22
Self-blame started to replace her sadness. You couldn’t tell yourself there was nothing you could have done, Keegan thought, because there always something that just might have made a difference. Always. Maybe something big like never going on the mission to begin with, like letting state police handle it. Or maybe just one more minute shooting the shit while you watched the sun rise.
Keegan laid a hand on the foil blanket, resting her palm where it covered Noah’s forehead. She couldn’t bring herself to lift the covering and see the hole torn in her friend’s face. She felt the protective rim of his helmet’s brow, and then beneath it the jagged edges of the ballistic goggles where the round tore through.
“Screw this,” she said, standing up and pinching her nose to fight back the tears. She turned away from the body and was surprised to find TAMS standing no more than 10 paces away. “Get out of here,” she yelled at it.
Knowing the futility of taking it out on the machine, she quietly said to it, “Go to the Valor. I’ll meet you there in a minute.”
“OK,” it said, and began to walk toward the tilt-rotor.
What did a learning machine comprehend about a moment like this? It could see what she was doing, even read the evident physical tells of her sadness and anger. But could it read all that it took her not to act, not to sprint to where they held Heath and shoot him in the exact same spot between the eyes?
And how would it remember this day? Would a lifetime of nightmares for Keegan be mere data to the machine?
She bent down to tuck the silver blanket around Noah, so it wouldn’t blow away, folding it under his limp shoulders, careful to avoid the bloody soil under the head. It was a crime scene, after all, but what was most important in that moment was doing something for her wingman.
“Agent Keegan!” somebody shouted from the compound below.
She stood up and turned to see one of the HRT operators running toward her. “We need to get moving, now. Headquarters is calling in the Valor for a rescue op.”
“What for?” Keegan asked, angry that anything else could be considered more important.
“There’s been another disaster,” the agent said. “This time a chemical spill . . . a couple trains crashed in Baltimore.”
There was too much happening at once, Keegan thought.
She spun a tab on her Watchlet to her personal account, sending a message to Jared that he should fill up the bathtub again.
FBI DOMESTIC SPECIAL DETENTION FACILITY
Reston, Virginia
“We should have tossed him out of the Valor,” said Keg.
Keg stood next to Keegan as they watched Heath rave and shout in a squirming tantrum inside the interrogation room. To bring him in, the HRT force had split up. Keegan, Keg, and one other agent flew directly to Quantico and then raced in a two-vehicle convoy up to the Dizz-Diff. The impossibly large sweep of the crisis playing out in Baltimore was evident even on the drive up, 75 miles away from the disaster. The southbound side of I-95 was jammed even more than normal, while the traffic toward the city was lighter than it should have been. Overhead, a steady stream of helicopters and drones flew north, ranging from emergency response systems moving toward the disaster zone to delivery bots filling a rush of gas mask orders in the DC suburbs. The winds had fortunately taken the gas cloud out to sea, but everyone was still on edge. The uncertainty was taking hold, no one knowing what was going to break down next, so prepping for anything. It was evident when they rolled through a National Guard roadblock of four armored fighting vehicles, including a pair of desert-tan Strykers mounting IM-SHORAD ground-to-air missiles.
“Just send him to do cleanup in Baltimore,” said another HRT member about Heath. “No MOPP suit, though; just breathe in the air.”23
“We need him alive,” Keegan said louder than she meant to, both to chill the discussion they shouldn’t be having and because she had to hear herself say it to believe it. On the flight back, Keegan too had thought through how easy it would be for Heath to end up with a broken neck or a bullet in his heart from a failed escape attempt. With so much chaos going on, they might even get away with it.
She switched the screen from a view of Heath to updates on Baltimore. It confirmed the reports that two automated trains had collided at Baltimore’s Morrell Park terminal. Laden with chemicals, their loads had combined to lace the air with chlorine and phosgene gas, the cocktail used in the very first chemical warfare attacks in World War I, and brought back in more recent wars.24 Aerial newsfeeds kept hopping between perspective shots of different drones, alternating views whenever their camcopters got chased off or the yellow-green smoke got too thick.
Then a hand, hesitant on her shoulder. Keegan smelled coffee and turned around.
“I’m sorry about Agent Reddy. I know you guys go way back,” said Noritz. He then held out a mug of coffee and a chocolate donut. “I know you don’t feel like eating, but you have to take care of yourself.”
It was a small gesture, one she appreciated. “Sir,” Keegan said. “I . . .” She trailed off. The wall screen switched to hundreds of people being triaged and treated at Johns Hopkins Hospital. The footage was shaky, shot by human not machine. The injured rubbed at chemical burns and scratched at red eyes, coughing up blood and phlegm. The news report added that this was just the start. The phosgene’s effects were more potent, but slower-acting on victims’ insides, causing death for many a full day from now.
“Like images from a war zone,” Noritz said. “Hell, maybe it is and we don’t even know it. Those neo-Nazi shits have worked for Russia in the past.”25 Noritz paused as a new image appeared on the screen. He squinted in disbelief at a swooping drone feed flying over a crowd numbering in tens of thousands walking along a highway. The mass of bodies filled the median and emergency turnoff lanes, as automated vehicles ignored them, zooming by at normal speeds in the car lanes.
“Shit, that’s the BW Parkway.26 All those people from Baltimore are headed here,” Keegan said.
Then the screen cut to a politician in the halls of the McCain Senate Office Building. It was Senator Jacobs. Though the sound was off, the text crawl revealed the politician’s demand to do something about what he called these “unnatural disasters.” He planned to rally Americans to “take the future into their own hands.”
“I don’t even know what that means,” said Noritz. “Take the future into their own hands.”
“Pretty simple, isn’t it? Get people pissed off, smash some bots or whatever.” Keegan flashed back to Control Room, disconnected bot limbs on dirty sheets.
“You doing OK?” he asked, noticing her vacant look.
“No,” said Keegan. “But we’re past that.”
“We sure are,” he said. “We’re pushing everybody out to protect critical infrastructure so you’re taking the lead on Heath.”
“So it’s mine now?”
“I’d send you home if it were up to me. You’ve been through enough for now,” said Noritz. Noritz looked at Keegan with an arched eyebrow, pulled out his ChapStick, and popped the cap on and off. “You need to be aware that this is getting political.”
“Always was, right?” said Keegan.
“Just get in the room with Heath. Of course, whether a failed attack on one train station before all this shit even matters is debatable.”
“Well, it matters to me,” she said. “Heath’s lucky he’s survived this long.”
“Well, do this right and maybe one day we change that too.”
Keegan didn’t reply, uncertain if Noritz meant the death penalty or the same end that had found Reppley. The Bureau too had favors it could collect on inside prisons.
A few minutes later, Keegan and TAMS entered the room, the robot walking in first. TAMS moved directly across from the bare metal table that Heath was cuffed to, affecting a seating position without having to rely on a chair. Keegan pulled over a chair from the wall for herself and sat down between the prisoner and the machine.
The robot nodded at Keegan, and she uncuffed Heath.
“Mr. Heath, it is a pleasure to see you again,” the robot said.
Keegan noted it spoke in a faint twang with drawn-out vowels now. The algorithm had either decided to build empathy with Heath or picked up how everyone who often served in a position of command in law enforcement or the military affected a southern accent, even if they weren’t from the South.
Heath nodded but looked at Keegan, a squinting, puzzled expression on his face. The strange situation had already created a crack in the zealot’s angry certainty.
“Don’t look at me. This is out of my hands,” said Keegan. “You’re too important for a human to run this.”
Heath flushed, then stared back resolutely at TAMS. “Where’s my lawyer?” he said. “I’m not saying shit more.”
“Mr. Heath, the revision last year to the Homeland Security Act provides for federal law enforcement to proceed with interrogation without counsel present during a national emergency,” said TAMS. “When your counsel arrives, they will be allowed to see you.”
“If they can get through,” said Keegan. “You probably haven’t been keeping up on the news out in your racist theme park, but DC’s gone haywire. Tell him if I am lying, TAMS.”
“Agent Keegan is correct,” said TAMS. “There is decreased likelihood of counsel arriving. However, I am able to provide that legal counsel protocols would advise cooperation, noting that it is more likely to yield a reduced sentence by a statistically significant margin. However, it is your right to receive that analysis from a human counsel directly.”
“This bot is saying another bot would tell your lawyer the same thing it’s telling you,” Keegan said.
Heath looked over at Keegan with a glare and turned back to TAMS. “Whatever.” He coughed deeply from his throat, swished back and forth in his mouth, and spat at the robot, this time hitting it just below the chin.
“Mr. Heath, this is now the second time that you have provided me a saliva-derived DNA sample,” said TAMS as the spittle dripped off its chin onto the metal table. “It is your intent to signal disdain; however, its unrequested sharing also provides DNA information that Terrence v. State of Nevada ruled usable by law enforcement.”
“Fuck you,” said Heath, first to the robot and then he turned to Keegan. “And fuck you too.”
Keegan smiled and nodded her head slightly in acknowledgment. But she also mimicked wiping her own chin, just with her hand balled into a fist. Spit on the human, the gesture said, and it ends differently.
TAMS continued. “Your DNA information provides much useful data, but most notable to your profile is its integration with commercial system genealogy testing. Based on the WhoNet database, it appears that your ethnic heritage is 54 percent Caucasian, 32 percent African American, and 14 percent Sephardic Jewish.”27
Heath’s eyes widened and he licked his lips. Keegan wondered if he actually knew this all along.
“Pretty interesting background for your brand as a ‘real’ American,” Keegan said.
“This information is notable,” TAMS said in that slight southern tone that now came across as menacing, “not just for use in medical analysis. Predication analytics indicate that its inclusion in your open-source biographic profile would cause a notable shift in web traffic.”
Keegan produced a tablet, which now showed a social media metrics model of what would happen if this information were pushed out. Not only did the data visualization reveal a plunge in Heath’s followers and influence, but it also projected a viral outbreak of threats of violent physical action.
“Those are the numbers of a dead Nazi, not just online, but anywhere he goes,” Keegan whispered.
“Analysis indicates that it is useful to allow humans time to process information of significance,” TAMS said, following the script that Keegan had given it before the interrogation. “I will return in five minutes. Agent Keegan will stay to monitor you.” TAMS stood and walked out of the interrogation room.
“You know how this ends, don’t you? You’re not just responsible for the deaths of FBI agents, but you won’t even get to be a martyr. The release of this data will end that.” Keegan paused. “You’re dead either way. Unless . . .”
Heath leaned back against the chair’s hard back with a look of feigned nonchalance, as if he were stretching after a long day at the office and wondering where he should go for happy hour. “Wyoming,” he said.
What is he talking about? Keegan thought. “Wyoming, what?”
“If I do witness protection, I want to go to Wyoming.”28
That was a fast trade; Heath had apparently been working this out ever since he was captured. No, this came from well before then, thought Keegan. A guy with a tunneling safe room always had a plan to get out.
“Talk,” Keegan growled, thinking about Heath’s likely ask. Maybe 20 or 30 acres, off the grid, but with wind and solar to avoid working too much. Not one of those tiny houses; he seemed more like a double-wide trailer kind of guy.
As she thought about it, she could almost taste the sweet air of the Tetons, savoring the beauty on the hike she’d make in before she found a hide site, the deep breath in as she framed Heath’s head in the reticle of a long-range rifle scope. The only question was what beer would Keg bring along for the campfire that night?
No, not beer. Whatever wine they had been growing. Noah would have laughed that dumb laugh of his at that.
“There’s some things you need to understand,” Heath said. “This is much bigger than me or the NFF. You assume in your complacency that groups of different views can’t come together, but we can, as long as the foe is shared.”29
“And who’s that?”
“It’s not a ‘who’ but a what. Everything. Our cause brings together all who know that the world must change, that the status quo must not stand.”
“Whatever. I’m sticking with ‘who.’ Who is coming together?” Keegan asked.
“It is a movement that exists virtually, because it’s the only way we were willing to meet with groups we share so much with, but also so little. It’s both idea and network—a web. We only used virtual cutouts and—”
“Who? Names. I’m not joining your little hate club, so just spit it out.”
“You will want to target the leaders of inferior stock, first. Their mistake is one made often, thinking that I am just another redneck whose irrational anger comes from losing his place in this world. Wrong. Wrong! Born of the hearts of Aryan heroes, with the conviction for a strong nation led by the strongest, I know my place, my destiny, and that is the source of my rage.”
“You’re better than them. I get it,” said Keegan placidly. “You just want me to roll up your partners in crime in exchange for a get-out-of-jail card. Who were they?”
Heath smiled as if he were a kid caught cheating and he could now tell on his classmates. “The Brave and Strong, Nation’s Promise, the Freegan Collective, and . . .”
As Heath rattled off the names of various extremist groups, from neo-Marxists to environmental terrorists, Keegan considered the significance of them coming together. They were ideological rivals, constantly battling not just online but in the streets. Then again, Stalin had once teamed with Hitler, and then with the free world against Hitler. Of course, it could all be bullshit, Heath trying to frame his own enemies.
“These are the same assholes already on my watch lists,” Keegan said. “You want Wyoming? Ratting out a bunch of known names is not going to even get you a lifetime in solitary.”
“But they were working with us. If we go down, they should too!”
“Then maybe you shouldn’t have been so dumb as to get caught,” Keegan said. “Look, you just said it’s all virtual. Bet you’ve never shaken their hands, shared a beer, tattooed each other’s asses, or whatever it is you all do when a bunch of domestic terrorists are alone together. You got their names, locations?”
Heath shook his head but smiled.
“Not good enough then,” Keegan said. “Better give me something before the robot comes back.”
“Lincoln.”
“Nebraska? You bargaining down from Wyoming to Nebraska?” Keegan asked incredulously.
“No, we all used avatars to cloud our identity, famous people from history. But that’s how I can give you the one name worth it. Moses revealed just enough to figure out who Lincoln really was.”
“Huh?”
“I want to go to Wyoming, far from anybody. That’s what I’m going to need if I tell you.”
“It’s gotta be worth it. No deal till you show your cards. Let me be crystal clear with you: this is your only lifeline. Who is this ‘Lincoln’?”
Heath looked down, as if measuring whether it was worth it.
“He’s closer than you think. He’s here. In Washington.”
Keegan got chills.
“In the FBI?”
Heath slowly shook his head and then he smiled. “Jacobs.”
“I need the full name. There’re a lot of people named ‘Jacobs’ in the world.”
Heath’s smile grew wider. “Only one is a United States senator.”
FBI DOMESTIC SPECIAL DETENTION FACILITY
Reston, Virginia
Keegan stood alone in the hallway outside the interrogation room trying to work out whether Heath was telling the truth. The HRT operators had cleared out, smartly realizing that Heath’s revelation could turn any agent near it into political collateral damage.
Keegan had even sent TAMS off to go charge. The reason was twofold: if there was anything to the allegation, this was going to get complicated very quickly. She needed to know where things stood before she set TAMS loose, crawling the cloud’s corners for information on a US senator’s potential link to a crime, let alone one involving an unprecedented network of terrorist groups. The second was the ABC rule: Always Be Charging. As chaotic and consequential as everything had been until now, it was going to get a lot worse.
She guessed it would take a minute, but Noritz showed up in the hallway within thirty seconds. He must have run all the way from his office.
“Bosch wants to meet . . .” said Noritz, motioning to follow him. “Now.”
Noritz stared at the ground the whole way. They headed to Noritz’s office, not toward the executive conference room and its automated meeting transcription recording devices. Noritz tried to hurry her there, moving at a pace almost like a speed walk, but Keegan deliberately held back, both to stretch out time to figure out how to handle this—nothing good ever came from a meeting like this—and because the exosuit had indeed tweaked her back, just like Noah had warned.
Noticing himself out in front alone, Noritz slowed to match her pace. When they got to his office, Keegan saw Bosch, alone, sitting at Noritz’s desk. On the desk in front of him was a thin, gray metal box, with three parallel indentations running along the side—a personal jammer, designed to overwhelm the frequencies of any devices within 16 feet of the user.1
So, Keegan thought, it’s going to be one of those conversations.
“Shut the door,” he growled.
Noritz stood to the side, as if to get out of the firing line.
“I’ve just looked through your interrogation of Mr. Heath. An interrogation that, I understand, has pointed you toward a candidate for the office of the president of the United States, Senator Jacobs.”
“That’s correct, sir,” Keegan said.
“No, it is not,” Bosch said. He chopped at the air with his hand and twirled his AR glasses with the other. “This ends here.”
“Sir?” said Keegan.
“Every crime is political in this town,” said Bosch. “That goes without saying. But this is on a level that goes beyond any one agent, any one investigation. These kinds of pursuits quickly metastasize into cancers that threaten the Bureau’s survival.”
“Cases make the Bureau,” said Keegan, repeating the line she’d been taught in the Academy, knowing Bosch and Noritz knew it too.
“No, that’s the saying for the masses. For the leadership, it is that certain cases break the Bureau,” said Bosch. “I’ve lived it. You know what the job of deputy director for the Bureau really is? It is not about keeping the trains running on time, like in other agencies. It is about ensuring the continuity of the finest law enforcement organization that any country has ever established. We’ve seen it pushed close before. Why do you think we’re out here in the ’burbs? Because we got tangled up with a presidential election, for some damned good reasons I might add.2 But it didn’t matter, we were the ones left holding the bag of shit.” Bosch narrowed his eyes. “At least the Russians aren’t involved in this. Or is there something else you’re not telling me?”
“No Russians, sir,” Keegan said. “But if there is something more here and we don’t pull that thread, it’s the kind of thing that could harm the Bureau.”
Bosch ground his teeth and his cheeks turned red. “Don’t you dare tell me about doing the right thing for the Bureau! That was your damn job, Agent Keegan! First, you took what should have been an easy assignment to ensure the TAMS program failed valiantly and instead you created some kind of robot superhero all over the news, and, even worse, all over my inbox with queries from the White House. How fucking dumb are you, Agent Keegan? I should have assigned it to the damn bot, as it’s clearly the smarter one between the two of you.”
Well, thought Keegan, that answered the question of where Bosch really stood on the TAMS program.
“And then,” Bosch kept screaming. “On top of that fuck-up, you turn that one simple job into an even bigger shitstorm. The last deputy director who touched something political like this didn’t just get fired, but lost their pension literally the day before their retirement.3 And that is not happening here, I can guaran-damn-tee you that.”
Being screamed at was nothing new to Keegan, but this felt different. The Marines who had yelled at Keegan had power that only went as far as their squad or platoon, maybe a company. Bosch was one of the most powerful men in the country. Or maybe not, based on the way he was reacting to all this.
“Yes, sir,” said Keegan. There was nothing else to say. What was going to happen was going to happen regardless of all the histrionics.
“Neither of you are to approach Jacobs. Don’t let me hear about you even Googling him. In case either of you aren’t getting the message this time, Keegan’s off the case. So is the bot.”
Bosch shifted his attention exclusively to Noritz, ignoring Keegan completely, as if he was done with her. “You screw this up, Noritz, and you’ll be lucky to end up working security for some automated distro warehouse in West Virginia.”4
Noritz looked down at his shoes and nodded. When he looked up, Bosch had already barged out the door with a slam behind him. “Don’t fuck me on this, Keegan,” said Noritz, pointing her out the same door.
Keegan headed to the bathroom. She needed somewhere alone to process this. She turned on the sink, cupping her hands beneath the faucet. For about thirty seconds, she just stared at the water dripping through her fingers, falling through the cracks no matter what she did.
Then, she did what they taught her when faced with a problem: work it from another angle. She overlapped her fingers at a slant, making a design the water couldn’t escape. After the faucet filled the cup of her hands, she splashed it onto her face, as much to recharge as to remind herself that the last twenty-four hours had not been a dream.
The face that looked back at her in the mirror was different from the one in her home. It was tired, haunted, and frankly just pissed off.
As she dried her face with a hand towel, a message popped on her Watchlet. Willow Shaw. She should have expected it.
I wanted to check on how you and our friend TAMS are doing.
About to take some downtime, she responded.
So I’ve heard.
Another little hint that his eyes were everywhere.
I’ve spoken with the president about the investigation and the need for you and TAMS to continue with this important work, now more than ever.
Did Shaw tell the president, or did the president tell Shaw? Keegan wondered.
My boss told me otherwise, she replied.
If you can get the information you’re looking for, you’ll have support at the highest levels possible.
More ambiguity. What was going on here? Couldn’t Shaw just get Bosch off her back with a single message? Probably, but that clearly wasn’t how it was going to work.
OK.
It was a passive aggressive answer, her own attempt at ambiguity, given she hadn’t yet worked out her next move.
Then, a final note from Shaw:
All understand the importance of what we’ve asked and the challenges you face. TAMS is an asset to our nation playing a valuable role in this time of peril. So are you, Agent Keegan. Do what you know is right and the system will take care of you.
“System” as in the machine? Or “system” as in the real powers that be?
She headed back to her cubicle, thinking about how she needed someone to talk this through with, someone like Noah whom she could trust with her life . . . And that decided it before she even made it down the hall.
Keegan didn’t even bother to sit and instead just unhooked TAMS from its charging dock. The first thing she said to the robot was “Find me the location of Senator Harold Jacobs.”
THE NATIONAL MALL AND MEMORIAL PARKS
Washington, DC
Keegan stood on the roof of the FBI’s mobile command post, a converted tractor-trailer truck parked maybe 150 yards to the west of the base of the Lincoln Memorial. With one foot propped on a knee-high, mushroom-like antenna, she leaned into the breeze and surveyed the scene. She could have viewed it through video feeds, but she wanted to get the lay of the land.
It was about as perfect a day as could be planned for a revolution. The weather had swung again, down from the low nineties to a pleasant and, most important to the cleanup, low-humidity 71 degrees. Under overcast skies, the slight breeze cut through the trees that surrounded the National Mall’s perimeter, feeling like soft, light touches to her skin.
A voice buzzed in her earbud. “Hey, you can’t be up there!” One of the FBI support techs inside must have heard the footsteps on the roof.
She ignored him and closed her eyes, going over what she had just seen. She wanted to imprint it all in her mind, something her old gunny sergeant had taught: a visualization insurance plan, in case the GPS went down mid-patrol.
Just above the tree line, a flock of media drones danced up and down, their control algorithms positioning them for the best crowd shots, but also trying to block their robotic competitors’ line of sight. Flying above them was another layer of law enforcement surveillance drones from each of the agencies that had to play together for events like these. US Park Police had jurisdiction over the National Mall, but they were backed up by DC Metro, which owned the roads that ran through it, while Secret Service had the White House side, and US Capitol Police had the other end of the Mall. Hell, there was probably a drone from the Bureau of Engraving and Printing police somewhere up in there too, thought Keegan.5 A third layer, yet higher, was made up of air taxis, evidently diverting from their normal commutes so that passengers could post selfies of themselves above this historic gathering.
Below the aerial scrum, a pair of movie screens framed the Lincoln Memorial. But there was no sign or banner draped overhead—in the augmented-reality feeds, each person would just project their own political slogan onto the screens and the building’s blank white marble. Everyone could then sell or see whatever message they wanted, contradictory beliefs occupying the same hallowed ground.
A wooden speaker’s podium stood in the center of the stage, an old-model silver microphone set on it—an unmistakable link back to the past great leaders who had stood there. Whoever was advising Senator Jacobs knew their business.
Before the memorial was an overwhelming crowd of people. For all the time she had lived in DC, Keegan had never seen a protest march this big in person. Yet this was different from the photos of the anti-war, civil rights, and women’s rights marches she had only seen pictures of. Or rather, it was the crowd that was different, because they all looked different.
Usually protesters shared a common look or background. Mostly teens. Or mostly women. Or mostly pissed-off farmers. But here was a skinhead geared up in leather standing next to a thin, pale man in his fifties wearing a cheap gray suit, a Treasury Department lanyard around his neck. An elderly white woman in a shawl, carrying a sign that read “Income is a Human Right,” wedged herself next to a teen with beaded LED dreadlocks that blinked an image of the American flag. The two had locked arms and punched their fists into the air at the drones overhead, as if the power of their shared anger alone could rip them from the sky.
Keegan snorted at the thought—not just the fantasy that you could will an algorithm to fail, but also because she’d seen an angry crowd in Riyadh do the very same thing right before they charged her checkpoint. She wanted to shout back down to this crowd: You still have it pretty damn good compared to the rest of the world.
It didn’t matter; Jacobs offered something that had been missing for more than an entire generation: unity. The demonstrators were discovering what it was like to join together again with fellow Americans. Distinct in their own prior allegiances and affinities, together they were discovering how being angry could become its own identity. Angry at the changes they’d seen play out on the news and up close, from the color of the water that ran past their city to the historic flood that had taken a chunk out of it. Angry at what had happened to the banks, the food, and even the air itself. Angry at whatever catastrophe was next. But most of all, angry at all the algorithms and bots marching a few Americans into the future while leaving the rest of them behind. They no longer understood how the machines worked, but they understood they were changing everything. It was one massive crowd of a people who just wanted to get things back to the way they used to be.
“Agent Keegan, we really do need you to get down. Everything’s calibrated up there. You could knock us offline,” said the tech voice in her ear.
She opened her eyes and saw the crowd had grown even larger in the minute she’d been going over the scene in her mind.
“TAMS, estimate crowd size,” Keegan asked.6 She’d left the robot below, both to keep a lower profile and to avoid freaking out the techs in the command post with any more weight up top.
“Surveillance footage identifies 368,242 individuals presently standing on the National Mall grounds,” TAMS responded. “Washington Metro reports 96,786 additional riders on incoming trains. DC bus system reports 57,345 on transit buses. Share ridership services report 12,398 customers designating the Mall as their destination—”
“Got it. End request,” Keegan said. “We need to get up there before he starts up. I’m coming down.” When she climbed down, TAMS was already waiting for her.
When she made the small jump off the last rung, she created small splashes, squishing into the grass. Despite the last three days of sun, the soil was still waterlogged from the flood. Everything behind them, from Independence Avenue all the way down to the river, looked like it could have been one big rice paddy. Right now, the Roosevelt, Terrorism War Veterans, and Martin Luther King Jr. Memorials were all still submerged under a foot of water.7
“Follow,” Keegan instructed the machine. It instantly projected a suggested route to the stage onto her vizglasses. She ignored it; she’d already planned her route from her perch atop the FBI trailer. TAMS’s mapping software wasn’t factoring in the trouble that it would likely cause if a robot marched its way through the biggest anti-technology crowd in history. Keegan’s path would take a little bit longer, but they would skirt through the back edge of the crowd, thousands of people spilling over off the south side of the rectangle of the Reflecting Pool in front of the Lincoln Memorial.
As they started out, a forty-ish man in khakis and an expensive neon-green running jacket was the first to turn around and notice them. Probably some out-of-work lawyer or lobbyist, judging by the expensive black loafers that he was wearing despite the muck. He eyed Keegan, wearing her blue windbreaker with “FBI” stenciled in bright yellow, and the small robot, wearing a vest marked the same. The man gave the robot the middle finger. Another protester standing beside him, a woman in her twenties wearing a tie-dye skirt, held a neatly inked cardboard sign reading “Humanity First.”8 She laughed and slapped the man’s back in congratulations at his success in insulting a robot oblivious to insults.
The crowd thickened as they moved closer to the memorial. “Pull in tight behind me, half distance of normal-follow mode,” Keegan instructed TAMS. The corner of her glasses showed a green thumbs-up emoji signaling the bot’s compliance. The machine would be nipping at her heels, but it would make it harder for people to see what was coming through.
As they passed through the back of the crowd, most ignored them. Everyone was transfixed by the setup on stage; plus the 5-foot-tall robot was almost too short to see before it had already passed by, its human form blending in. When people did notice Keegan and the machine, though, there were none of the amused smiles they’d received during their first training runs. Mostly, there were frowns and curses. A few protesters recorded videos, seeking to go viral with a post about a machine shouldering its way into their day of outrage. One big guy, wearing tan construction worker’s overalls, spat at the robot. He missed and hit the back of another protester, their eyes still on the stage, oblivious to the drama behind. Keegan kept moving. Arresting some pissed-off, out-of-work day laborer for “contempt of cop” was not why they were here.9
The robot kept pace with her, but Keegan noticed its feed of messages into her vizglasses was a microsecond slow. Overload. Every sensor in the area, from drones and the DC police surveillance towers to the heartbeat reports in elderly protesters’ pacemakers, created a massive fire hose of data that bogged it down.
Keegan felt a tug on her right sleeve. Her arm tensed, ready for a strike, maybe someone not content to spit, but as she turned, she saw a pair of rheumy eyes looking up from beneath a hoodie. A young girl, maybe in her late teens. It was hard to tell. Her checks still had the outlines of the hip harlequin color blocks designed to fool face ID software in surveillance cameras; now the makeup was streaked, looking like a clown who had spent the last night in tears.
“Hey, can you spare anything?” the girl said. “I’m from Baltimore.”
Keegan nodded and gave her a $50 bill from her wallet before moving on without a word. Hopefully, she’d be able to use the tracked bill to get something at one of the street vendors. A few were not yet linked into the tracking system that would take the money out of circulation.
The two approached the stage’s security perimeter, a 4-foot-high temporary metal fence circling the Lincoln Memorial’s base. A line of DC Metro Police officers stood behind it, looking unmovable in their well-worn riot armor. The police officers warily tracked TAMS’s arrival, trying to read the crowd’s response to the machine, worried it would spark the very violence they were here to stop. Once they were through the security checkpoint, Keegan noticed TAMS had already reverted to a normal follow distance, having analyzed and projected that Keegan’s close-in order was just for the crowd environment. Always a learning machine.
In the crowd, a call-and-response chant began. “Who is the future for?” a blue-jeans-wearing hype-man yelled over the loudspeakers. “We’re who the future’s for!” screamed back the crowd, as instructed by the text on the screens and their vizglasses feeds, which would then project an image of someone in the crowd.
Keegan indicated TAMS should hang back as they approached the waiting area for the speakers concealed at the back of the memorial. “There’s Senator Jacobs,” said Keegan. “Wait here.”
TAMS pulsed another green emoji at Keegan and moved to stand by one of the pillars, the bulk of the massive 7-and-a-half-foot-thick fluted white marble columns making the tiny robot look even smaller by comparison.
Keegan was in no mood to draw this out; she needed to get to Jacobs before he was swept up in his own moment.
As she walked up to the circle of staffers surrounding the senator, Keegan recited in her head the opening line she was going to deliver.
Jacobs beat her to it.
“Get that monstrosity out of here!” screamed Jacobs, pointing over the shoulder of one of his staffers at TAMS, standing back by the pillar. “Are you trying to start a riot?”
Jacobs strode out to meet her, face reddening with each step. TAMS sent a query to her vizglasses as to whether she wanted assistance, which Keegan blinked away. She studied the sneering man’s face, taking in the broken blood vessels in his nose, the gray hairs in his eyebrows, the sculpted canopy of thinning hair, and the anger lines around his mouth, imperfections that were automatically glossed over as part of the unspoken algorithmic compact between the media and powerful people. He was a couple inches taller than Keegan, and it seemed like he was willing himself even taller, to tower over her and intimidate.
“Senator, if anybody starts a riot today, it’s going to be from that stage.”
“That’s an insult—as is bringing that robot here. How dare you, after everything that’s happened. Agent, you’re supposed to be stopping terrorists, not inciting violence. Give me your name!”
“Special Agent Lara Keegan, Washington Field Office.”
A pause to enjoy watching Jacobs’s eyes bulge—he’d heard the name before. But in what context?
“K—E—E—G—A—N.” She stepped forward and hissed in his ear. “But before you file a formal report, I have another name to share: Gregory Heath.”
Senator Jacobs snapped, “I don’t know who you’re talking about.”
Senator Jacobs is lying, read the message from TAMS, monitoring Jacobs’s facial micro-expressions from 10 meters away.
Of course he is, Keegan thought. He’s a politician.
Jacobs looked rattled for a second, but then a woman stepped between them. She was in her forties, wearing thick black glasses that contrasted with skin so pale it looked as if it had never been touched by the sun. As she wrinkled her snub nose and glared at Keegan, she tapped her vizglasses to ensure they were on, likely rapidly ascertaining who this impertinent person really was. “Senator, you have to make your way to the staging area. You’ll be on soon.”
All it took was an audience of one, and the senator composed himself.
“I have an important announcement today and this nonsense has to wait,” he said firmly. “Alicia here is my chief of staff. You can make an appointment with her. Alicia, get the agent on my calendar for next week.”
The gambit had failed. Keegan knew there’d be no “next week.” The meeting would be bumped just long enough for the senator to bring holy hell down on the FBI’s leadership and budget. In the weeks that it would take for Bosch to officially dismiss her from the FBI she would likely be assigned a job in the flooded Hoover Building basement, checking driver’s license numbers by hand.
The woman started to ask for Keegan’s contact information, but Keegan interrupted. “No, that’s not going to work. This is urgent. I’ll wait right here to speak with the senator after he gets offstage.”
TAMS sent an urgent update—not just a message icon, but a flash of bright red that washed across her whole view.
“I’m sorry, the senator is not going to be able—”
Keegan held up a hand for her to be silent, reading quickly.
Jared and Haley Keegan are in the operational zone, approximately 73 meters from your position, TAMS messaged.
“What? In the crowd?” Keegan said out loud. “Here?”
She turned to look at the crowd, even larger, pressed in even tighter in the minutes since she’d surveyed it earlier. A faint green arrow appeared in her field of view, marking her family’s location. The crowd roared, a surge of sound that caught her off guard.
She turned to see that Jacobs had stepped onstage, slightly stooping, as if unsure if all this was for him. But with every step closer to the wooden podium, Jacobs stood taller, broader, the crowd’s fury a source of energy. With his chin now cocked, the senator said into the microphone, “Now. Is. Our. Time!”
The crowd only got louder with each line of Jacobs’s speech. The mass of people began to press toward the metal barriers, the line of police in riot gear rippling slightly, the cops taking small steps back, steadying themselves in case the fencing broke under the weight of tens of thousands of people.
Keegan could sense this was going to turn bad—and soon. She tried to open her personal comms app on her Watchlet to message Jared, but it froze because the network was overloaded by the scale of the crowd.
She leapt off the back of the memorial. Between the crowd and the police line, there was no way she could make her way directly to where the green arrow was pulsing. So she worked her way back through the edge of the crowd, reversing how she and TAMS had made their way up. Her stomach knotted tighter with each step, not knowing what she was going to say to Jared or if he would even listen to her. They hadn’t spoken since their last fight.
Ducking under the signs waved by two protestors, Keegan pulled up quickly to reorient herself, somebody bumping into her from behind, hard. “Back off,” she hissed and turned around, only to see TAMS. She’d forgotten to tell the machine to stay behind. It stared back at Keegan, pulsing a thumbs-up emoji of its readiness to her viewscreen.
“That’s all you have to say?” Keegan said. “Stay close, but don’t step on my heels again.”
Another green thumbs-up. It also registered a health monitor alert that Keegan was exhibiting signs of stress and anger. No kidding.
As she looked out at the crowd, she saw the Korean War Memorial, slightly to the right. The statues of the poncho-clad stone soldiers, stretched out in a patrol, broke up the tight mass of the crowd. That was where it made the most sense to wade in.
For the moment, the crowd’s focus had unshakably locked on to Jacobs. The energy in the air was real, unmistakable if not detectable by actual sensors. He was pulling them in, recounting how he had long been the lonely voice, warning against the ever-increasing spread of automation. He was the prophet to whom no one had listened. But now they would listen: “Because we will make them!”
As Keegan and TAMS reached the periphery of the Korean War Memorial, she saw how a few people had perched snake-bodied camera bots atop the statue soldiers’ helmets, arrowlike heads panning from articulated rubber coiled bodies.
Another cheer from the crowd reverberated as Jacobs launched into a diatribe against the president’s permitting all of this “so-called progress to happen” due to inattention and greed, even letting the government’s own plans for the future be developed by the “very same inhuman monsters who are destroying the country, while profiting from it.” He stopped short of naming Willow Shaw, but he didn’t have to; the crowd already knew who he was talking about.
The green arrow in her vizglasses showed Jared and Haley 80 feet into the crowd from the Korean War Memorial. So close, yet Keegan could not figure out how to get to them, especially with the machine on her heels. And she couldn’t very well leave TAMS alone any more than Jared could leave Haley.
Think. Think. Think, she willed herself.
Then she saw a teenager in bright orange leather motocross gear that had hard plastic guards protecting his joints. He looked like some kind of postmodern knight, or the dissident version of the riot police. Instead of a shield and lance, though, he held two signs, dark blue reflective print on a white background, one on each shoulder.
Keegan took off her jacket, turned it inside out, and went over to him after telling TAMS to stay in the shadow of one of the statues. “Hey, my sign got wet and ruined. Could I have one of those?”
The biker looked her over, blinked a few times into his viz, and then smiled. They were all in this together. “Sure. I took two because they were giving them out for free anyway. Which one? ‘Work + Glory + God’ or ‘Damn the Machines!’?”
“Whichever one’s heavier,” said Keegan.
“They’re exactly the same. Here, take ‘Damn the Machines!’”
“Thanks,” Keegan said. The sign’s pole felt off. She looked down and it had a woven grip etched into it, which seemed odd. The weight of the pole was also off. It was plastic, but completely solid. The paper of the poster at the top was held in place by two plastic sleeves, each 4 inches in length. She ran her hand along the thick sleeves . . . thicker than they needed to be.
Take the paper out and you had a damn good melee weapon that, with enough force, could punch its way through skin, maybe even light body armor.10
TAMS sent Keegan a message driven by her newfound interest in the sign: There are 2,445 “Damn the Machines!” signs presently in the protest. Stenciling and format indicate the signs were made at the same facility as the 2,456 “Work + Glory + God” posters, 2,467 “Humans First” posters, 2,473 . . .
So someone had seeded the crowd with thousands of weapons that wouldn’t be picked up by metal detectors. It was a lot like how the alt-righters back in school had weaponized flagpoles, always trying to act like they were patriotic, but really just gearing up for an unfair fight.11
“Cease update,” said Keegan. “Just confirm Jared’s location and join me.”
Same position, messaged TAMS. They are 18 meters away.
Keegan started a chant to match the message on her sign—“Damn the Machines! Damn the Machines!”—lifting it up and down in front of her, working the cadence into her steps. It worked and the crowd began to part, ever so slightly, as TAMS drafted behind her.
It wasn’t until she was three rows of people away from the green arrow projected onto her viz that she could finally see Jared with her own eyes. He had Haley on his shoulders, the little girl tapping on his chest with purple rain galoshes. Keegan pushed her way through and grabbed Jared’s shoulder. He looked surprised and then mad.
“What you doing here?” he said, instinctively holding Haley’s legs tighter to his chest at the sight of her.
“We need to get out of here. It’s not safe for either of you,” said Keegan, emphasizing the word. “Why would you even bring her here?”
“This is history in the making,” Jared said. “She’ll always be able to say she was here.”
Keegan tried to figure out if this was the drugs speaking, but the earnestness in his face showed it wasn’t. He really did believe it.
At that moment, Haley looked down and saw her. “Mommy! I can’t see the man on the stage. Can I watch through your viz?”
“Sure, honey. Let’s get you and Daddy over to the side where we can have some space,” Keegan replied.
“No, Lara,” Jared said. “We’re staying. You don’t get . . .” That was when he saw TAMS standing behind her. “Did you really bring that thing here?”
Just, then an alert hit her viz: Notice: Senator Jacobs . . .
Before she could finish reading the message from TAMS, she knew what was happening. Her body felt the eyes of tens of thousands of people on her.
“Mommy, Mommy, that’s you!” Haley screamed in delight.
Keegan looked up, and there they were: she and TAMS close-up on the two massive screens, Haley’s waving hand in the corner.
The screens shifted back to Senator Jacobs onstage. “And they even dared to send one of their machines for me today. To stop me! This is what they do to those who speak the truth,” Jacobs roared.
“Lara, what’s going on?” Jared asked, at the same time Haley cried out, “Mommy? Is that man talking about you?”
Simultaneously, TAMS began flooding Keegan’s vizglasses with updates, but all she saw was the wash of red color that now painted over them. Someone had tagged Keegan and TAMS, so anybody using augmented-reality glasses within the area would see them called out, a giant dark red arrow hovering over their heads.
The people around them began to turn, realizing that the arrow and the woman on the screen were literally right beside them.
Over the loudspeakers, Jacobs’s speech slurred as he raged. “Don’t let them do it! Don’t let the machines win! I promise whatever you do, you will be remembered as the righteous ones. As you protect me, I will protect you!”12
So that was it. Jacobs wasn’t going to leave it to the bureaucracy to silence her.
“My threat assessment is—” TAMS reported.
“We need to go, now!” said Keegan.
As the words came out of her mouth, someone snatched the “Damn the Machines!” sign out of Keegan’s hand and she was shoved to the ground. As she landed on her side, the fall knocked her into Jared and the two of them tumbled. Haley fell off her father’s shoulders. Keegan tried to push herself off the ground, fingers grasping at the slick grass for grip. As she pulled herself up on her hands and knees, a kick struck her on the right of her rib cage, just below the shoulder. The shock of it radiated across her whole side. She could hear Jared screaming for Haley, but the voice moved farther away as the rush of the crowd swept him up.
Another kick landed on her left. This one packing the power of a football punter, the laces of a shoe connecting in the soft of her stomach and lifting her up. The impact blasted the air out of her lungs and she fell over gasping.
Fighting for breath, she thought only of Haley. Where was she? All she saw was muddy feet and legs. Somehow, over it all, she could still hear Jacobs yelling. “By taking back what is ours, we’ll show them who has the true power!”
Keegan struck out with a kick, feeling her boot’s heel impact someone’s knee. She didn’t know if it was the person who had kicked her; she just needed to create space. From her right another kick came in, this one trying to stomp on her head. She managed to block it with her right forearm.
Still on the ground, she drew her pistol, the bio-lock thrumming in her hand as it identified its owner. Keegan’s right arm lashed out with the gun, smashing the metal edge of its grip hard into a hand that was trying to grab her. She rolled over and, with her left hand, pushed herself up from the ground that had already been churned into mud from the fight. Three points of her body touched earth, while her right arm swung the pistol in an arc. The crowd pulled back as she panned the weapon in their direction.
Keegan spat blood and wet grass as she stood. Two hands on the pistol now in a close-combat shooting posture, the stance natural from years of training, but her mind forgetting everything else but her daughter.
“Haley! Haley!” she shouted, blinking away tears and mud, her mind registering that she had lost her vizglasses during the skirmish.
She continued to sweep her gun in an arc until she caught sight of an elderly woman, wearing a gray GEORGETOWN LAW sweatshirt, who had Haley wrapped in her arms. The scared look on her face and the way she stroked the girl’s hair showed she was trying to protect the little girl.
Haley wailed in fear, but she was safe. Keegan wanted to run to her daughter more than anything else, but she could sense movement behind her. She spun, swinging the gun barrel back and forth at the crowd that had edged closer again.
“Back!” Keegan roared. “GET THE FUCK BACK!”
When the crowd stepped back just a few feet, she saw TAMS sprawled on the ground, two men bashing away at it with poster poles. One was in a blue denim shirt and cowboy hat with an American flag stuck in its leather band, the other wearing a bright yellow school crossing-guard’s vest.13 They hadn’t even bothered to pull the poster off. The paper anti-automation signs flapped about, torn and crumpled, as the poles crashed down on the robot. As Crossing Guard hammered away, Cowboy froze, seeing Keegan and her gun. He grabbed his partner, trying to stop him.
Over the loudspeaker, Jacobs was still yelling something, but the only voice Keegan could hear was Haley: “Mommy, they hurt him!” The little girl broke free of the elderly woman and ran to the machine, the muck sucking at her purple boots. Haley reached out a hand to TAMS to try to help the machine get to its feet.
Keegan tipped the gun’s muzzle slightly, to signal to the two men what would happen if they moved even the slightest bit toward her daughter. But she knew if she fired, it would be all over in this crowd. They would tear her and her family apart and nobody would stop them.
The two men with poles didn’t move, but in the crowd behind them, Keegan could see an approaching line of posters bobbing up and down in tight formation. Reinforcements.
TAMS stood up, mud dripping from the sensor ridges that ran down the back of its head. The two of them looked ridiculous, the 5-foot-tall robot, its chest plate now gashed and dented, and the little girl in purple rain galoshes, holding its hand. Keegan could see the robot beginning to boot back up, a bent antenna extending to begin a data download.
TAMS reported in. “Agent Keegan, I am back online. Your vizglasses are nonoperational.”
“Haley,” she said calmly, ignoring the machine. “Come back to Mommy.”
“But they’ll hurt TAMS,” the little girl pleaded.
The crowd hung back, but Keegan could see that the two men now understood who the girl was. The man she’d mentally dubbed Crossing Guard stalked toward Haley like he thought she was easy prey.
“Move another inch and you die!” Keegan shouted.
She pointed the gun at the narrow space between the man’s eyes. It wasn’t the proper aim point she’d been trained for, but Keegan wanted him to literally look down the barrel. There would be no misunderstanding about where the first bullet would go if anyone touched Haley. The realization that she might have to shoot a man in front of her daughter made her simultaneously want to throw the gun away, and to shoot him even more.
The two men remained still, but behind them, two more protestors carrying makeshift weapons approached through the crowd. One wore digital camouflage fatigues and a matching chest rig, clearly a militia member playing soldier. The other was built like a body builder, but wearing a white polo shirt.14 One of the alt-righter cliques. They pulled up when they saw Keegan’s gun. But Keegan knew more were on the way.
“Butterfly,” she said, deliberately ignoring them, speaking in her softer, mommy voice, “let go of TAMS’s hand.”
Jared’s voice weighed in from behind her, the standoff allowing him to force his way back through the crowd. “Haley, come back to Daddy and Mommy, now.”
The girl gripped the robot’s hand tighter.
“Agent Keegan, there is an important update from the FAA,” reported the machine in its normal tone. TAMS was either oblivious to the fact that it was about to be abandoned, or was aware but didn’t care. “The autonomous air traffic above the National Mall is not responding to FAA airspace-management protocols. Attempted overrides have not been successful.”15
Keegan looked up and saw the barely controlled chaos of the earlier autonomous flight patterns had formed into a single orderly swarm of dozens of drones circling in a tornado-like swirl.16
Then, the whine of a jet turbine pierced through the air.
An Ehang passenger-shuttle drone broke free of the swarm and swooped low over the crowd.17 Too low—just 20 feet overhead. It was close enough that Keegan could see the passenger banging on the clear-glass canopy from inside the drone with her fists, her mouth gaping in a silent scream. A second later, the drone pulled up slightly and then slammed into the side of the Washington Monument. A fiery blast erupted, but the solid stone held fast. The drone’s crumpled wreck then slid down the side of the monument, onto the crowd standing below.
Small news drones then began to peel off from the larger swarm, one by one, diving down and then exploding into the crowd. People stampeded when they realized what was happening, the standoff between the FBI agent and the protestors eclipsed by the automated death raining down.
Over the din, Keegan screamed, “TAMS! Get Haley to safety! Authorize: Riot Control Mode!”
TAM’s head tilted for a microsecond as it accessed the new operating profile. At the same time, the first man in the denim shirt broke toward the machine, swinging his pole in front of him like a scythe. It wasn’t clear whether Cowboy was attacking the machine and girl or just trying to clear his way through the crowd. It didn’t matter.
As the pole swung toward Haley, TAMS’s left arm snapped out, swatting the crude weapon aside. The machine then gently moved the girl behind it, bending at the knees to protect her with its body, while still holding her hand with its right hand. At the same moment, TAMS’s left limb went from rigid to flexible at the elbow and its forearm telescoped out another 6 inches. As it did, the fingers in its hand balled into a macelike sphere studded with knuckle joints. The robot smashed its fist into the man’s forearm, just above where he held the weapon he had been swinging in Haley’s direction.
The man dropped the pole with a scream, his ulna and radius bones shattered. As he fell to his knees, the robot’s arm began to swing in a figure-eight motion in front of it, the flexible arm moving like a nunchaku from its elbow, almost too fast to see. The big man wearing the polo shirt then tried to tackle TAMS from the right, where the robot had been shielding Haley. But before he could get close, the machine’s torso pivoted on its frame. The figure-eight arc of its rapidly spinning left arm rotated with the turn, colliding with the man’s collarbone in a spray of blood. It next spun toward the pretend soldier, who dropped his pole and edged back.
“TAMS, get us out of here,” Keegan yelled. “Get Haley to a secure location.”
“OK,” the machine said calmly. Just beyond them, a drone flew into the Reflecting Pool in a watery eruption of spray and sparks.
“Please follow me,” it said. Keegan pulled the elderly woman behind Haley, the robot still holding her hand behind it. She motioned Jared to stand behind the elderly woman. They formed a tight line, stacked together behind their robot shield.
“Go, Go, Go!” Keegan screamed, slapping the robot’s shoulder just like she would in a room-clearing tactical formation.
But they didn’t run off. TAMS advanced at a walking pace, its arm swinging before them in a figure eight, arcing to the right and then left, clearing their path with a resonant hum like an airplane propeller. Most people in the chaotic stampede of the crowd flowed around the tight mass of five bodies, like river water around a stone. Every so often, though, someone got too close, and the machine’s spinning arm struck down.
Packed in tight and without her vizglasses, though, Keegan couldn’t see the robot’s route. But she soon got situated. After about 150 yards, they’d made their way through the dense heart of the crowd around the Reflecting Pool, to where the terrain opened up in front of the Lincoln Memorial. Rather than going toward the FBI command truck, TAMS kept going straight. Was the machine trying to find Jacobs? Had some algorithm reranked its priorities back to the investigation?
“TAMS, I said get to safety,” Keegan yelled. “Not Jacobs. Priority is safety!”
“OK,” TAMS replied and kept moving in the very same direction toward the metal fence at the base of the Lincoln Memorial steps.
Most of the police had fled, but a Park Police officer still crouched beneath the arched entry gate, sheltering from the crashing drones. He saw TAMS’s macelike arm swinging and pointed his shotgun right at them.
“Halt!” he yelled, but the shotgun’s muzzle wavered.
TAMS froze, not at the gun, but at the sight of the fellow law enforcement officer giving orders. Its arm stopped spinning and it stood still.
Keegan stepped out from behind the stack of bodies, holstering her weapon and putting her hands out, palms open, to show no threat. “FBI! Let us through!” she said, pulling out her badge.
“Get back!” said the policeman, gaining more confidence at the sight of a bureaucratic rival. “I don’t care if you’re FBI, lady. You can’t go through, especially not with your kid.”
As Keegan opened her mouth to reply, the roar of another drone’s engine drowned her out. The police officer looked up to the sky for a moment, and Keegan noticed his weapon’s strap wasn’t wrapped around his hand. Rookie move.
Keegan snatched the shotgun barrel with her left hand, yanking it toward her. Then with her right, she reached over to grab the barrel, pulling it with both arms so that the muzzle now safely faced out under her arm. The policeman tried to wrestle it back, but with the gun now tucked under her arm, Keegan gave it a hard tug, feeling the snap as the man’s trigger finger broke against the guard. Swinging the shotgun by its barrel back over her head in an exaggerated version of a baseball batter’s windup, she slammed the gun’s wooden stock into the policeman’s helmet. The man fell to the ground unconscious.
“Let’s move,” said Keegan.
TAMS reanimated and stepped over the unconscious policeman, still leading Haley by the hand. As they dashed up the memorial’s wide steps, Keegan turned to see if anyone pursued them. Seeing no one, she tossed the shotgun aside.
The podium, where just minutes ago Senator Jacobs had summoned the wrath of the crowd upon them, stood empty. He’d apparently fled at the first drone crash. Had that been his plan all along, to launch his campaign for president on a wave of victimhood and sympathy? Whatever it was, thought Keegan, it could wait. She needed to get Haley out of here now.
As they entered the darkness of the interior hall of the memorial, they stopped at the base of the massive statue. A few other people and cops huddled inside, peering out around the columns at the pandemonium below. The mass of the drone swarm was visually smaller, but it still ejected drones in steep arcs into the crowd.
“Agent Keegan, we are not yet secure,” TAMS said. Keegan noticed that too. For all the bulk of the memorial, the fact that Lincoln’s statue could gaze out on the National Mall grounds meant they were all still exposed to danger.
TAMS pointed to a set of descending stairs. A red velvet rope stand that had been blocking them lay on its side. The robot started toward the stairs, while Jared rushed to grab Haley’s other hand and hurry her down to safety.
Keegan looked back through the open side of the Lincoln Memorial as another passenger drone sped past, parallel to building’s face. As it flew by, the marble columns broke up the image of its flight and then it disappeared from view. But the drone doubled back, flying away from the memorial, then abruptly changed direction again. When Keegan saw the aircraft in profile she grasped it was circling back to line up an attack run at the Lincoln Memorial itself. As the aircraft flew straight toward them directly over the Reflecting Pool, its sole passenger could be seen covering their eyes.
“Run!” Keegan screamed.
TAMS and Haley were already at the bottom of the curving stairs that led to the undercroft crypt below the Lincoln Memorial’s floor.18 The robot pushed the door open and pulled the girl through, Jared following a moment after. At the base of the steps, the elderly woman stumbled. Keegan lifted her under her armpits and dragged her through the door.
The woman’s feet were not yet inside the crypt when the drone crashed into Lincoln’s statue. The explosion shook the chamber below hard enough that Keegan wondered if the roof might collapse and bury them here forever. A tongue of flame then licked down and around the curve of the stairs, but the perpendicular angle of the door kept it from entering the crypt. It did force through a scalding gust of smoke and dust, knocking Keegan and the woman to the ground. Screams filled the air and then the crypt grew startlingly quiet.
Keegan lifted herself from the floor, her ears ringing as it took her a beat to find her focus again. Coughing, she pulled the older woman, whose name she still didn’t know, over to where she could sit with her back against the wall and yelled for her to stay there. She nodded silently in shock, Keegan just barely able to see the features of her face as the dust in the room started to settle.
Keegan searched for Haley and Jared and found them sitting against the wall on the other side of the door, safe. Jared had their daughter hugged tight in his arms, Haley’s face buried in his shoulder. Beside them was TAMS, still holding the little girl’s hand.
Keegan knelt next to them, reaching out to smooth her daughter’s hair. She turned to look the robot in its eyes, the visual sensors glowing yellow in the dim light. “Thank you.”
It felt strange to say that to a machine. But it was something that, as a parent, she had to do.
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Keegan peered through the fine dust to see who else was in the crypt. The pressed-together bodies muffled the sounds of sobbing and coughing in the confined space. Unasked, the robot turned on its running lights, bathing the room in a blue light.
“Hey, butterfly, stay here with Daddy and TAMS,” Keegan told Haley. “I need to check on the other people in here.” She began to move around the room to see who needed medical attention. That’s when she saw Senator Jacobs, huddled on the floor with his knees drawn in close and his face in his hands. His chief of staff sat next to him, furiously trying to clean her vizglasses with a pulled out shirttail, again and again, not noticing that the lens screen was completely cracked.
Jacobs looked up at Keegan, his face showing the kind of blankness brought on by shock. Then it began to change as there was a glimmer of recognition, and he took back on the bearing of a politician; it was something known for him to cling to, as his mind and body tried to process it all.
“I . . . nearly died up there. These machines . . . are going to kill us all. It’s just like I warned. They’re failing us, and now the whole country knows it.”
She put her hands on the lawmaker’s shoulders, and leaned in close like she was going to help him to his feet. “Fuck you,” she hissed. “My daughter was out there. So was my husband. They nearly died. A lot of other people did.”
Jacobs stiffened and Keegan felt him try to pull away. “Are they OK?”
“My daughter’s over there . . . with the robot that saved her life. No thanks to you and your network. You own this. All of it.”
Jacobs coughed and then spit. He tried to find his confidence, speaking louder now, as if to the crowd inside the crypt. “This was brought upon ourselves. We tried to make the world a better place for machines rather than God’s chosen. But I had nothing to do with it. And if I had been martyred up there . . . just as Lincoln was . . . then our nation would . . .”
“Be a better place?” said Keegan. “Oh no, that doesn’t work today. Not with me.”
TAMS interrupted. “Agent Keegan, I have received updates from emergency management systems. FAA reports all unmanned aerial systems in the area have either been destroyed in crashes or cleared from the airspace.”
Keegan used her command voice to yell to the crowd, “Everybody, I’ve got news from above.” The sobs and whispers quieted.
“The authorities say it’s all clear upstairs. You need to exit immediately. Clear the area.”
Then she whispered to Jacobs, “Except you.” She placed her hand back on her pistol, showing it was not a choice. “I’m going to secure the senator and ensure he’s safe,” she yelled to the crowd. The aide started to protest, but Keegan’s face made clear she was not going to tolerate a debate.
Keegan turned to the robot. “TAMS, you remain with me. Jared and Haley, stay here too.”
Slowly, the survivors shuffled out. The woman from the entrance touched the robot on its head and muttered thanks.
Jacobs watched them go and then slumped back against the wall. Haley started to play with the bot, using her hands to cover one of the blue lights and switching to the other, making a strobe effect in the room.
Keegan knelt in front of Jacobs, her hand still resting on the pistol.
“Don’t waste my time with any more denials. The neo-Nazis gave you up and then the robot matched it all together,” she said. “Of all people, you should have known that nothing stays hidden from the machines . . . not even what you and all the groups do playing your little game under the waterfall.”
Jacobs’s eyes went wide, the look of someone who unexpectedly found themselves trapped, as much by Keegan’s revelation as his physical surroundings. It was a powerful feeling, Keegan knew, even more so to experience the first time, and she wanted to leverage it.
She nodded at TAMS. “It got it all. We know about the network of groups, the meetups in the virtual world . . . even your Lincoln avatar. All of it.” She paused a beat to let this sink in. “The only question is, what happens next? Not whether you get elected or not, or even whether you go to jail or not. What you need to think on right now is whether Moses”—emphasizing the name to try to convince Jacobs their chat encryption had been broken—“gets you the next time.”
Jacobs’s eyes went even wider and his body shook with a tremor at the mention of the name. “Just turn that thing off, and then we can talk,” he said in a raspy voice.
“Sure. We can do that,” she said. “Haley, set TAMS on sleep mode. TAMS, turn lights off.”
Haley giggled as the lights turned off and then settled down.
Jacobs looked at Keegan for a long moment, his face barely visible in the dark. “This wasn’t the plan,” he whispered. “You have to believe me. The idea was to scare people, to show how the system was breaking down, to create the needed moment for true change. But he’s taken it beyond that. And, I guess, now he’s going after . . . anyone.”
“Do you know Moses’s real name?” said Keegan. “We can’t protect you without knowing that.”
“Moses is the avatar of Jackson Todd.”
“And who’s that?” She could run it down later but wanted Jacobs to keep flowing.
“A PhD geek in electrical engineering.”
“That doesn’t sound like your usual crowd. How do you know him?”
“Todd was a program manager at DARPA, working on robotic applications of machine learning, neural nets, ‘intelligent decision support systems,’ all that next gen stuff.”19 “We first crossed paths back when I was in the House and they sent him in to change my mind by talking up the scientific value of it all,” he said.
“You mean all the ways we were planning to deploy autonomous robots onto the battlefield, even while saying we were just doing research?”20
“Look, I don’t understand the tech. Never did. But when his work came through the Appropriations Committee, I knew enough to know I didn’t like what I saw. Felt it in my bones that it was just wrong. Just like with the Internet, they were trying to jump-start social change with AI, using the military budget as a backdoor to change the world.21 I tried to zero out the funding, including for his program. You can go back and see, that’s God’s honest truth. They sent him in to brief me. Smart guy, but I wasn’t persuaded. But there were people more important than me who wanted it to proceed. And so it did. I went to fight bigger battles and lost track of him.”
“And?” Keegan asked.
“And then, years later, he reached out to me right out of the blue. Just showed up in the stairwell outside my office. I had moved up to the Senate by this point. I didn’t recognize him at first; he was thinner, older, just looked like shit. Then he said everything he’d briefed me on back then had been the cause of his family’s death. And so I listened.”
“What did he mean was the ‘cause of his family’s death’?”
“You remember the Metro accident in Arlington seven years ago?”
Keegan nodded. It wasn’t too far from their condo; Haley would sometimes play in the memorial fountain.
“His family died in that crash. Wife and son. It wasn’t just that his whole life’s work was on automation; they’d literally been on the way to meet up with him. Back then he’d been all for technological advancement, no matter the cost. Now it was all about stopping that future. And who can blame him?”
“How long ago did he come to you?” she asked.
“Maybe three years ago. He’d resigned from DARPA and was working as a contractor for the Army Corps of Engineers. He said he’d come to me because I was the only one who had tried to stop it back then. That at least we could do something now for others, to jump-start the kind of movement that you saw today, bringing together people who wouldn’t otherwise connect, to work together to create a new America, a new future.”
Keegan cut him off. “Yeah, I saw how that worked out today. Kumbaya, and then the riot and the drone strikes. It seems Todd decided you didn’t have a role in his future, after all. What else can you can tell me about him?”
“I don’t know. I guess just that he’s not like the others. This goes beyond politics for him. He’s a true believer.”
“This some kind of religious extremism thing?”
“Yes and no. It’s about what it means to be human, but also about defending our very way of life itself.”
“I’ve heard that before,” Keegan muttered.
She quickly stood, wincing at the throbbing in her leg. In the Corps, they’d told her pain is just weakness leaving the body. It still took her breath away, though.
“TAMS, lights back on,” she ordered.
Jacobs’s confusion was evident even in the dim blue glow. “How . . . how did it hear you?”
“Machines don’t really fall sleep, everybody knows that!” Haley squealed from the corner.
So she’d been listening too. Keegan could only hope most of what she and Jacobs had said had gone over her daughter’s head. As for Jared, well, it was good for him to find out firsthand what a fraud Jacobs was. Maybe it would finally drain—or at least redirect—some of his anger.
“TAMS, pull up any relationship between the recent terror attacks and religious constructs. Todd didn’t just choose Moses by coincidence.”
TAMS gave an immediate reply. Finding relationships between words, entities, and concepts—symbolic reasoning—was one of the earliest areas that AI had specialized in.22 “There is a high-frequency symbolic connection between the online description of seven recent incidents in the news, Dr. Todd’s choice of representational avatar, and the Old Testament section of the Bible.”
“Which part?” Keegan said, already having a sense, but wanting to hear it to be sure.
“Exodus 7:14 to 9:35,” TAMS replied.23
“Is that the story of the biblical plagues and Moses leading the Israelites out of Egypt?” she asked.
“Yes,” TAMS answered.
“You said that there were seven incidents. But weren’t there ten plagues?”
“That is correct,” TAMS replied.
FBI DOMESTIC SPECIAL DETENTION FACILITY
Reston, Virginia
As Keegan stood at the podium, she was conscious that she smelled of smoke, burned plastic, and sweat. She was reminded of a former boss saying how these in-person meetings were just new ways to inhale the odors of your colleagues.
With everyone in the conference room using immersive VR rigs to watch the presentation, Keegan could well have been 1,000 miles away. But this was one of those moments when being in the room really mattered. The investigation that had been code-named “NEOLUDDITE” wasn’t just what people called a “Super Bowl” case, the kind everyone aspired their whole career to work. It was also the sense that being there was being part of something bigger than all of them. Each of them had experienced the trials of the flood and shutdowns in their own individual way, but now they could work side by side to solve them.
That sense of togetherness, though, was undermined by the sight of Deputy Director Bosch sitting at the far end of the table, his face as blank as that of TAMS, which stood across the room from him.
Keegan’s briefing ran through the attacks, projecting for the audience an overlay of the biblical text of each plague and visuals of its recent parallel. Some were fairly obvious, like the Plague of Blood (םָדּ), which was set against a video of the contaminated rivers, and the Plague of Poisoned Livestock, whose images of contaminated meat made Keegan’s stomach knot. Others were more symbolic, like the Plague of Lice (םינּכּ) and the crashed banks, assumed to be a commentary on parasitic financial networks. It culminated with the most recent catastrophes of Boils (ןיחשׁ) and Fire and Hail (דבּ) in the chemical attack and hacked drone swarms on the Mall. The underlying message was the sweeping scale of what might come next, in a world where technology had been so democratized that one man had the power once wielded by gods.1
The crowd reacted as it all began to fit together, each event seemingly a technological breakdown that now made sense as part of a broader effort to shake society’s confidence as a whole—an attack on human will as much as on digital networks. It wasn’t just how their postures visibly shifted, but that the usually staid chat room that was running alongside the presentation soon filled with brightly colored clouds of graphics and text.
Why isn’t he taking credit, pushing it out to the public? Terrorists usually do that, read one.
Are we buying this as a lone wolf? posted another. Or is this still a networked conspiracy . . . Jacobs trying to misdirect us, pushing it all off on a single actor.
If conspiracy, internal or external??? reacted another.
One meeting attendee, the assistant director for counterintelligence, even posted a series of emoji faces, charting his shock and then displeasure. It was soon followed by a reminder from the conference moderator staff to not post unessential information.2
As her formal briefing came to its conclusion, Keegan used the opportunity to move around slightly, feeling her back tighten up from standing in one place too long. She picked through all the questions and comments that had popped up during the live feed. Grabbing at the question of Jacobs’s misdirect first, she highlighted it in the projection and then answered out loud.
“All data point to the evolution of a network to a single actor going rogue. TAMS registered Jacobs as telling the truth, for once, in our conversation. I know that can be spoofed, but he didn’t seem to have that in him at the moment. Plus, it fits with what else we know, from the prior apprehensions of the NFF and the political goals Jacobs had for himself.”
She then moved on to the question of whether terrorists always wanted credit. On that one, Modi threw her a helping hand, posting into the chat a series of studies on terrorist psychology, whose findings he summarized.3 The BLUF: Terrorism comes in all sorts of forms and motivations. What leads someone down that psychological staircase to terrorism is complex, but at the end of the day the unifying factor for all is not about getting credit but creating fear, Modi wrote.
After ticking through each comment, she reviewed a series of pictures they had pulled of Todd, the collection showing the story of his life. High school and university graduation ceremonies. Cutting the cake at his wedding. Family vacations. A newsclip about the accident that killed his family. His old Defense Department identification badge. Keegan next layered a live satellite photo of his house in Northern Virginia over all the images. The crowd went silent, wondering if he was there right now. They also noted the blackened roof of one of the neighbor’s houses. McLean Fire Department had marked it as an accident, but that could certainly be questioned given what they knew now.
“Whatever the scenario, based on the information we have at hand, Todd is our primary person of interest. Bring him in and we figure out whether Jacobs is lying about what happened to his network, or we stop the next attack—maybe both.”
This was the signal for the meeting to shift from Keegan’s briefing to the planning of a raid on Todd’s residence. The HRT agents had the lead for that. Keg came in, looking slightly uncomfortable among all the suits. This was his first briefing since taking over for Noah, and it just happened to be among the most senior group possible. As he walked toward the podium, Keegan gave him a slight nod of confidence. It was at that moment that Bosch finally spoke up.
“Before you step away, Agent Keegan, there is something to clarify.” He smiled, but she perceived that it took real effort. “We all owe you our thanks,” he said, “for your dedication to mission and to the Bureau.” He clapped and the audience promptly followed suit, with the VR feed also filling with thumbs-up icons.
After the meeting, Noritz motioned her to follow him to his office. Modi stepped in behind them too, unasked.
TAMS moved to follow, but Noritz abruptly said, “Just humans.”
“TAMS, head down to the gear room and charge up,” said Keegan.
The three of them entered Noritz’s office, and he sat down in the leather chair behind his desk. It was supposed to be the commanding position in the room, but after Bosch’s earlier show, it had the opposite effect. As much as if Bosch had pissed down the chair legs, he had marked the chair—and anyone else who sat in it—as his.
“I have some news that’s going to disappoint you, so hear me out before you react,” Noritz said. He paused, licking his lips. She waited for him to pull out his ChapStick, but he plunged forward as if resolving to rip the Band-Aid off as quickly as possible. “The TAMS program is being shut down.”
“What?” whispered Keegan.
Modi just nodded, as if bored by the news. It was like he’d always known this moment was coming.
“Whose orders?” said Keegan, though she knew whose. “And why?”
Noritz held up his hands and smiled, but it was a sad one. “You know that,” he said. “And you know why. Deputy Director Bosch feels, and I agree . . .” he said, as if ensuring to have that on the record if the conversation was being recorded, “that given what we have seen happen with such systems, we can’t trust them in an operational setting. It’s not just what Todd has shown he’s capable of; it’s what the public might think.”
“You know what happened today wasn’t a machine problem. That was a human problem. All these breakdowns are Todd picking at the seams of our society and pulling the threads apart one by one. He’s not done yet.”
“We know that. Just because TAMS is offline does not mean the NEOLUDDITE investigation is stopping. In fact, Deputy Director Bosch feels that our shift away from a reliance on such technology may prove advantageous in the investigation. You just said Todd was picking away at the tech one by one. Now we’re closing down both a major liability for this investigation and for the Bureau.”
“Don’t twist my words around. TAMS is how we got here. Noritz, my daughter would not be alive if not for it. When those drones started falling out of the sky, it found us the only safe place on the Mall. Which also happened to be where Jacobs was hiding, too.”
“You’ve become . . . close . . . to the machine,” said Noritz, as if forgiving her for something wrong. “I get it, but—”
“But the decision’s already been made,” said Keegan.
“You know how it is,” said Noritz.
“Yeah, sure.” She looked over at Modi. “Anything to say?” said Keegan. “I thought this was your project as much as mine.”
“No, as much as I’d like to,” he replied, in an empathetic voice. “I have to look at the work with you and TAMS as an assignment. Like you, I don’t get to do everything I want to do, say everything I want to say. I have bosses, too.”
Keegan looked back at Noritz, ignoring Modi now, as if he had disappeared from the room.
“If that’s all, sir. I’ll be downstairs,” said Keegan. “I need to go decommission . . . my partner.”
She went downstairs and found TAMS hung along the back wall on a padded black metal rack, its blue running lights offering the only illumination in the room. Keegan flipped on the overhead fluorescents.
She’d waited as long as she could for Shaw to reach out, to tell her that the order was off. But nothing came in.
“TAMS, we need to talk,” Keegan said, knowing that they really didn’t need to. She did.
“OK.”
“You’ve done a lot of solid work,” said Keegan. “Just as well as any human agent would . . . Better than any human, maybe.”
The machine stared back, its face blank.
“The investigation will proceed, but we’re going to . . . do it another way.”
“How can I assist the investigation’s new priorities?” asked TAMS.
“That’s not possible. It is a set of orders that I have to follow, just like any protocol that guides you.”
The machine looked back at her, as if it didn’t understand. Keegan knew it was just her, an all-too-human mind transposing emotions onto it.
“I know. It doesn’t make much sense to me either. If there is one last thing that I can teach you, it’s that there’s plenty of things that humans do that don’t make much sense. We’re a walking bunch of contradictions. Trust me on that one thing.”
“OK.”
“I’m going to power you down now, TAMS,” said Keegan, running her fingers across its now dented and pockmarked chest plate. “Thank you.”
A moment later, it was done. The system lights went dark and the robot’s limbs and head fell limp.
Lifeless, like it had always been.
But somehow, now even more so.
SCOTT’S RUN NATURE PRESERVE
McLean, Virginia
The smoke from the cooking fire kept getting in Todd’s eyes. Every time he moved, it felt like the wind would pick up and push it back in his direction. He would move clockwise around the stone circle, and so did the smoke. He slid over again, which now put him next to a woman in her forties. Despite the heat, she was wrapped in a sleeping bag. Even as the smoke swirled around them, she stared blankly into the fire with glassy eyes. He took her by the hand and walked her out of the smoke.
“Thank you for that,” said an older woman in a thin gray tracksuit, with duct tape binding a tear on the left sleeve. She walked over to greet Todd.
“Haven’t seen you here before here. I’m Mayor Renae.” She spoke with the patient cadence of a librarian, like someone used to knowing more than the people she dealt with. Her eyes, wide set and kind, looked him over with a practiced gaze to tamp down the nagging feeling she always got with a newcomer, that they could be a threat to her camp.
She waited a moment more for the man to introduce himself, and then forged on. “You might be wondering about the title. Well, if you’re going to have a tent city, you gotta have a mayor,” she said pointing around. There were about thirty tents gathered around the firepit and a common kitchen area with two old gas grills and table of plywood set across old stumps. “Mostly, it means I just guilt people into treating others the way they want to be treated themselves.”
“How’d you end up here?” Todd asked. Dressing the part that he’d thought he’d need to play, he wore a pair of faded green corduroy pants, topped by the thin foil of an emergency thermal blanket turned into a makeshift poncho. Like the woman with her sleeping bag, he didn’t need it with the fire, but he hoped the mayor wouldn’t notice that.
The park, a county-owned nature preserve, was located just behind his neighborhood. When they’d bought their house, having a 300-acre forest that backed up to your property line had been one of the great appeals. There were hiking trails for the kids, deer that would wander into your backyard while you had your morning coffee, and most of all, no neighbors looking through your back windows. But then the very thing that they’d paid extra for had turned into a drag on property value.
First came the construction for the power line that ran through the county land and then set off a panic over cancer fears. A few years after that, the next controversy started when people who had lost their jobs and then their homes had set up camp in the park’s woods. It had pitted the neighborhood association members against each other, some worried about safety or property values, others knowing how close they really were to being in the same position. Soon, even those most worked up about the squatters found out there wasn’t much they could do. The homeless camp had been set up in a hollow hidden from the public hiking trail that ran along the top of the ridge. The park rangers knew they were there, but as long as there was no trouble, left them alone. Which was why Todd was there. It was off the grid, but near where he needed to be.
“I used to work as a hostess over at the restaurant for Washington Golf and Country Club, not far from here,” Renae said. “After my shifts, I’d bring leftover food from the parties and banquets. It seemed the least I could do. After the downturn dragged on, I couldn’t keep up with the bills. You know how it is . . .”
He nodded as if that were something he’d been dealing with too.
“They already knew me here, so it just seemed the natural place for me. After that, well, people came and went, and I just stayed.”
“She been here long too?” Todd asked, tilting his chin over at the woman still staring into the fire.
“No, from a family that just came down from Baltimore. You see what happened there?”
Todd felt his legs wobble, just for a moment. He nodded his assent to Renae.
“There’s four of ’em and they’re really sick,” she said. “There’s a guy on the other side of that tree, I think her husband. He was still puking up blood.”
“Should we . . . call an ambulance for them?” Todd asked before he could stop himself. He chided himself to be more careful in balancing the character he had to play and the agent of change he had to be.
“Here? Then what?” said Renae. “First, they’re not going to come. Second, even if they do, it’s just going to create trouble with the cops.”
“Sure,” he said.
“We’ll do our best for them. And that’s the best we can do,” she said. “How about you? You doing OK?”
“I know it feels like everything is coming apart,” he said, “but maybe that’s for the best. It means something is finally changing.” He said it as much for himself as for her.
“I hope you’re right,” she replied. “Anyways, as long as you treat everyone the way you want to be treated, you’re welcome to stay here . . .” She held out her hand, her eyes indicating she was still waiting for his name.
“Ned,” he supplied, and shook her hand.
“Good to meet you, Ned. With everything coming apart like you say, it’s good to be around other people.” She walked back to her tent, leaving Todd by the fire, wondering what the woman exactly saw in the flames, and if she could ever understand the justice of his actions.
All of a sudden, there was movement behind him in the trees, a rustle of leaves followed by a glimpse of brown. It was one of the deer overrunning the park. Normally, they sauntered through the park like they owned it, but this time the animal looked spooked.
It had happened quicker than he expected.
Todd took hurried steps away from the camp, moving down the hill to the muddy shore of the Potomac River. He crouched low, walking along the waterline for a few hundred feet, and then headed back up into the woods, following a washout that doubled as a game trail. The thin paper of the thermal blanket rustled slightly, but the sound was close enough to that of leaves crinkling in the breeze to mask it.
He froze. They were hard to see at first, but silhouetted on the hiking trail that ran along the ridgeline was the outline of a person wearing a combat helmet and carrying a rifle. A soldier. Then another and another after that.
He lay down quietly in the roots and slithered the last 20 feet to his destination: a metal stand in one of the trees, wreathed in dark green camouflage thermal netting. The freegans would be proud of him, he thought, recycling someone else’s work. The tree stand had been put in by the bow hunters licensed by the county to try to trim back the deer numbers.
Just a foot away from the tree, the plan went awry. Todd cut his left hand on a piece of broken glass, likely from some discarded beer bottle. He bit back a curse at the pain and slowly ascended the ladder. At the top, he hunkered down behind the netting and shifted the heat-reflective blanket that he wore as a poncho to shield his body.
Peering through the slit, he watched as more soldiers advanced by in the dark. It soon became clear he didn’t need the camouflage that the thermal blanket or the hunting blind offered. The figures seemed intent on navigating the dark trail to his neighborhood as rapidly as possible, not scanning the forest for targets. Then, he saw that they weren’t soldiers at all. Stitched in the middle of their dark green body armor were three yellow letters: FBI.
POTOMAC OVERLOOK NEIGHBORHOOD
McLean, Virginia
In the darkness, the noise of her own breathing and the slight murmurs of the wind working its way through the dense trees sounded louder than they actually were.
The timer on her vizglasses told Keegan the main assault force would race up from the trail to Todd’s backyard in the next thirty seconds. With his residence on a single-road cul-de-sac, the working assumption was he would see any vehicles coming from a distance. So the raid would seize the element of surprise by coming in on foot from the back, using the adjacent park’s forest as cover. The follow-on force would block any vehicular traffic from approaching the cul-de-sac. At the nearby American Legion Memorial Bridge that ran over the Potomac River, Virginia State Police had set up another roadblock, cutting off any escape back into the city.
The HRT operators, led by Keg, crouched at the head of the trail behind the house. The agents spread out, lying down on the slight slope in Todd’s property line, framed between the privacy fences on either side of the backyard. Keegan and the follow-on force stacked up on the trail, waiting for the signal. It would be an obvious one.
Keegan zoomed in on the target, using the full-color night vision that amplified the ambient light 85,000 times.1 The split-level ranch-style home showed its age. It needed some paint on the white trim, and one of the gutters hung askew. Had it always looked like this, or had Todd given up on the upkeep when his life’s work shifted from creation to destruction?
She looked up from the house to the sky above, a swirl of tiny lights extending out as far as her eyes could track. That was the one thing she’d always loved about the goggles, the way they allowed you to see five hundred times more stars in the sky. On night raids, they turned every soldier into an astronomer, and sometimes even a philosopher, pondering the meaning of their smallness in the midst of all that light in the distance.2
Buzzing replaced the whisper of the wind. Then, like an omnipotent deity, a voice rang out from megaphones mounted on the four quadcopters that dropped down to hover at the corners of Todd’s property. “Jackson Todd! This is the FBI.” At those words, the HRT operators ran from the woods into the backyard.
One of them then fell, as if yanked backward by the neck. The other HRT members dropped to the ground, weapons searching for the sniper. There was no other fire, no explosions.
“Anyone have eyes on?” Keg yelled out.
The agent who had fallen pulled away a thin piece of greenish rope that he’d gotten tangled in, tossing aside what looked like a wooden handle.
“Stand down the sniper hunt,” Keg said. “It’s a kid’s zip line.”
The HRT operators regained their footing and carefully worked their way to the back porch. Edging past a gas grill, they placed a wall-penetrating radar next to an exterior brick wall.3 It showed what the overhead drones’ thermal sensors had indicated: there were no humans home. But with somebody as savvy as Todd, there was no way to know for certain.
Keegan advanced from the trail and walked around the house to locate Noritz. He was huddled inside a navy blue tactical command post van, part of the convoy of law enforcement vehicles that filled the cul-de-sac at the HRT operators’ initial all clear. Sitting beside him were a pair of FBI Special Agent Bomb Techs performing the law enforcement version of Keegan’s old robot-wrangler job in the Marines. Noritz had said he wanted her in there with them for the next phase, when they entered the house. But it was not clear to her if he was trying to signal his continued trust by having her in the command center, or if it was the very opposite: keeping her where he could see her.
In either case, the two wranglers had their hands full tonight, literally. After all of Todd’s tech takedowns, the operational plan was to limit use of anything that had advanced automation software. Fingers dancing across keyboards in a blur, the two steered everything from the drones that hovered above Todd’s yard to a cloud of insect-sized drones that were pushed out through the neighborhood to establish a perimeter.
“HRT confirms no sign of Todd,” Keegan announced.
“Strike one,” said Noritz and then he turned to the wranglers. “Send it in.”
A small tracked robot about the size of a lawnmower rolled off the van’s ramp and turned jerkily toward Todd’s house. An older model PackBot, the machine did not try to hide its singular purpose behind plastic skin or human form.4 Designed for bomb squad and SWAT team work and then sent out to the second Iraq War, it had a single metal arm with four hinged joints topped by a two-fingered claw. Mounted on the second-to-last joint, the equivalent of the robot’s forearm, was a sensor pod and a shotgun.5 The gun was supposed to be used to detonate improvised explosives, but Keegan knew from experience it could be used to target people.
The robot rolled up Todd’s front stoop with a stuttering advance. With a critical eye, Keegan could see the wrangler’s moves were unsteady; he wasn’t used to the joystick-style controller, modeled after the video games of their parents’ generation. What had once been a user-friendly design was now as intuitive as changing typewriter ribbon.
At the door, the robot stopped.
“Ring the bell, or blast it open?” asked the technician, perhaps a little too eager to try out the shotgun.
“Try the door,” Noritz said.
The robot’s claw hand reached out and grasped at the door handle. After a first miss, Keegan suggested, “Try shifting to the pinhole camera mounted inside the hand; it’s easier that way.”
“Thanks.”
The viewscreen shifted from looking down on the door handle to a bug’s-eye view looking directly at it. Centering the knob on the screen, the twin metal grippers closed on the hand, darkening the screen. It shifted back to the sensor pod view above the handle and the hand spun slowly, turning the door handle.
Todd’s house was unlocked.
“That’s not suspicious at all,” said Keegan.
“Agreed,” said Noritz. He spoke into the comms channel. “All agents, pull back. Let’s clear the house first with the PackBot.”
“Roger that,” Keg’s voice came back.
An update flashed across the viewscreen in the van and onto Keegan’s viz; no traces of explosives or any other nuclear, biological, or chemical threats had been detected by the PackBot’s sniffers. But it also illustrated how much code was still running back and forth, even with their attempt to avoid automation.
The robot used its arm to push the door open wider.
“Hold it here to see if there’s any reaction from inside the house,” Keegan instructed. Being silhouetted in an open doorway was often the start of an ambush.
After five seconds of nothing, the wrangler looked back at Noritz and he nodded his approval. The robot’s spotlight on the sensor pod turned on and it crept forward. On the viewscreen, a new window opened. It showed a graphic layout of the robot’s actual position matched to a rendering they’d built from the house’s plans and photos from an old online real estate listing. This would allow them not only to track its progress, but also to see if there were any false walls hiding potential dangers.
The robot rolled through a hall entryway with wooden floors, then into a carpeted den connected to an open kitchen. The operator spun the PackBot on its tracks slowly, surveying the room. Keegan wasn’t sure what she expected to see, but the normality of it surprised her. Hell, it was exactly the kind of needing-to-be-updated suburban house that she and Jared had spent hours poring over online before he’d lost his job.
“Light on over there,” Noritz said, and the robot headed toward a doorway with a band of light peeking out from beneath it. The builder’s plans marked it as stairs down to the basement level.
The robot opened the door—no need for Keegan to tell the wrangler how to do his job twice—then rumbled down a short set of stairs, a second set of tracks flipping downward off the back of the PackBot to keep it steady. At the bottom, the machine paused, as if appreciating that it had the room to itself. It was an empty rec room, the carpet showing the tracks of a vacuum. The emptiness was eerie; it was the kind of room that should have been littered with toys. The bot advanced slowly, then stopped before entering the other room in the lower level, where the light was coming from. The design plans showed a 22- by 18-foot room with no windows, labeling it a “guest room/office.” Yet in builder speak, that could mean anything from a spare bedroom to sex dungeon.
“Open it?” asked the tech.
“If he’s set something to blow, all we’ve lost is a bot,” said Noritz. “Do it.”
Just before the bot pushed opened the door with its arm, it seemed as if every person in the crowded van took a breath in nervous anticipation. The door opened to show a large box, about the size of a refrigerator, standing in the middle of the room.
“What the hell is that?” said the robot operator.
Its sides were a yellowish glass, shimmering with the reflection of the robot’s light. Two thick black cables snaked out the top, running down the box to the wall, where they followed the baseboard.
“Analytics on what we are seeing? Anybody?” asked Noritz.
All Keegan could think was how useful TAMS would have been at this moment. As the operator started to drive the robot closer, she said, “Don’t touch the cables,” worried about a booby trap.
“Got it. I’m going to get a better angle on those wire terminals coming out the top,” he said. “It looks like some kind of big generator or battery.”
It was the last word that did it—the shimmery glass looked like the big brother of what she’d seen inside the guts of the tiny robots she’d so many times assembled herself. “It’s not that,” she said.
“What is it then?” asked Noritz.
“I think it’s a capacitor,” she said.
“A what?” asked Noritz.
“It’s like a battery, but instead of producing electricity with chemicals, it just stores it. Kinda like a water tower for electrons, storing them until you need them.6 That yellow is graphene, superefficient, probably lined with ceramic or something else nonconductive. I’ve never seen plates that big before, though. You’d have to buy that special from a fab.”
“What’s he doing with it then, powering his house? Maybe for some kind of secret lab?”
“No, it’s doing the opposite. See how he’s got it hooked up over there? He’s got to be charging it off the power grid with cables that big. Plus, you wouldn’t want to store any electrical lab equipment near a charged capacitor like that in case you ever shorted it out . . .” Her voice trailed off, as she considered the cramped space of the van, packed with electronics mere inches from her face.
She tossed her vizglasses aside and covered her eyes, and shouted “Cover!”
SCOTT’S RUN NATURE PRESERVE
McLean, Virginia
Face down in the mud, Todd pushed himself up and took a deep breath, trying to stop hyperventilating. Just another 20 feet and he would be back at the river’s edge. But he kept slipping down the slick, steepening slope, unable to find either his footing or his breath. This had all started years ago, but somehow it felt as if a line had just been crossed. That it had taken place in his home made it personal, but also meant that he could never go back. It was done. That part of his life was now truly over—just as it was for society.
The lightning-like electric crack of the capacitor discharging in his house had been followed by eight more in the distance. The FBI team must have set off the proximity sensor in the basement, which sent out the last digital signal in the area for some time. None of his jury-rigged devices had the world-spanning range of the nuclear-weapon-powered EMPs that the doomsayers fantasized about.7 But it wasn’t needed. At the proximity sensor’s signal, a daisy chain of electromagnetic pulses had shot out from the capacitors that he’d geographically set to cover the network of power grid substations in Washington; one had even been assembled in an apartment that he’d rented across from the Capitol Power Plant.8 Just that single device would take out the power source that every office in Congress and the Supreme Court relied on, as well as brick every single computer in the headquarters buildings of the Departments of Energy, Education, and Housing and Urban Development, as well as the Federal Aviation Administration and US Postal Service, turning them into mere paperweights. Perhaps most damaging, though, would be at the General Services Administration’s DC region headquarters, the little-known agency that managed the basic functions and office management for every single other federal organization. Even if the politicians and bureaucrats tried to fight it, there was now literally no choice other than to remake vast swaths of American government.
Then came a sweet silence that no one inside the Beltway had heard for literally a generation. None of the cicada-like buzzing of drones overhead or whirring of electric vehicles that had become part of the everyday background noise of modern life. Nothing.
He wanted to howl with exaltation at the triumph of his moment. But respecting the silence was an even greater celebration of a journey that had begun with such loss. He alone had given society this moment to rethink and reset. He alone had steered it to the last possible off-ramp from the information superhighway, before it all careened out of human control.
The silence passed through him. Calmed, he started to move with deliberate steps down to the river’s edge. There was still more work to be done. As he reached the water, he washed his hand of the blood from the broken bottle. When he stood back up to survey the shore, only then did he realize he had a far bigger problem that he hadn’t factored in. The small black kayak he had hidden was gone. Or, to put it more accurately, the old river’s edge he had hidden it on was gone, its geography changed by the force of the flood.
Todd looked around, feeling his heart race now. Breathe, he told himself. Every problem has a solution. He found the kayak floating about 30 yards away. The tree that it had been tied to had broken off at the stump, but fortunately gotten wedged into a tangle of other trees and debris piled up against a boulder.
He untied the kayak and checked to make sure the backpack was still secured inside. There was always the risk that someone might have taken it, but the kayak had been set well off any hiking trail and covered with netting and leaves.
Todd dragged the boat deeper into the fast-moving water and, using the paddle planted in the mud to try to steady himself, put one foot up in the kayak. As he tried to pull in the other leg, however, he began to tip over and his arm holding the paddle swayed out.
The kayak rolled, dumping Todd into the river, and he scrambled to hold on to the paddle while the kayak started to float downstream. Luckily, he’d attached its rope to his wrist, and after a drawn-out thrashing about in the fast-moving water, he got his feet underneath him and stood. He checked for the backpack again and stowed the paddle back inside the boat, then dragged it ashore, half out of the water and half on the mud.
He’d been kayaking before, but it had always been off a dock, the teenager who worked at the rental stand at Georgetown’s waterfront holding it steady while he and his wife climbed in. Only now had he considered that was another of those little things for which you needed human help. At that thought, he laughed at the simultaneous appropriateness and ludicrousness of it all. He deserved to be cold and wet and at a loss for what to do next, he thought. It was a very human feeling.
Trying again, this time he wedged himself into the kayak while it was still ashore, the bow of the boat squishing down low in the mud from his weight, but the stern floating free. The cut on his hand throbbed as he dug the paddle’s edge into the muck and inched the boat backward into the water push by push. It probably wasn’t the right way, but it worked. And that made it the right way.
As the kayak finally broke free of the sludge, the river’s current spun the bow downstream. With a wobbly first few strokes, Todd felt the boat pick up speed. In the faster open water, he found it easier to steer. With little effort, he soon closed in on the American Legion Memorial Bridge that crossed the Potomac. Its high, thick, reinforced concrete piers had kept it safe above the flood, but now it appeared as it never had before. Backlit only by the stars, its spans were completely dark, not a single car headlight on its ten lanes of highway. As the kayak passed under the bridge and he entered pure darkness, the boat’s swaying movement was the only sensation fed into his body. When the boat exited back into the starlight on the other side, he began a slow and deliberate paddle toward his next destination. Not everything had gone to plan, but enough had that he could continue his work.
POTOMAC OVERLOOK NEIGHBORHOOD
McLean, Virginia
It all had the look of a funeral pyre, a central column of smoke pouring out of Todd’s house, framed by the four smoldering drones where they had crashed in the corners of the yard. Yet as she emerged from the FBI van, Keegan couldn’t see anyone in the immediate vicinity who was either hurt or dead. Mostly, agents stood about confused, pulling off their AR glasses to see what was wrong with them and flicking switches on tactical radios that had gone dead.
“Is everyone OK on your team?” Keegan yelled over to Keg.
“I think so,” he yelled back. “We were far enough back. But a few of the rigs jolted when the comms went down. What the hell happened? We’ve got no feed from the network.”
“He had some kind of electronic defeat device in the house. A big jury-rigged capacitor set off to go when we got near it. It likely fried anything close with unprotected electronic circuitry.” She looked down at her Watchlet. It had a blank screen. She couldn’t even mark the time of the attack. It was that moment when she noticed the silence in the air. “Keg, get your team to set a perimeter, facing out,” she yelled.
He gave her a confused look.
“We don’t have any drones watching our back anymore,” she explained.
One second they had been a connected force in a position of strength. Now they were on the defensive and disconnected, mentally as much as technologically.
“Keegan, you OK?” Noritz asked, exiting the vehicle in a daze. Inside the van, the detonation had made sparks fly out from the servers and the PackBot’s control screen sizzle, but nothing major had exploded.
Keegan didn’t respond. She kept scanning the area to make sure there were not any threats emerging from the forest or the street, ready to take advantage of this sudden shift.
“Keegan?” said Noritz. “Hey! You OK?”
Even in this cul-de-sac, she could feel that something else had shifted. There was a different energy in the air. Or, rather, a lack of it. “Yeah. All good.”
Noritz pointed into the night sky. “Look at the stars . . . I’ve never seen them that bright.”
“There’s no ambient light. Power must be out all over.”
The two of them stood still, now able to see as many stars as they’d previously needed their night-vision goggles to view. The darkness offered clarity.
“Just how many of those devices did he have?” Noritz asked.
“Enough to make plagues eight”—she walked over to the edge of the road and picked up a dragonfly-like microdrone about the size of her trigger finger—“and nine happen.” She tossed the inert little drone to the side, seeing scores of them on the ground in piles, their translucent wings glittering from the starlight
“What are you talking about?” said Noritz.
“Locusts and darkness,” said Keegan. “The eighth and ninth plagues—which means there’s one more to go if Todd is doing what we think.”
The growl of a diesel engine interrupted them; a matte black MRAP with “FBI” stenciled on the side pulled up. It was from the quick reaction force, set at the end of the cul-de-sac, which might as well have been on the other side of the city with the comms gear out.
“Thank God for military surplus,” Keegan said. The hardened electronics of the armored truck had protected its systems from Todd’s pulse blast, but the universe of people its radios could call would be limited.
Noritz went over to confer with the team lead of the rapid reaction team, Keegan holding back. There was no rapid reaction to make, no clear next move to take. After a few minutes, Noritz returned, seemingly reenergized. “I’m going to make that my ride. I’ll drop you off close as we can get, then I need to circle back to the office,” he said.
“What do you mean, drop me off?” she asked.
“Take the time to check in on your family. They’ve been through a lot. This mess will all be here tomorrow to deal with.”
He said it as if he was giving friendly advice, but unstated was what would happen in the interim. The mess would still be there tomorrow, but tonight would be when they’d figure out who to pin it on. They’d be looking for a scapegoat, and Noritz was making sure she wasn’t going to be there when they did. The absent person who had steered them right into this trap would take the fall.
She wanted to argue, but she didn’t have the energy to deal with it all. He was right. She needed to be somewhere else tonight, with someone else.
But all she could do was think about what was to come. The final plague was the one that had finally persuaded the Egyptians when the other catastrophes hadn’t: Death of the Firstborn. It took her imagination to darker places than she wanted to go, and she forced herself awake by digging her fingernails into her palms. The horror of what she kept imagining made her nauseous. And TAMS, maybe the best weapon they had to do something about it, was hanging on a rack in the back of a converted shopping mall.
BALLSTON NEIGHBORHOOD
Arlington, Virginia
Hundreds of lights glowed from high-rises’ windows. It was beautiful in a way, thought Keegan, the glimmers silhouetting backlit bodies staring out into the darkened city.1 Usually that came from a wall screen or tablet. Instead, it was hundreds of tiny candle flames. Flames had always meant fear for some, hope for others. There would be more of the former than the latter right now. But there was something human about the flames, something that forged a shared connection against the darkness.
The lobby of her building, though, was completely dark. The electric doors didn’t automatically open, but they hadn’t autolocked either, which was a good thing because she had no idea how she would have gotten in otherwise. They opened just an inch, something on the inside blocking them. Keegan pushed harder, this time with the full force of her shoulder leaning in, and the door slid back a few more inches so she could slide her body through. As she squeezed inside, the sound of something moving through the air made her duck. Metal pinged into the hard glass of the door about where her head had just been. She rolled to a low crouch and drew her pistol. Seeing more movement and the outline of a person, she took aim.
“Federal agent! Do not move!”
“What?” said an older woman’s voice.
As Keegan’s eyes started to adjust to the dark, she lowered her weapon. “What the hell are you doing?”
“Oh! You’re the cop!” said a gray-haired woman in her sixties, who wielded a bat.
“Not a cop, FBI,” Keegan said, exasperated.
“That’s right, Siena. She’s little Haley’s mom,” said a second figure that emerged from the dark. He was a man, also in his sixties. Instead of a bat, he had a claw hammer in his hand.
“Yeah, that’s me. Haley’s mom, FBI agent.”
She couldn’t remember their names either, so it was only fair that was how they knew her. She’d made small talk about the weather with Siena and what’s-his-name with the hammer whenever they crossed paths in the lobby and up on the drone delivery pad. But in buildings like this, no one was borrowing cups of sugar, or whatever people did with neighbors “back in the day.”
“Seriously,” Keegan said. “What are you doing down here? I almost killed you both.”
“We’re protecting the building from looters.”
“Right . . .” Keegan said. She didn’t have the patience for this. “Can I give you some advice, though? Find out who’s coming in before you try to brain them.”
“What’s happening out there?” said Siena, sounding eager, almost like she wished it were Armageddon beyond the building.
“It’s what it looks like,” said Keegan, getting annoyed at the delay. “It’s dark, most everyone huddled up like us.”
“When’s the power coming back on?” they asked, as if being in the FBI meant she had all the answers. It was a far cry from the usual “Deep State” crap that their generation had become consumed by.
“Power’s going to be out for a while. I don’t know any more than you do. If I do hear more, I’ll be sure to let you know. Police will be by at some point to check on everybody, so just hang in there and we’ll be fine. If you really want to do something, maybe go door to door to see if anybody needs medical help or candles or whatnot?”
“What about protecting the lobby?” said Siena.
“Checking on neighbors is more important,” said Keegan. “I need to go check on my family, too. We’re all going to be fine.” She didn’t believe it. They were a long way from fine. But they wouldn’t detect her lie in the dark.
Upstairs, Keegan paused outside her front door and instinctively swiped at the Watchlet to check on what the tiny bot cams inside would reveal. She half expected to see an image of her daughter and husband huddled around a trio of candles, faces lit from beneath. Instead, the screen remained blank.
A deep breath and she knocked gently on the door.
“It’s me,” she said. “Lara.”
Then came a rush of shame that she even had to say that.
She could hear fast-paced footsteps as Haley sprinted toward the door. After Jared opened it, Haley leapt into her arms. “Mommy!” she said.
Keegan squeezed her tight. It used to be that every time she saw her, it seemed like her little girl had grown inches in between. If anything, tonight Haley felt smaller, more vulnerable as the world around her had become more dangerous.
The room was lit with long white candles, flickering shadows dancing along the wall.
Jared held back, for a moment, then moved in to hug them both. It was a hard squeeze, and a longer one than she had had from him in a very long time.
“Mommy, you changed your clothes,” Haley said, pointing out her tactical gear.
“Yeah, I had to,” she said.
“Did you go to the store for them?” she said.
“I got them at work,” she said.
“How come? Are the stores dark too?” Haley asked.
“You doing OK?” Jared asked.
“Yeah, I think so. Tired as hell, but good otherwise, considering . . .” She carried Haley inside, not giving a damn about what it would do to her back later on, and all three of them crashed down onto the couch. Its springs creaked; Jared being on it so long for his job had worn them out.
Nobody spoke. They just watched the candle flames flicker in the dark living room.
“You guys have enough to eat?” Keegan asked.
“We’re OK,” Jared replied. “After the flood scare, I stocked up on freeze-dried meals and cans, twice the recommended FEMA amount.”2
The way he was so calm about it made her think that her order of extra medication had come through too.
That wasn’t fair, she chided herself. For all their troubles, she knew Jared wanted to protect their family.
“That’s when I got the extra candles too. I didn’t know how many you’re supposed to have, so I just ordered a couple of boxes of the long fancy ones we use in the dining room.”
“Well, at least it classes up the joint,” she said with a slight smile.
“Haley, do you wanna go get Mommy one of her energy bars?” he said—the kind of question parents asked to plant an idea that was really an order.
Haley ran to the kitchen.
“Just what is happening out there?” Jared asked when she’d moved out of earshot. “Everything’s off, not just the power, but all our devices. I can’t even pull down the news to find out why, let alone work. Haley’s toys are on the fritz too.”
“The same people behind the flood and drone crashes fried the power grid and knocked out anything digital with what were essentially daisy-chained electric IEDs.”
“Feels like this is never going to end,” he said, “like we’re never going to go back to normal.”
“I don’t know about that. We’ll catch them and then get things back on track,” she said, maybe not so certain herself. But she had to be the confident one.
“No. You know how our parents talked about the September 11 attacks, like the whole world changed forever after that?” he asked. “Not because of the attacks themselves, but by what came after. Afghanistan. Iraq. Saudi Arabia. This is going to be like that. Except we’re going to be attacking one another.”
She stared back at him. Maybe he’d been living online for too long. Or, maybe he was right.
“No need to go there just yet. Some things you have to take one day at a time. An hour at a time. Otherwise it’s too much,” she said, as much to convince herself as him.
“Where’s TAMS?” said Haley, running back into the room, no bar in hand, having forgotten the mission.
“Still at work,” Keegan said.
“I miss it,” said Haley, as she climbed into her mom’s lap. “Did it get turned off too?”
For a second Keegan wondered how Haley had guessed that, then realized she meant like her toys. “Haley, TAMS is resting at my office.”
“You can turn it on, right?” said Haley.
“It’s not quite like that,” said Keegan. How would the little girl understand a robot “dying”?3 Would it be like losing a toy, a pet, or even a human friend? “TAMS had a job to do, and did it. It did a really good job, in fact. But now it’s all done.”
“But I want TAMS here, with me!” Haley started balling her fists like she was about to have a tantrum.
A loud knock on the door interrupted them. Keegan set Haley aside and went to the entry hallway, taking in how the door was cheap wood, the kind that any looter’s axe could go through in a second.
Get a grip. Those two dingbats in the lobby are in your head.
The second knock was even louder, shaking the door on its frame.
She drew her pistol from her holster, in that moment realizing that in the rush to get inside, she hadn’t even put it away in the gun safe above the refrigerator.
“Bathroom,” she hissed at Jared and Haley.
Haley started to cry, a wail that was between mumbling and moaning. Jared just nodded solemnly and scooped the girl up.
Keegan refocused on the front door.
“Keegan, it’s Modi,” a voice called from outside. “Open up. I know you’re in there.”
What was he doing here?
She unlocked the door, then stepped back, hiding the pistol behind her.
Modi was not first through the door, however. TAMS was. In the silhouette of the doorway, the outline of the robot looked fragile and childlike, almost like Haley herself—delicate.
“What the . . . ?” said Keegan.
“Hello,” the machine said, and then a microsecond pause of recognition, “Agent Keegan.”
“You can put away the gun, OK?” said Modi stepping in behind the robot. She nodded and holstered her Sig, impressed he had noticed that tactical detail so quickly. But any thought of that changed as he came closer. The candlelight didn’t shimmer off his hair. Instead of the rippling metallic colors, it was all now a muted brown. He was also wearing a fitted business suit, the fabric tight around defined muscles.
The bathroom door swung open and Haley ran out. “TAMS!”
“It is nice to see you again, Haley,” TAMS said, as the girl collided with the bot, rocking it backward with the force of a hug every bit as intense as the one that she had given her mother. Jared walked out into the room behind her but hung back, eyeing both the robot and Modi with suspicion.
Haley was oblivious to it, though, squeezing what would have been the life out of the machine. Keegan marveled at the connection Haley seemed to have with the robot. Yet, as she looked at the child’s hands clasped around the robot’s waist, she picked up that something was wrong. The bot’s ceramic skin was unmarked. No dings and scratches from battle damage.
“Wait,” Keegan said to herself. There was no way they could have fixed it in the interim, not with all the attacks and system collapses. She stepped closer to the bot, then dropped down on one knee to examine the plating.
“Haley, why don’t you take TAMS to your room to show it your toys?” said Keegan. “TAMS . . .” she said haltingly, feeling almost guilty for using the same name for this other system. “TAMS, go with Haley until I tell you to return.”
“OK,” Haley and the robot said, almost in unison, which made Haley giggle. She tugged the bot by the hand to her room. “Can you help Baz fly again?” Haley asked.
Keegan waited for the door to close, then turned on Modi. “That isn’t TAMS.”
“Yes and no,” Modi said. “It is a TAMS unit, just not yours. It has the same experiences synched up, but we had to pull another one for you . . . from other sources.”
“How did you get a new one in the middle of all this?” she asked. “That kind of tech isn’t just lying around in a warehouse, waiting to be booted up.”
“For some organizations, it is,” he said.
“Seriously, I need to know. How’d you get the hardware here, backed up, and I am guessing charged up, in the middle of an EMP blackout? Is this Shaw pulling strings for you too now?”
He shook his head. “No, there are limits to even where someone like Mr. Shaw can reach.”
“Who then? DoD used to run the program. This one of theirs?”
“Indirectly. It was provided to other government agencies that have an interest in this matter,” he said.
“The other kind with three letters?” asked Keegan.
Modi nodded.
At that, Jared abruptly stood up.
“OK, this has been fun, but one of us has to stay out of prison. I know I shouldn’t be in the room for this,” he said, heading toward the bedroom.
“A very good idea,” Modi said under his breath.
After the door closed, Modi pulled out a small black rectangle the size of an auxiliary phone battery and flicked it on with his thumb. He quickly circled the room, exuding confidence that had been lacking before—gone was the gawky uncertainty of an academic uncomfortable in his own skin and now he had quick, predatory movements. It was the practiced efficiency of a well-trained soldier, Keegan realized.
“We’re good now,” he said. “Just stay away from the windows.”
They sat down at the kitchen counter, moving aside two half-eaten bowls of cereal. Looking past Modi, she noticed that her folded bots were all set along the windowsill, looking out toward the city.
“Second one of those I’ve had pulled out on me in two days,” she said. “This another conversation that never happened?”
Modi took a breath. But rather than hunch and sink into himself, as had been his habit before, he sat with military posture, his shoulders back and spine ramrod straight. “Agent Keegan, I have close-hold information that I have been authorized to share with you and you alone at this stage of what is a highly compartmented national security investigation. Not Noritz. Not Bosch. Not Shaw. Understood?”
“Yes,” she replied, wondering why this clearance wasn’t being done in written form and a little afraid of the answer.
“I don’t work for the Justice Department or the FBI. At least, not exactly.”
“Not exactly?”
“I’m a counterintelligence officer at CIA assigned to a special internal task force that has a domestic focus. In my case, it has me inside the FBI to monitor the Bureau for penetration by enemies of the Constitution, foreign or domestic.” He emphasized the latter, then paused to let Keegan process the full meaning of what he had said. “The program started after the, shall we say, interesting behavior within the FBI’s New York office that hampered the nation’s ability to respond to the very first case of foreign interference into a domestic US election.”4
“Who watches the watchers?” whispered Keegan, still taking it in.5
“A question asked by everyone from the ancient Romans to Star Trek.”
“A spook and a geek?”
“Guilty as charged . . . but they had it right. It’s the question that comes back every generation or so, the last time being when America’s elections were rocked by the very same problem, prodded on by our Russian and then Gulf friends. The counterprogram took a couple years to fine-tune the legalities, but it’s been running for quite a while now.”
Keegan said nothing. The questions crashed together in her mind, and she tried to focus on which to ask first. What exactly did they know about her, and was she under investigation? Was there a threat inside the Bureau? What did CIA know about where the next attack would be? What came out was the question that could unlock many of these others: “Did TAMS know all along?”
“Of course not,” Modi said. “We had nothing to do with the creation of that program or its activities, though I will admit it gave us a wealth of internal surveillance data far beyond the original expectations of our own collection plan.”
Keegan thought about what that exactly meant in translation. Modi and the Agency had been monitoring everything that TAMS had seen and experienced. Including of her.
“What about you? Are you even a profiler?”
“Not exactly. I actually am a psychologist. Started out in SOCOM working computational understanding of humans, essentially using AI to understand how people are best influenced.6 Moved over to the Agency after that. You can see why our sessions were so personally interesting to me.”
“Glad to know I kept you entertained,” she asked, making it clear she didn’t appreciate being viewed as simply a unit of study for him. “I guess that explains the placement in Unit 5 then.”
“In more ways than one. Being in the Behavioral Analysis group allowed us to monitor activity within the Bureau, but not directly be involved in a law enforcement operation, such as having to make arrests or testify. Keeps us on the right side of the law . . . supposedly.” He smiled but had a resigned look. “Someone has to follow the law, even if it’s the spies.”
Keegan looked at the way he calmly rested his hands on the counter; he wasn’t worried what she thought. “Well, at least now I know why you threw out the bot I gave you.”
“Yes, your ‘gift’ is right out of our playbook. It got swept up in a routine bug check. Caused quite the stir in Langley, people thinking the whole operation had been compromised. Fortunately, TAMS’s feed showed you’d been placing them in your own home as well,” he said, nodding over to the ones on the windowsill.
They’d been watching . . . everything. What else had they spied on?
Haley squealed in her bedroom, and Keegan smiled involuntarily at the thought of an analyst in a dark room at CIA headquarters having to watch Haley put on a stuffed-animal play for TAMS. Then she turned serious again. “How did you know about the rune tattoo? You figured that out before TAMS did.”
“A prior assignment I’d worked for the Agency. After the assassinations and mass killings that happened everywhere from London to New Zealand to Pittsburgh, the directors of the allied Five Eyes nations intelligence services realized we had to treat the white nationalist phenomenon as a global extremist network, much as we did ISIS and then the Sons of Aleppo.7 Same threat profile, same actions, same shitty ideology of hate and violence.”8
“So what else didn’t you tell us then? If you were tracking neo-Nazis . . . The ambush in Greene County—did you know that it was coming?”
Modi shook his head. “No, and if I had, I’d have found a way to warn HRT either through CIA or some other way. I know it may not feel like it, but we’re on the same team. Heath, Jacobs, Todd, and their like are a cancer inside this country and they need to be cut out.”
“OK then. What are you going to do about it?”
“Exactly what I just did,” Modi said. “It has been decided to return TAMS to you. Or, at least a version of TAMS that will aid you in halting a domestic threat my agency is limited in our legal ability to intervene against any further.” At that, he stood up from the counter and put the jammer in his pocket. He then reached across, took her hand, and placed a folded-up Watchlet in it.
“Like TAMS, it’s in perfect working order, with all your data up to the last network backup.” Another reminder they knew more about her than anyone else. “You can use the satellite uplink on the bot to work around the crashed local networks.”
He left his hand on top of hers, though, a little bit longer than needed. Then he gave it a light squeeze, maybe out of affection, she thought, maybe just another attempt at manipulation.
“Lara, I know you have less reason to trust me now than ever before, but it has been a true pleasure working with you.” He let go of her hand. “I really do mean that.”
“And that’s all you can say?”
“I guess so.”
Modi let himself out of the apartment, leaving Keegan sitting alone at the counter. A moment later, her husband came into the living room.
“How much did you hear?” Keegan asked.
“Enough,” he said, a slight hint of hurt in the tone. “What are you going to do now?”
“There’s more attacks coming. I know it. I also think I know what I need to do, but I’m going to be on my own.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I’ll have TAMS, or I guess a TAMS. But if I hook it back into the Bureau network, we’ll probably be called in. Maybe worse.”
He put his hands up. “Wait. Could this get you fired?”
“I don’t know. I may already be.”
“What do you mean?” said Jared. “Shouldn’t that decide it for you?”
“It’s not that simple,” said Keegan, now thinking about how she faced a problem much like TAMS did every single moment it traveled through a human world. The right thing to do isn’t always binary.
“Well, what do you do now that Modi is part of this?” He said it with a tone that betrayed a bit of suspicion, maybe even jealousy. “Do you trust him?”
“I’m not sure. Given the stakes, I think I have to.”
“Maybe he’s just setting you up. Did you think of that? Maybe this is to make you some kind of scapegoat.”
“You mean, is the CIA behind it all?”
“Who the hell knows? This is your world,” he said, offering a smile of acceptance.
“Alright then,” said Keegan. “I hear you. Focus on Haley, that’s the most important thing in the world you can do for me. I’ll be back quick as I can, but no promises.”
“Whatever you do, please make it quick. I don’t know how long the two of us will be able to hold out without the feeds and stay sane. Plus, I want you to be the one who has to have the existential talk with Haley about Baz dying.” That was the old Jared, using humor to deflect from the angst he must be feeling.
“Hopefully it doesn’t come to that,” she said. “Why don’t you go up to the roof for a bit? Stars are out. It really is quite beautiful.”
He smiled and gave her an appreciative look. “You should join us,” he said quietly, maybe one last try.
“I need to finish this.”
“I know,” he said, and leaned in to give her a hug. He smelled faintly of the bay leaf cologne that she’d bought him as a Father’s Day gift from Haley last year. He smelled of their life a long time ago, none of the fear of the world outside, or the buried anger inside.
He called Haley and the two of them headed up to the roof, the little girl leading the way with a long white candle in hand, as if leading a Christmas Eve procession.
Keegan went to the couch, leaving the Watchlet on the kitchen counter, as if to get it physically away from her. She could feel her back starting to lock up, so she moved to the floor and laid her head back, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath, trying to release the tension. Her mind swirled as she tried take it all in. Her back started to loosen up, but with it came a feeling of fatigue that was mentally and physically overwhelming. Knowing if she gave in to the feeling for any longer that she’d never get back up, Keegan stood and went over to the coffeemaker in the kitchen. There was no tiny red light on, though, reminding her of the power outage and all that remained to be set back in order.
She still needed to fortify herself for what was to come, so she poured herself a cup of the leftovers and took a sip of the bitter, room-temperature coffee.
Keegan asked herself one more time if she was really going to do this.
“OK, TAMS,” she called out. “Time to stop playing with Haley’s stuffed animals and get back to work. Come back in.”
Leaning against the counter, she watched the machine walk in. It looked exactly the same as the system that she’d met that first day in the interrogation room. “You ready for this?” she asked, working to convince her brain to treat this new TAMS the same as the old one. It was a different kind of uncanny valley to cross that she’d never thought about before.
“Yes, I am fully operational,” it replied.
“Good enough. Open up a connection from the Watchlet onto your sat comms network. Time to call in a favor.” She slipped the device around her wrist and swiped through her personal contacts list. Of course the Agency had downloaded that too, she ruefully noted.
She pulled up Willow Shaw’s information and opened an encrypted text chat.
What was she going to say? Keep it simple, she thought. It was all complex enough dealing with Shaw.
Need to speak.
After only five seconds, the bracelet vibrated and a video chat screen opened up. It showed rolling green hills bathed in the fading pinks of an ocean sunset. The timing meant it was somewhere on the West Coast. Maybe his estate. Or rather, she corrected herself, one of his estates.
“Agent Keegan, I wondered when you might call,” Shaw said in a disembodied voice.
“That doesn’t look like Washington.”
“I’m at home. With all that is going on, I thought you might need something calming to look at.”
She wondered if that too was the truth; he could be anywhere, just pushing out a different feed.
“Thank you. As you’ve probably seen, we’re trying a different way of reconnecting to the natural state of things.” She opened her Watchlet’s lens and extended her arm, so it showed the kitchen sink, the candles, and then the darkness outside. Keegan wanted him to see up close what had happened to the city, reminding him that he’d never know what this was like in real life.
“I see that,” said Shaw. “You will be glad to hear that the president has assured me that power will be restored within the next two days. Our own estimates are at least ninety-six hours, but it is still a storm that can be weathered.”
“I don’t think the real storm is over,” said Keegan. “The threat against the Washington area, perhaps other cities, remains urgent.”
“Yes, I have been briefed on that. In fact, the president’s weighing martial law. Ostensibly the added military resources in the streets are to aid in recovery, but they would really be to stop Jackson Todd.”
“It won’t work,” Keegan said.
“And why not?” said Shaw.
“They don’t have TAMS.”
“I was told the TAMS program was shut down,” he said.
“Yes and no,” she replied. “I have it back.”
“That is an interesting development,” he said, no visible evidence of surprise, but something Keegan guessed he hadn’t been briefed on. “And you are letting me know because?”
“I have the tool, but not the data. The Bureau can’t provide the kind of information we need.” She left it vague, not specifying the real reason she didn’t have access.
“Legally speaking, that is correct. So what you are asking for is the ‘open kimono’ package, full cloud search access?”9
“Yes. We need full access,” said Keegan, not wanting to repeat the creepy phrase businesses used for open networks. “You said I had your support. This is the time.”
“Three point five million dollars per minute,” he said matter of factly.
“What?”
“Three point five million dollars per minute. That’s what we charge client companies for access to that kind of data.”
“I’m pretty sure you already know I can’t afford that.”
“Yes, I know that, and so much else, which is exactly what you are asking for here. We have more insight into every American than their own government does. Sensors in their vizglasses. Sensors in their heartburn medicine. Implants in their house. Implants near their kidneys. Chips in their cats. Chips in their chips. All that computing on what is becoming an endless edge of an ever-growing network then reporting back into the cloud anything and everything.10 And then we are able to combine and mine that nearly infinite information to gain insights beyond people’s wildest dreams. Sometimes even the most disturbing ones of their dreams, revelations of their psychology, the true dimensions of their personality, to the extent that the algorithm now knows more about them than even they do.11 And, unlike what we charge the companies to get the fruits of it, people give us all that for free. Not just what they are doing and thinking, but how to change what they do and think.12 They give us control of their lives, without reservation, in exchange for us giving them free access to the services and goods that we will charge them dearly for.”
“There are literally thousands of lives on the line right now,” said Keegan, not needing another lesson from Shaw on just how influential he was. “I think it’s children’s lives,” she added, knowing that wouldn’t sway him, but still needing to say it.
“Yes, Agent Keegan, this is the time, isn’t it?” The view wavered and panned to show green fields, the sunset moving to the side. That kind of acreage in the world’s most expensive zip code served as another reminder of how power now came from the control of information.
“People see who they want when they think of me and the work that I do, but they rarely understand its true purpose. My actions are felt profoundly, even if they are not widely known.”
The screen pivoted to show Shaw’s face, a smile emerging on it. He really had been there all the while. “This will be one of those times. I will give you what you need.”
The condescension made Keegan bristle, which made her keep pushing. “Thank you. And one more thing—we need a vehicle. Something to get around a city gone to hell.”
AMERICAN LEGION MEMORIAL BRIDGE
Washington, DC
They slalomed between the darkened cars abandoned on the bridge, their own lack of headlights making the graveyard of technology feel even more disconcerting.
The Range Rover Encounter steered itself through the shadows using a fly’s-eyes mix of LIDAR, thermal cameras, and other sensors. It had driven itself to Keegan’s condo not twenty minutes after her call with Shaw; she had no idea from where.
But it was exactly what they needed—military grade, albeit wrapped in luxury. She’d seen the ads. It was supposedly designed for rugged journeys exploring the world’s last few unconnected zones, like a last-chance glacier safari in upper Greenland.13 The reality was that it was mostly used by diplomats in war zones and dilettantes in suburbia. The sleek SUV melded an exterior of up-armored protection with interior features like the built-in champagne chiller mounted between the hand-stitched red leather seats.14 More pertinent to tonight’s drive, the Encounter had a diesel engine and drive-by wire control system hardened against pulse waves and a massive antenna meshed into the roof itself, providing a Navy warship’s equivalent of bandwidth to pull down from a dedicated satellite connection. Typically used by rich kids to stream VR games in the back seat without suffering the indignity of a microsecond pause in download; tonight, it would be used to mine Shaw’s world-spanning cloud database, searching through zetabytes of information every second.
“Alright, start searching through the cloud for anything you can that is relevant to our investigation,” Keegan said out loud, partly as a command and partly to get used to talking to the new TAMS in the same way. “We know Todd’s going for something that has to do with the tenth plague, Death of the Firstborn. That’s the big one, the one that finally convinced the pharaoh to let Moses’s people go. Between that and the symbolism, it likely has something to do with kids.”
“That aligns with current model projections,” TAMS said.
Keegan wondered if she should think of it as TAMS or TAMS-2. And then she just set it aside. It was a TAMS with the same data and same memories, just up to the point that she’d turned it off.
“We also know Todd still has access to Preston’s automation software,” she said. “Check what matches up, cross-referencing large populations of minors and current implementation of systems based on Preston’s code.”
“OK,” said TAMS. “Would you like me to include past implementations?”
“Yes, good call,” Keegan said, noting how it had packaged the suggestion that she had given the wrong command as a polite request. Was this another one of the user-interface updates from the other FBI field offices’ TAMS that she’d just not noticed before? Or was it a feature only of wherever Modi had gotten this one from? “Just because somebody installed Preston’s software once and never updated it, doesn’t mean they aren’t still using it.”
The machine plugged itself into the vehicle’s entertainment port for even faster access to Shaw’s cloud network. Keegan snorted a laugh at the sight of its metallic arms on the luxury vehicle’s passenger-side pullout table made of rare rosewood. “And don’t scratch the trim; I’m not sure I can afford the deductible.”
“OK,” said TAMS, keeping its arms still, meaning it had already run those calculations.
The air warmed slightly as TAMS ran its searches. The machine occasionally emitted a faint hum as it opened up each new layer of data in Shaw’s cloud.
Keegan could do little but wait, so she pulled the car to a stop at the halfway point of the bridge. It was as logical a place as any, as they literally didn’t know which side of the river Todd was on. Looking out into the abyss-like darkness of the waters below made it feel like the potential places were just as infinite as the data.
“There are 152 children between the ages of eight and seventeen at a Red Cross disaster relief shelter established at the National Zoo,” said TAMS, starting to report matches. “The National Zoo operations center utilizes Professor Preston’s open-source automation software.”
Keegan shook her head. “Not it,” she said. “Tigers aren’t the problem. It’s technology that has to be the killer.”
TAMS identified another connection point. “There are 167 children of indeterminate age from Baltimore, recently loaded onto three Star Choice LLC school buses. They are traveling to an aid facility set up at the US Naval Academy in Annapolis, which uses the software in its network as well.”
“Something Defense Department related could be significant,” she mused, pulling off the pair of tortoiseshell and titanium vizglasses fastened into the charging clips on the ceiling. Shaw had certainly provided the whole package, all she needed to work, in a bubble of luxury. It wasn’t a sign of added care; rather, the network of support built around the superrich couldn’t even contemplate anything else.
The lens projected the data stream pulled from Shaw’s KloudSky network. Keegan’s vision filled with everything from social media posts by the kids on the bus to satellite tracking of the vehicles’ movement history, derived from rider activity metadata over the last several years. Was this what it felt like to be Shaw, an infinite amount of other peoples’ data to be mined to your own personal purpose?
“They’re already past Bowie,” Keegan said. “And each bus has a human driver. Doesn’t seem to fit the profile of Todd’s attacks so far.”
But just what was that profile? Not just the means but the ends? Everything Todd had done so far had pulled on the thread of human powerlessness, the sense that death could be random, but only when ascribed to a machine’s actions, not a person’s. The machines—really, the code running it—would have to be the ones taking lives.
TAMS moved on to a new cluster of data. “There are ninety-three newborn infants at the National Neonatal Intensive Care Unit of Children’s Hospital, which relies on—”
Her sharp intake of breath and rapid rise in pulse rate were enough to prompt the machine to dive further. Without being asked, a satellite image of the hospital popped into her lens view.
“That’s a hell of a lot of preemies for one hospital,” she said. “Why so many at that one NICU?”
The vizglasses then changed to a map of Washington, DC, marked by a series of overlapping circles, showing the blast effects of the power outages. A series of dots then emerged, the locations of the area’s hospitals, most of them inside the circles. “Multiple area hospitals were taken offline in the recent power outages,” TAMS summarized. “Emergency services have moved their patients to parallel units at any nearby operative hospitals, along with their equipment.”
“How does it overlap with the threat profile?”
“Patient care in the NICU is coordinated by a system that automatically registers patient identity and manages their condition and treatment. Among its capabilities are oxygen-level monitoring and drug delivery.15 This system’s software is also open-source algorithms originally created by Preston.”
TAMS shifted Keegan’s visual to display the hospital’s operating system, showing the patient records as multicolored lollipop-like icons within an administrative form layout. Rather than the customary images of faces, however, the accompanying picture for each patient was just a barcode. She realized they were the identifiers worn on their ankle bands. Human babies’ faces were too mashed up for facial recognition software to register them yet, plus they were just data in some form to the network anyway.
“However, the systems are air-gapped from the Internet and have asynchronous cloud access,” the robot explained.
“So, Todd would have to be at the hospital in person . . . I see four in the map outside the affected areas.”
The map rebuilt itself, with the functional hospitals highlighted, and a graph stacking up the number of patients in their NICUs.
“Children’s National has the largest number, followed by Fairfax, Georgetown University, and Sibley,” TAMS reported.
Dammit, they were spread all over the city. Which one? Children’s National had the most cases, making it the most damaging target to hit. But Fairfax was on the same side of the river as Todd’s house, easier for him to reach while on the run.
As Keegan churned through the parameters, TAMS highlighted Georgetown University Hospital, overlaying it with a photo of a tiny baby linked up to a respirator, clearly taken through a window. Then, it projected a second photo of a tired, smiling mother in a wheelchair, holding a baby as she was being wheeled out through a pair of sliding glass doors.
“KloudSky records include photos of Todd’s son and wife posted online fourteen years ago,” it said. “Metadata markers show their upload was made via a wireless network run by Georgetown University Information Services. Subsequent credit card company records confirm Todd making multiple purchases at the Georgetown University Hospital gift shop.”
Keegan knew that hospital. She knew that NICU. “Haley was born there,” she said quietly, trying not to personalize it but unable to avoid it. The memory of that NICU was as much a part of her as her time in the Sandbox, and ten times as scary. The image forever seared into her brain was of Haley’s glassy eyes and button nose, all that peeked out from the light blue plastic thermal wrap and cotton that cocooned her inside the machines that kept her alive.
“Yes,” TAMS said, matter of fact in its knowledge of all the moments in her life.
“How many?” she whispered, her mind coming to grips with it.
“There are presently seventy-seven infants in the Georgetown University Hospital NICU.”
Across her field of vision, the lollipop-like icons reappeared, then their demographics. Thirty-two boys. Forty-five girls. She shifted in her seat at the realization of how many lives not yet lived depended on this decision. “Georgetown Hospital seems the most likely then?” she asked.
The machine responded immediately. “Yes. It is a probabilistic exploration, but that is what the model indicates.”
“Whatever you want to call it, it’s little better than a hunch . . . But that’s what good agents sometimes have to do.”
Even if they were wrong, the machine might as well learn from the experience.
GEORGETOWN NEIGHBORHOOD
Washington, DC
As the Encounter drove itself through the closely packed row houses of Georgetown, Keegan let her eyes wander, taking in the two sides of the tragedy, evident just from the outside of people’s homes. In the glimpse of an elderly man in a sleeping bag, curled up on his porch, probably too fearful to be in the same room with machines that couldn’t be trusted. Through the next-door house’s living room window, a mother reading a book to her kids by candlelight, seizing the opportunity to reconnect while all other connections had gone down. “There’ll be a lot of memorable family moments made tonight . . . as long they don’t accidentally burn down the city,” Keegan thought to herself.
As they drove farther up to Georgetown Heights, into the wealthier part of the neighborhood, the row homes turned into mansions. Keegan caught sight of the running lights of a large National Guard octocopter loitering overhead. TAMS marked it as providing network connectivity, an emergency deployed hot spot. Not surprising, Keegan thought, that the politically connected were the first ones to be reconnected.
TAMS broke the silence. “I have now obtained an answer to your query on the date of April 28.”
“What?” Keegan asked. TAMS must be choking down all the data in Shaw’s cloud, churning through all the vestigial requests, in this case from literally days back. “What was my question?”
“During the operation to arrest Gregory Heath, you inquired about a real estate transaction.”
“Huh?”
Noah Reddy’s voice then echoed out of TAMS’s speaker. “This really is beautiful land, though.” Keegan’s stomach clinched as she relived her last moments with her friend.
“It is. Doesn’t seem fair,” she heard her own voice say. “TAMS, just how did these fuckers afford a place like this?”
TAMS turned to face her and then said in its distinctive monotone, “With my increased access to data, I can now answer that question.”
“You’re scouring real estate records?” Keegan could not conceal her annoyance at the waste of TAMS’s processing power. That was the problem of putting parallel computing into a cloud that big, all the queries running off in different directions.
“Yes, I have also achieved access to additional financial and legal data through the broader private cloud accounts provided by Mr. Shaw.”
“Not the time, TAMS. We have a more important investigation.”
“This information is relevant to our investigation,” TAMS replied.
“OK. What’d you find out that’s so important then?”
“There were four Cayman Islands–registered shell companies involved in the real estate transaction: PS2 LLC; Brilliance LLC; SCIKITE LLC; KronoGraf LLC,” TAMS said, as it projected a series of records and lines linking legal documents. “The purchase followed a sequential transaction, which originated with a Bitcoin mining collective, Militas Mining.” A line then connected to highlighted text from the Todd investigation file. “An offshore bank account at Can-Fin Global was accessed by a server in the geographic location of Todd’s neighborhood. This account received four deposits from Militas Mining, using them in the purchase of nanocomposite paper sheets. These are of the type utilized in the design of the improvised electronic pulse weapon used by Todd.”
“Makes sense,” she said. “They’re all part of the same conspiracy. That really doesn’t answer the question of where they got the money, though.”
The Encounter braked hard. Keegan tapped the screen to find out why; the bumper-level night-vision cameras revealed a makeshift barricade blocking the road. It looked like lawn equipment lashed together, obviously built by somebody who had never built a roadblock. Their first venture into a new kind of politics. They’d soon get the hang of it if Todd wasn’t stopped. Maybe it was too late.
“What is notable,” said TAMS continuing on, “is that Militas Mining was set up by VDO Associates.” Further lines connected to new dots. “It is an algorithmic law firm that has worked on seventeen merger and acquisition transactions for companies owned by Willow Shaw.”
Her face was easy for the robot to read.
“Your biometric profile indicates an adverse reaction to this information,” TAMS said.
“A strong one,” said Keegan.
She wanted to pull over to the side of the road and think for a minute. Instead, she took control of the vehicle’s steering wheel and drove it directly toward the barrier. The Encounter’s underbody skid plate ground on metal as it rose slightly and then crashed back down, smashing an edge trimmer under its tires.
She set the vehicle back on autodrive to continue to the hospital.
Link analysis led analysts astray all the time, she thought. It was also how so many wing-nut conspiracies had been fueled, cloud crawler algorithms building connections between countless events that had no real ties. Elvis and a lunar helium farm that somehow connected to Hitler and the Deep State. The same could be the case for the law firm and the hidden transactions, just connections made literally out of digital noise. But it didn’t feel like that.
“Damn,” she muttered to herself. Why would Shaw, as much a pro-technology and societal transformation zealot as anybody she had ever met, be behind a campaign to derail the very advances he’d worked his whole life to spread?
It didn’t make sense. Unless it did and she just wasn’t getting it yet.
“Do you have anything else?” she asked. “Anything else at all you’ve learned from accessing Shaw’s network that identifies other persons of interest in our investigation?”
“Yes,” said TAMS.
“And?”
From the car’s speakers, Justin Timberlake’s “Can’t Stop the Feeling” began softly playing. “With expanded cloud access, I now understand your reaction to this song when it played during one of our training cycles,” said TAMS. “I also now understand the context of this subsequent statement.”
Jared’s voice then spoke from the car speakers. “That machine is going to find out more than you want it to.” As it played, Keegan’s viz displayed a historic chart of her biometric data, showing a previously unexplained spike at that moment.
Keegan took off the glasses, as her vision narrowed and pulse began to pound in her ears. She looked away from the robot and caught her reflection in the driver-side window. Shadow veiled her forehead and brow, but the whites of her eyes glared back. She had dreaded this moment for over a decade, but had to decide in an instant what to do next.
“And what do you now understand?” she asked, trying to keep her voice even.
“There are critical anomalies in your personnel records,” said TAMS.
“How so?” she asked, limiting her words to avoid giving TAMS any more data to churn.
“Expanded cloud access revealed anomalous correspondence between yourself and Mr. Shelby Brown, as well as the contents of his cloud. Your combined data and timeline activity indicate that you are both persons of interest in an open case in Washington State, an unsolved homicide at the University of Washington Tacoma on the date of—”
“Stop.” She shifted in her seat to look squarely at the robot. “You pulled this from Shaw’s proprietary database?”
“Yes.”
“Not an FBI algo or data set?”
“Correct,” said TAMS. “I presently only have access to the KloudSky network.”
And that set the timer of the ticking bomb that would destroy her life. The microsecond that TAMS linked back into the FBI’s network, it would automatically download its findings.
She leaned back in her seat, feeling the metal of the multi-tool press into her hip. The sound of Noah’s voice playing in the car’s speaker brought back the memory of the advice that he’d given back at the shooting range.
Never go into battle with a bot you can’t trust and never trust a bot you don’t know how to snuff out.
Perhaps TAMS would not even realize what was happening before it began to overheat and cook its own chips. Or, maybe it would, but wouldn’t care.
“Your biometric profile indicates acute stress,” said TAMS. “Is there anything that you need assistance with?”
GEORGETOWN UNIVERSITY HOSPITAL
Washington, DC
The Georgetown University internal medicine intern chewed harder, trying to get one last boost out of the cherry-flavored stim gum. The whole day had been chaos for the junior physician, the Emergency Department flooded by every type of case possible. Some were directly caused by the power outages that had hit the city, while others were from its ripple effects, like the rash of broken bones from people tripping down dark stairs.
That was probably the case with the patient on the gurney. The old guy in mud-streaked green corduroy pants was a walk-in, so they didn’t have a run sheet from the ambulance. But it looked like he had somehow managed to fall face-first through a plate glass window. A band of ravaged skin slashed across his face, with a laceration dividing his left eyebrow, while his right check was swollen with an even dozen short rough gashes. His left hand had another slash on it, maybe from breaking his fall on the glass. At least most of the cuts weren’t too deep, as if made by the kind of knife her dad used to fillet the fish he caught on Lake Anna. She couldn’t remember what it was exactly called, she was that tired.
“Sir, I need to fill out a form for you. What is your name?”
The patient looked back blankly at her and shook his head. Then he started to speak slowly. Each word was in some kind of Eastern European accent, distorted by the grimace of agony that he made to get it out. He moaned, “Pain. Help.”
“What? Is? Your? Name?” she said louder. Then she shook her head at what she’d just done, realizing she was being the Ugly American.
The man only shook his head in confusion, then gripped the metal bars of the gurney as if trying to control the hurt.
One of the nurses came over, the one that she knew hated interns, thinking they lacked enough experience to be useful and just got in the way. The nurse wiped her hands on her pink scrubs, as if wanting to be rid of the intern and her inefficiency. She was maybe only a year or two older, but while the aspiring doctor had been traveling to Cancun, writing med school applications, and studying in classrooms, the nurse had been working in this very hospital.
With an audible sigh, the nurse reached up and tightened her ponytail, separating it into two pieces and pulling, as if preparing herself for the long night ahead. Only then did she speak to the intern.
“What the hell are you screaming at a patient for?”
“I need to know his name for the system, but I don’t think he speaks English. He was a walk-in and the facial ID admissions scanner’s not working, because, you know,” she said tilting her head at the man. He likely wouldn’t understand, but it still didn’t seem right to say out loud that all the cuts had changed the geographic markers of his face.
“Cómo te llamas?” the nurse asked the man. As if the doctor didn’t know Spanish herself.
He looked blankly from the nurse to the intern and back and then shook his head. “Pain. Help,” he said again.
“That doesn’t sound like a Spanish accent,” the nurse said.
The intern took a breath, remembering not to come off as uppity to the nurse. The last thing she wanted to do was get that reputation. It’d come back to bite her in the ass later on, not just with this nurse, but every one of her colleagues. “It sounds East European, maybe,” she said, trying to say it with a helpful tone. “I can run through all the languages with the translation app and see which one?”
“Skip it,” the nurse said. “Enter him as a John Doe for now and the records software will figure it out later. You need to keep things moving along. But make sure he gets a CT stat.”
“Thanks. Good advice; don’t get bogged down.”
“You need an attending to help?” the nurse asked.
“No, I got it,” she replied, and then added “Thank you,” one more time just to be safe.
As the nurse moved down the hallway, the intern turned back to the man. “Don’t worry, Mr. Doe, we’ll get you patched up soon enough,” she said in what she hoped was a calming, confident tone. She wiped away the blood and then showed him the needle of lidocaine. “First I’m going to help you out a bit with the pain . . . For pain. Help.”
He nodded.
She inserted the needle into the main laceration, pressing slightly to inject the painkiller. He was a head trauma, so she didn’t want to sedate him, just numb the points of most intense pain. She made several more injections at each of the largest cuts and then started to treat them, some with stitches, some with glue, and the smaller ones just using butterfly strips to close them. He was a tough old dude, who probably could have put up with old-school stitches. The second that she had started to work, a calm had come over him; his eyes tracked each of her moves, but he never flinched.
After she was done, John Doe’s face was a patchwork of bandages. Before she left, she rechecked his pulse, even as the automatic diagnostic features of the gurney evaluated the patient. With all the ways the tech had gone screwy the past few days, she felt like she had to be sure herself. His heart rate was 47 beats per minute, which stopped her. A resting rate that low wasn’t necessarily dangerous, but more apt for a yoga instructor or professional athlete than an old guy who’d just gone through a trauma. It showed 48 the next time. Just to be safe, she shined a light in his eyes, seeing how they reacted. She checked his eyes with a flashlight and had him visually track her finger but did not seem to find any telltale signs of a concussion. If anything, it was abnormal the way his eyes held steady the whole time.
Seeing the nurse start to come back down the hallway, she recognized she’d lingered too long. “All done, Mr. Doe. They’ll come for you soon and get everything sorted out.” She gave him a gentle pat on the hand, hoping he got what she meant.
The patient nodded and lay back on the gurney, closing his eyes. It was probably a good thing he couldn’t understand everything that was going on in the city; at least one person had found peace in all the chaos.
Jackson Todd waited thirty seconds until after the young doctor left to sit back up, counting the seconds in his head. Then he opened his eyes.
She’d done a good job, far better than he’d hoped. The bandages pulled at his skin, but he did not register the feeling as pain, certainly not after the agony of making that first cut into his own face. The intensity of that moment—the feel of the knife in his hand, the sight of his blood drops splashing onto the side of the kayak—was receding into the background, the way a nightmare is only hazily recalled but the primal feeling of fear during the dream is never forgotten.
He looked around the hallway, checking that the intern and nurse were nowhere to be seen, and got down off the gurney. He pulled out the backpack he’d stored beneath, still streaked with mud. Slinging it over his shoulder, he moved slowly at first, the shuffle of someone uncertain where they should go. He exited the Emergency Department through the double doors and turned down one hallway and then the next, moving as if he was looking for a destination that he didn’t know, before finally entering a restroom.
Five minutes later, he emerged wearing a white doctor’s coat, clean pants, and an ID badge. With a confident step, he took the stairs up to the third floor, exiting into the waiting room for the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit. The paint and furniture of the NICU were all muted colors—light tans, yellows, and greens. It was an earthy palette designed to soothe. On the other side of a thick glass viewing window, curtained partitions framed rows of bubble-like incubators.
Todd walked through quickly, lest any of the parents there, lingering over their infants with looks of satisfaction and uncertainty, stop him to ask a question. At the far end, the glass security doors into the facility opened, automatically sweeping inward in welcome. In another era, all he would have needed was the coat to pass through the entire building. Yet even the security badge’s electronic permission, sent via an RFID signal that he’d coded himself, would not be enough to get any farther without passing another test.
Stationed at the desk just beyond the door was a young nurse with pink fingernails decorated with unicorns. “Can I help you? All visiting staff still need to register.”
He watched her eyes dart back and forth from his face to the badge on his white coat. Then, instinctively, she inhaled quickly, her hand going to her mouth, as she imagined the painful injuries the doctor must have suffered. Working in the NICU, she only dealt with the emotional trauma of parents, not the physical kind before her.
“It’s that bad, isn’t it?” Todd asked.
At that she looked slightly embarrassed, focusing away from his bandages and back on the name and photo, which would further reinforce their validity in her mind. She would want to avoid causing further offense to “Erik Reed,” a visiting pediatrics fellow from Johns Hopkins.
“No, not at all, Dr. Reed.”
“There’s no need to sugarcoat it,” Todd replied. “I count myself lucky. Baltimore is . . . a heartbreak.”
“Are those from the . . . chemical burns?” the nurse asked, then instantly regretted her curiosity.
He shook his head. “No, fortunately not that. It happened in the chaos that came after. When the gas cloud hit Baltimore, I was on my way down here for a study review meeting with Dr. Tomkins”—he name-dropped a senior doctor in the hospital—“who is coordinating on how environmental factors impact critical-care outcomes in the NICU.” He patted his messenger bag. “So it was this project I have to thank for saving my life.”
“That’s amazing,” she said, eager to draw some tiny bit of good from the bad that felt so overwhelming. “You need anything?”
“No, I tried to remotely upload the study’s data, but it’s not working. I just need to quickly access the local data files; I already have the code.”
As she swiped his badge and buzzed him through, Todd waited for her to sneak one more glance at his face and looked directly back at her, forcing her to maintain the gaze.
“It may look bad,” he said. “But I know I’ve been blessed with this opportunity. It came at a cost, which is why it is so important to finish the task.”
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Stepping through the entrance to the Emergency Department brought back a rush of memories. The last time Keegan had been there was when a Sunday afternoon trip to the mall for new baby clothes had instantly transformed with her first early labor pain, followed by an hour-by-hour fight to keep her newborn daughter alive.
Tonight, she tried to bury that feeling of panic. She could deal with the shitstorm that TAMS was going to unleash on her life after this all was over. She had to trust right now that it too could prioritize Todd’s capture as their most important objective. Todd was no longer just their prime suspect in the attacks; he was now the potential key to unlocking something much bigger.
The waiting area inside the ED was barely controlled chaos. Wall screens blinked on and off, flashing images of the flood and blackout while nurses triaged patients, recording vitals and chief complaints in the race to see who needed to be seen first. Family members of unseen patients pleaded with blood- and mud-covered doctors hurrying in and out of the waiting area.
Keegan scanned the area for Todd’s face, but nothing popped. At the far end of the waiting room, she spied a security guard blocking the doorway to the patient-care area. She strode toward him with intent, TAMS following at the normal distance she’d instructed it. That was good, she thought; a visual confirmation of Modi’s claim the new body still had all the old memories.
“I’m Agent Lara Keegan, FBI. I need access to your facility.” She showed him her ID and badge. “We believe there’s a threat to the hospital.”
The guard wore a black nylon jacket with “SECURITY” in large yellow letters, an outfit he’d attempted to up-armor himself with knee and elbow guards and a black ballistic vest missing its protective plates. Squinting back at her through smudged black-framed AR glasses, he reacted as if she’d come to lodge a noise complaint about a too-loud dorm-room party. “There’s a threat to everything today, Agent Kagan,” he said.
“It’s Keegan,” she said. “And this is different. We have a high-threat individual who we believe may be inside your facility.”
He hooked his thumbs into his belt, leather creaking. “And they just sent you? And this, uh, thing?”
“We’re stretched thin, just like you guys,” she said.
“You got a picture of your person of interest? Let’s start with that.”
She looked at TAMS and nodded.
The guard’s eyes lost focus on hers as he looked at Todd’s driver’s license photo projected onto his lens. “Haven’t seen him. If he’s here, he didn’t come by me.”
“That’s good news,” she said, not wanting to pop the campus cop’s bubble at how out of his league he was against Todd. “But we’ll still need to access the entire hospital’s facial recognition systems. Our guy could have come through any of the entrances.”
“Yeah, that’s not going to be possible,” he replied. “Student government voted a campus-wide policy of no face rec sharing with law enforcement.1 The cameras here collect it for the patient service and staff access authorization, but after that all the faces get fuzzed over. A comp sci student updates the program each year for their senior thesis.”
“You gotta be kidding me,” Keegan fumed. “Can your IT folks at least share over the pixilated feed?”
“Yeah, we can get them to do that.”
“Thanks,” she said.
He looked down and spoke into a mic mounted on his vest. “Wait a second . . .” the cop said.
A cold blast of adrenaline shot down Keegan’s spine. In getting the feed from the campus security, had they just tripped a notice to main FBI?
“I know you,” he said. “The bot too. You’re the one from that rooftop perp chase, the subway, and all that.”
“Yeah, that’s us,” Keegan said.
“No wonder you’re all that they sent,” he said enthusiastically. “That video of the beatdown you did on those dudes at the Mall . . . Ruthless! How did it feel to lay someone out like—”
“Agent Keegan,” said TAMS. “There is an urgent message for you.”
She turned to the machine, thankful for the interruption, but wondering why it was notifying her verbally when it could have popped it on her vizglasses.
“I am sorry, officer,” said TAMS. “It is urgent and requires privacy.”
“No worries at all,” the guard said. “You can go on through. I’m posted down here for the next six hours. Your guy won’t get past me.” Then he looked at TAMS and smiled. “Just don’t go beating up too many people . . . without me.”
“OK,” TAMS said. The robot turned and walked to the far end of the area, toward an alcove that, for the moment, was only occupied with an empty patient’s bed. “I have obtained network access to the hospital video surveillance system,” said TAMS.
“Why didn’t you just push the info to my lens?” Keegan asked.
“It appeared that you required an exit from the conversation,” TAMS said.
It was right. And it also meant that the CIA had provided its TAMS with a few added protocols, including the ability to deceive. Such a feature made perfect sense for an intelligence-community machine; hell, it made sense for any social interaction with humans.2 But she wasn’t sure how comfortable she was with a robot that could tell even a little white lie.
“New command protocol,” she instructed. “When on operations with me, do not speak false information unless I specifically authorize it.”
“OK,” TAMS said.
But now that she knew the machine could tell a lie, how could she be certain its response was the truth? She buried that riddle. Now wasn’t the time.
“Display what you have,” she said, and multiple windows of streaming video popped up in her vizglasses, showing views of the lobby, hallways, parking garage, and various departments. In each, hundreds of evident hospital staff, patients, and visitors moved back and forth, their faces all with the same smear of pixilation.
“Anything you can do about the anonymizer?” she asked, hopeful that TAMS’s neural networks would be able to find the underlying patterns in the obscuring mosaics of digital noise.3
“No,” the machine replied. “It has been designed with interception in mind, using a combination of three-stage quantum cryptography and blockchain principles.4 Even if decryption were possible, any change of the pixilation will result in a change of the underlying image itself.”
“I guess they got an A on their senior thesis then,” Keegan muttered to herself.
“Yes,” TAMS replied.
She shook her head at the sheer amount of knowledge it had access to and instructed, “Show me the schematics of the hospital and crossmatch any activity from the cloud that connects to the NICU.”
A 3-D rendering of the hospital structure built on her screen. A cluster of the anonymized faces in the third floor began to be overlaid with data points. Different colored tags marked everything from an individual who had NICU work history on their online resume to someone wearing a Watchlet that posted social media images geo-tagged to the NICU’s location.
“We need to winnow it down,” Keegan said. “Pull out anyone who’s not tagged and doesn’t fit any personal identifying features we know of Todd.”
At a sweep, scores of figures were erased from the screen, every pixilated human body without a data point disappearing. Then, wave after wave of deletions played out in more staggered form. Mothers-to-be disappeared like apparitions, but the children they held, and those lying in protected warmers, remained. After a few seconds, the children’s figures evaporated as well. Within a few seconds, all that was left after the data-driven rapture was a hospital of just under a hundred men.
“It’s still too many,” said Keegan. “Is there anything that ties them together?”
Seconds passed before TAMS spoke. “Of the remaining possible suspects, there are two main clusters with limited overlap. The first is the use of password-protected network stations or other secured systems.”
“Hospital staff. Pull out anyone who’s made multiple entries before tonight.”
Roughly half the bodies disappeared from the screen.
“The second cluster has made phone calls from the hospital during the past sixty minutes. Based on direct-access database analysis, they have been contacting individuals with whom they have tightly meshed social connections, close family and friends.”
“New dads,” Keegan said. “Delete them.”
At once, the remaining bodies faded from the image. All that was left was a single man in a doctor’s coat, his face obscured by a mosaic of black, gray, and white dots, leaving the NICU.
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The choice was seemingly a binary one:
Save the children. Stop a mass murderer. Which was more important?
Keegan weighed the outcomes over mere microseconds, infinitesimal calculations factoring in everything from the certainty of the number of children in the NICU to the untold catastrophes that might follow if Todd went free. But then cutting through it all was the realization that she was no mere calculating machine. It didn’t have to be a binary choice, if she was willing to give to a machine that most human gift of all. Not trust that TAMS would do what she expected, but trust that it would do the right thing on its own.
“I’ll follow Todd and you go to the NICU,” she commanded. If they had to split up, she had to admit to herself that TAMS was better suited to figure out whatever Todd had done there.
She reached out to grasp the robot by the shoulders. She could only hope it had learned enough to register that signal as something more than mere tactile pressure. “TAMS, stop whatever attack Todd has planned against those kids. I’m trusting you to save them.”
“OK.”
It bolted through the Emergency Department waiting room, followed by surprised shouts and cries of anger as it weaved between patients and staff.
Keegan pulled up directions that marked the quickest route in the building to cross paths with Todd. Following the line of small green arrows projected in her field of view, she sprinted down the hallway.
As she ran, she tried to check in on TAMS, blinking open onto her viz a POV shot from the machine’s forward-facing cameras. All it showed was a disorienting picture of jarring motion, maybe a stairwell, maybe another hallway. Before she could shift back to the 3-D building map to mark its position, she stumbled, tripping over a wheelchair folded up against the wall that she’d missed in her focus on the machine’s mission, and not her own. She struggled to stay upright as the impact jarred her spine and her leg took the weight of the fall at an odd angle. Numbness started to creep up her leg, and she grabbed the handrail that ran along the hallway to steady herself for a moment.
As Keegan took off again at a slower jog, she double-blinked to close the window on her vizglasses. It was time to take the training wheels off. Whatever TAMS did, it’d have to do it without her watching.
For TAMS, it was now as much a race through the digital world as it was through the hospital itself.
As the machine ran toward the NICU, its physical sensors detected obstacles and projected optimal pathways freed from human limitations. Its feet sprang off positions on the floor selected for their greater traction by minute reflections of light off the tile, while its fingers reached out to press against food trolleys, gurneys, and water fountains, anything to give extra speed.
Rounding a corner, the bot’s camera detected the foot of a bed being wheeled into the hallway by a knee-high orderly bot and determined that its speed and direction would intersect with its own path.1 Rather than stopping, TAMS leaped, one foot extending onto the hallway railing, the other pivoting to step onto the wall itself. As it passed over the gurney, literally running up the side of the wall to keep its maximum pace, the patient below began to wonder about the side effects of her pain meds.
At the very same moment of its physical movements forward to its target, TAMS’s analytic systems were moving backward through the video trail of Todd. Layers of neural networks deconstructed the footage of the pixilated man’s movements through the hospital, battling away to identify any anomalous behavior compared with that of all the other human-sized objects in the NICU’s video history. In less than two seconds, it identified a marker moment from just before it identified Todd. Imagery showed the blurred man pulling a small tablet computer out of his backpack. He typed on it for a few moments, inserted a cable, and then slid it into one of the bedside monitors next to one of the human-sized objects, digitally identified by a barcode tag on their left ankle.
Running profile matches to Todd’s prior attacks, TAMS’s network analysis determined that the imagery time stamp matched that of a software download into the hospital control systems managing the facility’s liquid oxygen supply. As it ran calculations of how long it would take for the download to complete and for the software’s embedded instructions to force an explosion of the highly combustible gas, the emotional burden of the prospect of the entire neonatal wing of the hospital—every newborn baby, parent, and staff member—being consumed in a fiery blast did not factor into its calculations. Yet now TAMS understood the stakes in a different way: the specific outcome that had to be prevented in order to complete Keegan’s command.
When it entered the waiting room, TAMS pulled up short before the NICU ward entrance. A few parents started to murmur at the unaccompanied machine’s sudden arrival. It looked nothing like the hospital bots, designed to appear docile and approachable. The murmurs grew louder when its lower legs extended an entire foot to give the machine an elevated position to see their children through the viewing window.
Now able to assess the NICU with its own sensors, TAMS confirmed Todd was already gone. It pushed the information to Keegan but judged any other action on that pathway of the decision tree to be of lesser priority to its ordered task. The robot then ran multiple simulations on the expected time of standard human pathways and found none that allowed it to meet its overall goal. Punching its left fist forward, TAMS shattered the viewing window. Parents screamed as glass rained down. Their shouts intensified as the robot vaulted through the broken frame into the NICU.
Ignoring the screams of the families in the waiting room behind it, the robot stalked between the incubators. Its audio sensor picked up a baby at the far end of the room crying with the desperate and breathless high-pitched mewing of helplessness. TAMS leapt over one warmer and loomed over the plastic incubator. Inside was a small boy, wearing a barcode bracelet around his ankle. The unique design of thin and thick black lines matched what TAMS had observed in the video footage, identifying the human as “Mark Rezak,” two months old, born premature at twenty-three weeks, weighing 658 grams.
As TAMS lifted the lid on the warmer, an adult ran into the room. She wore clothing that corresponded to the records of hospital staff and a name tag that read “Karina.” This matched a “Karina Eggers” in the hospital files, who was assigned as a nurse to the NICU, which was soon confirmed by a facial recognition match with her Virginia driver’s license and several online dating sites.
“No!” screamed the human identified as Karina Eggers, as TAMS scoured the cloud for any and all information on her, pulling down everything from job history to her complaints on social media about a last date gone bad. It determined she was not authorized to issue command orders to deviate from Keegan’s instructions.
TAMS dropped the incubator lid, which hit the floor with a clatter, causing the baby Mark Rezak to cry at a 23 percent higher volume. With its right hand, TAMS extended its fingers into a cradle-like claw and lifted the infant from its warmer. A tangle of blue and white wires hung down from the child, back into the incubator’s monitors.
Following the nurse, another human entered the room. Facial recognition matched her to a driver’s license for Sheryl Root, age forty-four, of Silver Spring, Maryland, as well as the state registry for a personal weapon. This was further confirmed when the gun that she was registered for in the state database matched the outline of the weapon that TAMS detected in the human’s hand, a Smith & Wesson M&P 9 with a laser sight mounted under the barrel.
“Stop right there!” Root shouted, raising the gun. While TAMS registered the text “SECURITY” on the front of the second human adult’s black jacket, neither Sheryl Root’s uniform or online history empowered her as an official agent of law enforcement, able to command its operations. TAMS then judged the threat from the observed weapon. Self-preservation was determined to be secondary to its mission. It continued with its prior decided course of action, but with a slight modulation of a pivot of its torso, so as to place itself between the projected bullet trajectory and the loudly crying human child.
The shot now clear, the security guard laid her finger down on the trigger. A tiny red dot from the pistol’s laser sight appeared on what would be the face of the robot, the red light splashing slightly across the smooth surface.
The guard’s finger began to press down on the trigger, taking a breath to hold the dot steady. In that one moment of stillness, she heard the sound of a woman’s voice. It had the lilting cadence of a mother singing a lullaby.
You are my sunshine, my only sunshine
You make me happy when skies are gray2
As the voice sang from its onboard speakers, the robot’s hand slowly began to rock the baby in a swaying motion. With its other arm, it reached into the warmer and pulled out a blue cable connecting to a tablet.
“Just . . . stop right there,” said the guard, not knowing what else to say.
The nurse stepped in front of the red laser target and slowly walked toward TAMS. “I can take him,” she said, her arms out.
“OK,” TAMS said, responding in a digital voice that was discordant from the music. The nurse froze for a moment, but then took the baby from the machine and wrapped it in a warming blanket.
With Todd’s command code prevented from being completely downloaded, TAMS assessed that Keegan’s primary task instruction had been fulfilled. It searched for Todd’s present location and found him on the rooftop of the hospital, detecting that Keegan was in the stairwell, climbing toward the same position. Without another word, TAMS turned to join them, vaulting back through the broken glass. As the robot ran down the hallway, however, it continued to play the four-year-old clip that it had pulled from the cloud of Lara Keegan singing to her baby daughter, reflecting its new learned behavior that lullabies apparently also calmed human adults.
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Keegan climbed up to stand on the stairwell’s handrail running next to the door to the hospital roof. With one hand holding the exit sign that hung down, she drew her Sig pistol with the other. Reaching out, she carefully tapped the overhead light with the butt of the pistol. It was a delicate blow, like cracking an egg, enough to be almost silent, but with it, the stairwell was left in complete darkness. When she opened the door, Keegan did not want to present an easy-to-target silhouette.
She climbed down, and after marking to memory the door’s location in the infrared projected layout of the hallway, she took off the expensive vizglasses from the Range Rover. She then placed them on the concrete steps. Feeling for them in the dark with the tip of her shoe, she stepped down as hard as she could, snapping the frames and grinding down the lenses with her heels.
It was another precaution that could make all the difference. She didn’t know who to trust anymore, but had to assume Shaw was watching.
Then she chambered a round into her Sig Sauer. A long exhale, and she delicately shouldered open the door to the roof. As she emerged into the night, a part of her brain still found a way to marvel at the stars overhead.
The rooftop was a forest of exhaust pipes, microsatellite dishes, articulating delivery drone pads on long stalk-like pedestals, and the glimmering aluminum fins of the heat sinks that passively cooled the hospital’s network hardware.1 Crouching low, Keegan moved slowly along the perimeter of the roof, rather than trying to weave through that jungle. Seven stories up, a light breeze could be felt. Overhead, a brightly blinking air ambulance cut through the night with a growl as it flared down to a hover. Keegan watched it warily, wondering if it was going to crash, another one of Todd’s attacks, or simply deliver patients to the automated orderly cart that waited below. Her question was answered as it came to a hover and then dropped out of view, landing on a pad on the next building’s roof.
She used the sound to advance quicker, turning the corner of the roof. There. Roughly 30 paces ahead.
A man in a doctor’s coat sat on the low wall that ran along the edge of the rooftop. His legs dangled over the side of the building, as if he were taking in the view. An open backpack lay nearby.
She had a clean shot. Unmissable. But she did not take it.
“Todd!” she shouted.
The man turned his head to look at her and was briefly illuminated by the air ambulance’s landing lights as it lifted back up into the night. His face was covered in white bandages, but she almost didn’t notice it because of his eyes. They showed not surprise or anger but recognition—not at his name but at her. And then, as the night went dark again, his eyes disappeared.
“That’s for the best,” he said to her. “The stars can only be enjoyed, can only be truly understood when it is just us, none of our creations to get in the way.”
The wonder she had felt at the very same night sky instantly changed. She noticed how, while most of Washington and Northern Virginia had gone dark, there were lights on out in the farther Maryland suburbs, and to the east and to the south even past Alexandria. You just saw what you wanted to see.
“Get off there,” she commanded. “And keep your hands where I can see them.”
Todd nodded his head and then rocked forward, pushing out over the edge of the building with his arms. But he did not jump, instead using the movement to swing his legs back up so he was in a crouch on the low concrete wall. Then he stood, indifferent to the depths of the dark just behind him. His hands extended out above his head, palms wide, claiming it all as creator.
“Seven years ago, I stood in this exact same place,” he said. “I wondered why God did something to me that he didn’t even do to Abraham in the end? For what possible reason were my son and wife sacrificed? And then he answered me: It was my fault. I was responsible for the creations that had destroyed them, as if Abraham had actually pulled that knife across his child’s throat.”
“Then why do it to others?” she asked. “You’d just gone through every parent’s nightmare. Why inflict that pain on others?”
“Sacrifice is sometimes necessary. It was only when I truly lost what was most precious to me that I realized what I had to do to save us all.”
“To ‘save’ us? You’re here tonight trying to kill kids at the same place your son was born and died. That’s not saving, that’s destroying,” Keegan said, keeping the pistol trained on him. “How could you?”
“How could I? How could I not?” he responded. “God sent plague after plague to the Egyptians. But it was only when their arrogance began to threaten the lives of their children that they realized they had to give up their servants, much like us, with our mechanical ones. I did not ask of others any more than the sacrifice I had already made.”
“Not everyone had that choice. Those kids down there in the NICU, they’re innocent of all that.”
“The firstborn children of Egypt were innocent. My son was innocent! Their innocence is what made their sacrifice so compelling, so world-changing.”
“World-changing?” she said. “Bullshit. All you did by trying to play God was hurt people and break things. Nothing more.”
“No, I destroyed something far more important.”
“What?”
“Trust.” He smiled, as if he somehow knew the word had added meaning for her. “Without ever deciding, without ever thinking it through, we grew to trust machines that we don’t even understand to run our adult lives. We grant unexplainable black boxes of code the power to make all the decisions that should matter for us.2 Now we’ll never trust them the same way again, as we never should have. As you never should have, Agent Keegan.”
So he did know her. But from watching her and TAMS on the feeds, or through somewhere, someone, else?
“You know my name, I know yours. Whatever. Get down off there,” Keegan commanded, motioning with the gun. She began to move closer, as if to underscore that he had no choice but to obey. And to show him that she was not afraid.
She heard muffled footsteps on the roof to the left of her, moving through the tangle of rooftop machinery.
“You accomplish your mission?” she asked, knowing who it was without even looking.
“Yes. The NICU is secured,” said TAMS, emerging from behind one of the drone pads.
“Good job, partner,” said Keegan, knowing it would set the man off. “So, Todd, no big finale, all because I trusted one of those monstrous machines you tried to make everyone so scared of.”
“That’s disappointing, Agent Keegan. I was told you thought of that thing as just a tool.”
She didn’t like the idea that he was throwing her words back at her. She liked even less what it meant he also had access to. “You were ‘told’? That means you’re no different than TAMS. In fact, it means you’re the same.” She paused. “You’re just Shaw’s ‘tool.’”
“We all have our roles to play,” Todd said, without any pause or tone of denial. “Mr. Shaw simply came to the same realization that I did, that things had to change.”
She glanced at TAMS, furrowing her brow in what it would know was an inquiring look.
“He is telling the truth,” TAMS said.
Another air ambulance began its descent, landing lights washing over the rooftop. In that flare of light and the swirling air, Keegan saw Todd’s shirt lift. Underneath, he was wearing a tan hunter’s shooting vest. Instead of shotgun shells, though, each sleeve in the bandolier held a glass tube filled with what looked like a block of wax covered by a thin layer of clear liquid.
Unable to push the notice to Keegan’s glasses, TAMS identified the danger aloud.
“Warning, Agent Keegan!” TAMS announced in a raised tone of alarm. “There is a high likelihood that Mr. Todd is armed with an improvised incendiary device.”
“Explain. Tell me what we’re dealing with here,” she commanded, as Todd’s face curled in a smile.
“A holding company within the VDO Associates network has made purchases of phosphate, carbon black, and silica,” TAMS said. “Another firm within the network, presenting itself as a research lab, purchased a humidifying environmental system, pressure reactor, filter, condenser, and extruder pump, as well as a rotary evaporator system. Using these components, the precursor substances could be converted by an expert into a material matching the appearance of the unknown substance in the glass: white phosphorus.”3
Keegan knew white phosphorus by its military nickname. “Willie Pete” was a pyrophoric; the second it was exposed to the air, it would ignite into an explosive white flame that burned at thousands of degrees.4 While it was frowned upon by the JAG lawyers, they’d occasionally used smoke rounds packed with small amounts of white phosphorus for what they called “shake and bake” strikes against insurgents hunkered in a bunker or basement.5 Willie Pete burned so hot that afterward, literally the only thing left was the outline of their body on the wall.
“So that was the plan all along, to go out in a blaze of glory?” Keegan asked Todd.
In her head, she worked out the various scenarios. However she played it, though, it ended the same way. Any shot that she took at Todd would set off the devilish device, either hitting it directly or the glass breaking when his body fell.
“It was never about me,” Todd replied. “When I’m gone, there’ll be no trace for any person to blame, only the machines, like your ‘partner’ that failed.”
At that TAMS moved forward, a careful crouching advance of just two steps, as if taking Todd’s measure.
“I already died here that night long ago,” Todd said. “Everything since has been to make it right.”
It all came together at once.
Todd bringing his arms down, moving to wrap them over his chest and smash the explosive glass tubes that hung on the vest.
Kissing the top of Haley’s head that very first time in the hospital room, just a few floors below.
Jumping into the surf at La Jolla, hand in hand with Jared.
Holding her hands on her knees as she vomited all over her running shoes, the fastest finisher at boot camp.
Her mother smiling, as chocolate ice cream dripped down onto the report card with straight A’s.
The blur moving past her, as TAMS leaped across the rooftop into Todd and then over the edge.
A flash of intense white light.
Heat.
Buzzing all over her body.
Then nothing.
A silence as if she had never existed.
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“Haley, get off the bed! I told you to be careful with Mommy.”
Keegan woke to sharp pain in her side, as Haley clambered onto the hospital bed to snuggle her. That was what love felt like.
As her eyes struggled to open, she felt Jared’s fingers wrap around her left hand, a tentative and searching connection.
“Where am I?” She tried to say more, but her mouth was too dry.
“You’re still at Georgetown Hospital. Take your time,” Jared said, handing her a cup of water with a straw to sip from, as the bed slowly raised itself up, sensing she was awake now.
She tried to push herself up farther, but her right hand wouldn’t respond.
“It’s OK,” Jared said quickly. “They gave you a nerve blocker there for the burns.”
As the haze began to clear, she looked around the room, her vision blocked slightly by what must have been a bandage just above her left eye. Her right arm was completely wrapped in bandages and her left leg was stabilized in some kind of cast. She didn’t have the heart to know what her face looked like, but she reasoned it couldn’t be that bad if Haley was in the room. As she looked around the room filled with balloons, flowers, and get-well cards, several of them registered her making eye contact and began to play dueling cloying tunes and trite audio messages.
“Stop,” she rasped, and the cards went silent.
“Most of them are from family, but there’s a few from some pretty heavy hitters,” Jared said, picking up a card out of the back. As he opened it, a 3-D image projected what Keegan had seen before—the ocean view from Shaw’s California estate.
“See how pretty it is, Mommy?” Haley said.
“Wait, it gets better,” Jared said, setting an angular matte-gray-framed card down on the bed in front of her.
The panorama shifted with a slight shimmer, and the entire picture came into improbably sharp focus. It was an expensive effect. Then Shaw appeared walking toward them, speaking through the card.
“Agent Keegan, I want to thank you for the sacrifice you have made for your country, yet again. We all owe you a great deal—in fact, everything. None of this could have happened without you. If there is anything I can do to aid you, in turn, please let me know.”
He was mocking her. And at that, she felt a little bit of that same raw anger that had fueled everyone else Shaw had been behind. With her good leg, she violently shook the bed and knocked the card to the floor. Jared picked it up, placing it behind a card featuring the grinning face of the DC police commissioner.
“What was that about?” Jared asked.
Keegan just closed her eyes and burrowed her face into the top of Haley’s head, as perfect a place as any to try to forget it all.
“It’s OK, Mommy, you’ll be all better soon,” Haley said.
“With you here, butterfly, how could I not?” she replied.
One day she would have to stop lying to her daughter. But what could she say? She could barely admit to herself what she had just experienced.
She gave Haley a kiss on the forehead—human connection that could not be replaced, the bond between parent and child. What Todd had lost, and what had driven his crusade for Shaw.
“OK, Haley, you really do need to get down now. Mommy needs her space,” said Jared.
“Agent Keegan!” a voice called from the doorway.
Noritz.
“Glad to see you awake,” he said, entering the room with a pronounced smile. It seemed he was claiming her again, which meant his bosses must have been happy about the outcome. He stopped a few feet short of the bed, however, as if unsure of how welcome he would be. “I’ve got someone else to see you,” Noritz said. “Your old friend . . . Booted back up and brought straight to you.”
Stepping out from behind Noritz came TAMS.
“Hello,” the machine said, as if presenting itself anew.
Haley jumped off the bed and ran to the robot. “TAMS!!!”
Just as a human body’s imperfections make it unique and identifiable, the nicks and dents around where Haley hugged the robot were an immediate giveaway. It was the TAMS that had been shelved and hung on a rack just days earlier.
“My original assigned resource?” Keegan asked. She tried to use words Haley wouldn’t understand the full meaning of. The girl had gone through enough; there was no need to add more confusion about her new friend and savior.
“Correct,” said Noritz. “Not much left of the, um, other one. This one’s baseline stops when we powered it down; don’t worry, it still knows everything you taught it.”
Not everything . . . Thankfully.
“I thought it’d make a nice get-well gift,” he said, the two of them knowing it was more like a peace offering. “Maybe get the old team back together.” He paused. “When you’re ready, of course.”
“Thank you for that,” she said.
Jared scooped Haley up. “Come on, they’ve got work stuff to talk about. Let’s go grab a snack.”
The little girl waved to TAMS and blew Keegan a kiss.
Noritz shut the door behind them and sat down heavily in an overstuffed vinyl chair, the deep purple color of a bruise. “You doing OK?” he asked.
“Everything hurts,” Keegan said.
“I bet,” he said.
“And the case?”
“Nothing left to do but suck up Todd with a dustbuster . . . Ah, um, that was inappropriate. Forget I said that, TAMS.”
“OK,” said TAMS.
Noritz ran ChapStick around his lips, the same tell as ever that he was having to do something he’d prefer not to. “You ready to talk about what we need to talk about?”
She nodded, wincing at the pain behind her temples. She’d have to be careful, not just with what she’d discovered during the last moments of Todd’s life, but to avoid leading Noritz or anybody else in the FBI to reexamine her own past, maybe no longer so deeply buried.
“TAMS, go wait outside,” he said. “Then enter standby mode.”
“So, it seems you’re getting the hang of working with it,” she said.
“The word from the top is get used to it. The hospital surveillance video of that machine running in to save all those babies and then tackling Todd to save you before he lit off his vest . . . It’s everywhere. Hell, a few years from now all the preschools are going to be filled with a bunch of little kids named ‘TAMS.’ No way the Bureau is going to squander a win like that.”
“Shit,” said Keegan. “I’m guessing that didn’t make Bosch too happy.”
“The director told Bosch to pound sand,” he said. “You’re blessed now too, as long as you can clear something up for the case record.” He chewed his cheek and stopped speaking.
“You want to know how I found Todd?”
A nod. “We know how Modi gave you that TAMS unit, but we don’t know how it led you to the hospital.”
“A hunch,” said Keegan. “That unit I received from Modi didn’t have FBI network access, so we just used what we had and went there on a hunch.” She did not want to divulge the role that Shaw played, at least not yet.
“Then with all the comms down, we couldn’t wait to call in backup,” she added. It was a good thing the robot had left the room. It was the sort of lie that TAMS’s sensors would have seen right through. But it was a lie that Noritz wanted to hear, one that threw him a lifeline inside the bureaucracy by keeping any mention of his attempt to bury her out of the official file. He now owed her.
Noritz looked around the room, as if wondering who was listening in. “In the official record, you’ll also have to leave the part about Modi out,” he said quietly. “And that order is from well above my pay grade.”
“How high?”
“The highest possible. The FBI suspended the agent who saved the city and the CIA supplied her with an off-the-books robot sidekick. So, rather than investigate everybody into retirement about how this good deed actually got done, the president sat the two directors down and told them they need to eat shit sandwiches and smile to the public about how good they tasted. Everybody’s got enough to do cleaning up Washington, and the White House doesn’t want to lose momentum on the basic income commission’s reforms and all the other policy crap that they’re using this crisis to ram through Congress.”
That set something off in her brain, but it was all still fuzzy. “So, we’re going to act like it was all planned this way?”
“Yeah. Same for the TAMS program. Trial run’s over. None of the other field office tests had anywhere near the same outcome as yours, but screw ’em. Everything’s been a ‘complete success,’ if that wasn’t clear by now. We’re all the way on this. The Bureau is buying TAMS units for every single field office around the country. After that, federal grants for state and local police departments to buy their own. Like they’re going to know what to do with them. But anyway, the public is asking for it, to feel safe again. So the White House is getting ahead of the curve, to make it a bigger win—its win.”
“What have we unleashed?” Keegan asked.
“Yeah, I’m not sure Todd would appreciate everything he just jump-started.”
She jerked upright as the realization hit her. Shaw hadn’t just played her; he’d played everyone.
Jackson Todd. Senator Jacobs. The whole network of extremists. Even her and TAMS. They had all been the same to Shaw: investments in a revolution on his terms. A series of moves all to take a society struggling with change to its lowest point and then remake it.
It hadn’t been about fighting the future, but making it come true.
Keegan sighed and lay back, taking it all in.
“I’ll let you rest,” Noritz said. “When you’re ready to come back to work, you can let me know what you want to do. There’s nothing wrong with letting the Bureau put you out on the vizcast circuit until retirement. Hell, besides all the little babies being named after TAMS, ‘Lara’ and ‘Keegan’ are trending, as well.”
“I’ll think about it. Can you send TAMS back in here?”
“Sure thing.”
Noritz disappeared and TAMS returned, alone. It presented itself as if at attention. The scars that decorated its chest were akin to a row of medals that it should feel pride in, if it could.
“What was the very last thing that I said to you?” she asked.
“Thank you,” TAMS replied.
Keegan reflected on this for a moment. “I have to say that again, for more than you know.”
TAMS looked back at her and she wanted to believe it comprehended her unspoken meaning—and for all she knew, it did. She wasn’t sure of anything anymore. Despite herself, she had come to trust this machine to which she now owed everything. Yet that very same trust made their partnership a new kind of danger.1 Every second she spent with TAMS, everything she taught it, would only bring it closer to the moment they had already arrived at once—the moment that could end everything.
Keegan surveyed the rows of get-well cards, the top of Shaw’s card lurking just behind them.
Fuck it. It was a risk she’d just have to take.
“TAMS, you all powered up and ready to get back to work?”
“OK,” said TAMS.
“Because once I get out of this hospital, we’ve got a new case to pursue.”
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