“Welcome back, Mr. Brooks. Did you have a nice lunch?” said the receptionist. She sat behind a black granite desk. Her name was Patricia, and was highly renowned for her skill in her job. However, forwarding calls was not what she was known for. Patricia had the ability to recognize vocal patterns, unique habits and characteristics, and even perform retinal scans over long distances. This was all due to the fact that she was, in fact, an experimental android.

Mr. Brooks was an almost-obese member of American society. He wore a business suit (not typical for him, but he had just returned from lunch with a client) and his hair was cut short. “I’m doing fine, thanks,” he replied.
Patricia recognized that something was wrong with his voice, but couldn’t decide what the problem was. That was one of the flaws of trying to place a mind structured like a human’s in a robot – lack of intuition. Not one to raise a false alarm, Patricia decided to ask a question. “Are you feeling OK, Mr. Brooks?”
He smiled an understanding smile. “I have a slight cold, that’s all.” He reassured the receptionist by turning down the hall to take the stairs instead of using the elevator. Patricia knew that Mr. Brooks never had liked elevators.

Ever since his wife’s death three months ago due to an elevator crash, Mr. Brooks had always taken the stairs. Regardless of the reassurances offered by the safety team telling him that the error was very rare, he didn’t trust the elevators to get him where he needed to go anymore.
Although his office was on the seventh story of the building, Brooks descended the stairs. He was headed for the restricted area of the building, beneath ground level. The hum of industrial cooling systems quickly overcame the sound of Mr. Brooks’ heavy breathing. It got louder until basement level 25, where the sound seemed to stop. Mr. Brooks also stopped. He had too – this was the lowest level in the building. His pace quickening, he reached the solid gray metal door separating the stairway from the rest of the building and slid his ID card through the scanner to the right of the door. The door slid to the side, and he stepped into a hallway.
Patricia heard a dull ringing sound, and turned her head to the image on her granite desk. Blue lines seemed to be etched in the granite, and it formed a map of the building, tipped on its side. A green dot flashed at the bottom of the stairwell; accompanying white text flashed “Access granted to Mr. Brooks.” Patricia slammed her hand on top of her desk with a quick obscenity, and dozens of blue boxes floated from the surface of the black surface, and began to hover around her, just within reach. 
Now Patricia began to gesture at and poke at the interfaces around her, but all she could do was seal the door Mr. Brooks had already breached. The door logic was something Patricia had taken issue with but failed to resolve when higher management decided it was breaching their so-called “safety standards.” Even programming leads like Mr. Brooks needed to schedule a time to go to the sub-levels, but the doors let such people through in case there was a fire. Now someone had gotten in – someone suspicious had got in – and Patricia would see to it that the management got the blame. Luckily there was one thing Patricia could do: turn the situation over to the Master Computer. There were security robots on every level, and only the Master Computer could use them. These robots were state of the art defense platforms, and were tethered to the web for complete control and infallibility. So Patricia contacted the Master Computer.
Mr. Brooks, upon stepping through the doorway, stuck his hand down behind his neck. He seemed to grope for something, and finding it, ripped it up, over his head, and down over his face. The flesh mask came off cleanly and fell to the floor in a thin heap. The face underneath was more youthful than the one before, and sported a bald head and face. He was sweating, and now he kicked the mask aside, making a note to himself to make sure he can talk properly before trying to infiltrate past a secretary. He was lucky to make it this far, but it was probably too late to hope for a perfect mission. He turned his head around, and saw the red light next to the keypad where he would’ve swiped his keycard to get back out. Trying not to think about the implications of being trapped in here, he silently ran down the hall.
After passing dozens of windowless, silent doors, the infiltrator reached his destination: door 86. This door’s frame was larger than the others – almost twice their size. But this door didn’t have a keycard reader beside it, only an indentation in the metal allowing it to be pulled aside. The surrounding metal was a brushed alloy – not made for decoration, but only to avoid the mirror effect – and it covered the entire hallway. All of the doors were made of a similar metal – brushed but not pretty. All except this large one.
The unauthorized visitor reached forward with his hand and pushed the metal aside. It glided to a stop, now fully open. He stepped through, and was dwarfed by the size of the frame. Once he was through, the door glided shut behind him. 
Without a thought, the infiltrator walked to a chair in the center of the room. It was heavily padded, and was almost a bed. On his way to the center of the perfectly cylindrical room, he took a credit card sized piece of clear, flexible plastic from his rear-right pocket. It was unmarked except for five copper strips on one corner of the card. After comfortably seating himself in the chair, he inserted the piece of plastic into a slot in the chair parallel to the ground. A blue-edged frame like the interface Patricia was using confronted him, but instead of a dozen windows there was only one. A single line of faded blue text reading “Welcome to Aspire Core Control System, %UserName%. Today is August 24th, 2056” filled the upper row of the box, and on the next there was only a blinking underscore. The infiltrator grinned and reached down beneath the chair, pulling up a keyboard and securing it in place over his lap. He interlocked his fingers and pushed them away from him. The resulting cracks rebounded once, loudly, in the room. The man began to whistle as his fingers pecked at the keys, and almost at random boxes opened and closed around him, displaying information and receiving the lines of commands being shoved into the system from the keyboard.
As the sound of incessant clicking was penetrating the halls, another sound could be heard in the hallways of the 25th basement level. A low rumbling, so slight it was almost inaudible against the clicking, was getting closer to room 86. The rumbling was the sound of metal rollers on a carpeted floor. It was also the sound of the security robot. The robot was clad in a ceramic-like material: a white, translucent casing surrounding a vaguely humanoid form beneath. Under the ceramic armor this robot displayed numerous deadly weapons, from spines to projectiles.

Two disarming blue eyes glowed through the face-plate, fixated on the door at the end of the hall. This robot had no time for the pleasantries of an android, and spared not a single cycle for human thought. It began to retract its wheeled appendages into its body, and unfolded a pair of long, armored legs. The arms silently rotated, and a single ceramic sphere was mounted on each fist. Its eyes shifted color continually downward in wavelength, until it was emitting infrared frequencies. It was now ready for battle, and all in a few seconds.
Now the hunted man had five boxes up, all displaying a bar with an accompanying percentage indicating completion. Each bar was near completion, but moving very slowly. Almost complete with his task, and with only waiting to endure, he had decided to sleep in the very nice chair. When the door opened with a quiet hiss of the bearings, he didn’t even notice. The robot stalked closer to the man, silently. Its padded feet made no sound, and its soundless motion was impressive for such a large piece of technology. But suddenly it seemed to have a change in personality, and chuckled to itself. For this would be the last time this man slept.

A ceramic, balled hand slammed sideways into the man’s arm, breaking it and pinning it to his side and flinging him across the room where he slammed into the wall leg-first, breaking it backwards. He shrieked, and the robot advanced, coming for the kill. It advanced on the fetal form writhing on the ground and raised its left arm, huge fist high in the air, and then brought it down again. Both the screaming and writhing stopped at once. The hand rose back into the air, and returned to its normal stance beside the robot’s armored body. The eyes’ hues changed again, back to blue.
The robot turned to face the console. All five windows had closed, their operations complete. The robot stood in the same place for three minutes, silent and still. Finally it whirred into action, and pummeled the console to bits.

Patricia heard the dull pinging again, and checked her desk. She had received a message. It was from the Master Computer, saying “Unauthorized personnel detained. Thank you for your cooperation.” She deleted the message and removed the lockdown on the 25th basement level’s doors.
“Hey, Patricia.” While she was working on her desk, a plump man with glasses and a short haircut had snuck up on her.

“Welcome back, Mr. Brooks. Did you have a nice lunch?”
Chapter 2-

A wooden table sat in the middle of a square room. It was wide enough for five people, and had five seats along one side. The opposite side faced a wall that was covered with metal plating. The walls, floor, and ceiling were all black and allowed a viewer’s attention to slip to wherever it was needed. Now all five seats were taken, and the room was silent.


The screen came to life. Then it became perfectly black, like the surfaces around it. It addressed the five. A closed door appeared, apparently from nothing. Its grain was peculiar, but the handle shone with metallic brilliance. It opened, and a figure emerged. It was man in his mid-twenties, and his attire complemented his sharp smile. He greeted his crowd. “Hello.”


They responded simultaneously with various greetings.


“First, do you have any requests or worries from your people?”


All remained silent; it was usually so.

“Good. Any personal inquiries or requests?”


Again silence enveloped the room.


“Excellent, then I will get down to business. The past week I have stopped four terrorist attacks and eight revolts, found three faults in my programming – they were easily fixed – and improved my prediction model greatly. Before we go into details into those items, however, I have something of more importance to tell you. A hacker attempted to access one of your research facilities. William Burt, I believe that would be yours.” The sentences were spoken in a deep, awe-inspiring voice, one that takes a decade or more on national television to master. The speaker looked at William Burt, expectantly.

 “I… surely it cannot be my fault.” This member of the five had almost no hair, but was not ancient. He wore a nametag, and was obviously very stressed – not just from this accusation but longer-term as well – and now stared wide-eyed at the spokesman.

“Of course not.” The man spoke frankly, not at all reassuringly. “The secretary did not perform an iris scan, and I believe this to be the cause of the infiltration. She has been scheduled for immediate refactoring and training. As for the leak, I have it under control.” The man spoke swiftly, knowing his words would be understood. Now he smiled, and walked closer to the desk of visitors. He was now six feet away. He was also almost six feet tall, perfectly average. “The infiltrator was looking for information, and he was digging into top-secret files. He was smart, I’ll grant him that. All the hackers are getting smarter these days.” He said this with a pitying frown, as if he understood their plight. “Smartness isn’t always the best thing to have these days, is it? All I have seen it do is engage terrorist plots and hacking attempts. These never turn out nicely, and I would surely like to avoid it. At least they’ve stopped trying to perform physical assassinations, those bore me.” A look of disgust. “All those out there who think they are so smart… oh, how I pity them.”

One of the sitting people asked a question. This one was skinny and tall, wore a fancy silver watch, and leaned back in his chair. “Why not try another crackdown like the one in 2024? That was brilliant; we must have subdued most of the last two years’ threats.”

“Howard, that only worked because nobody was expecting it. We only succeeded because nobody was destroying their trails. We had the major culprits’ addresses before we even mobilized our military. If we tried again now it would just be another case of a Darwinian force, where we weed out the less successful so the better hackers can flourish.” After a moment of consideration the man said, “I’m not invincible, you know.”


Howard sighed, and replied, “I’m sorry Matthew, that was a foolish idea.” The standing man nodded, seeming to irritatingly agree with Howard.

Matthew began speaking again – changing the subject – saying “Moving on, the artificial intelligence experiment I began last weekend is almost complete. I have several servers running on my city model, and it’s working quite well. I expect my project to begin giving us useful output by the end of this year.


Now Matthew looked to his side, and a blue-etched box formed in the floor and rose up to his head height. It was about half the height of Matthew, and a world map appeared on it. Country names and boarders began to appear, the most prominent of which was the United States of America, filling all of North America, some of Antarctica, and parts of South America blue. The second largest country was the Russian Republic, containing China, what was once Russia, and several territories in Europe. Then, on top of the territorial data, shades of green faded in with various shades throughout the map.

“What you see now is our security index throughout the world. I based it on our own security, which I considered to be the highest possible. You’ll notice here,” he pointed at the center of Russia, “we have a very low security index. This is, of course, for obvious reasons. Ralph, make me thirteen warrior units and I’ll take care of this right away. Great Britain still has its nuclear arsenal on a hair-trigger, so I’ll do this quietly. I don’t care for nuking citizens.” Someone at the table nodded his head, and typed something out on a notepad sitting in front of him.

Matthew and the others continued to talk like this for a few more hours. Various questions were asked, and all were reassuringly answered. Finally the conversation dried up, and Matthew ended the session.


“Thank you all for coming to yet another great meeting, I’ll see you next week.” He walked over to the door he had walked through at the beginning of the discussion. He walked through, and after saying “Master Computer reporting out” closed the door.


Now everyone at the table but one disappeared. This man had remained remarkably silent during the meeting. His nametag read “Steve Miles” and he wore a black suit. He stood up from his chair and picked up his sunglasses, placing them on his face. He sighed before turning around and walking for the door behind him. It opened for him. Now he was walking on a metal walkway, and his shoes clanged on it. This large, spherical chamber contained the room he was just in, and held it with a large network of cables and supports. Echoes filled this metallic mishmash he was in now, and at the end of the walkway another door opened for him. On the other side of this door was a young woman, who Steve hugged once he was in proximity.

“How was the meeting, Steve?” she asked, businesslike as usual.


Steve offered a weak smile and said, “Thanks Paula, it went fine.”


“You don’t have to do this anymore.”


“You know I do.”


The two looked at each other. They stood in an empty hallway, brushed metal offering no reflection. A low hum pierced the walls – the only sound that could be heard in this corridor.


Paula was the one to speak next. “I guess we should go home. It’s been a long day.”


Steve nodded and started to walk down the hall, still hugging his wife around the shoulder. 

After passing through eight doors, the couple made it into a subway station. They met nobody on their passage through the halls, but they weren’t surprised. Nobody worked there, so they would have been surprised, even afraid, if someone did show up. A subway car was waiting in the loading zone, and both of the Miles stepped inside, sitting down in adjacent seats. The subway car’s doors closed, and it accelerated towards their destination: Seattle, Washington.
Chapter 3-


A television flickered within an average home. On it was the typical newscaster – youngish, photogenic, and clear-spoken – telling the news: expansion of the southern territories, the discovery of a new medicine, and the building of a new city on the east coast. A child no more than the age of twelve sat on a sofa in front of the screen with his father.

The newscaster, after reporting on the newest fun vacation place, said, “Thank you for watching the 7 PM news. Up next is a repeat showing of a documentary on President Matthew Sparks.”

The screen faded to black, and a small lightening of the black indicated the new video being played. The words “Matthew Sparks: Bringing Change to America” faded in, in blue, onto the screen. A strong, enthusiastic male voice began to speak.


“In the early two-thousands, everything seemed to be well with the world. Under a new, progressive president, our wars were won and we overcame an economic recession. In 2016, however, corruption and bureaucracy took hold. Taxes were a burden, and our government would rather take the money for themselves than use it for the people. Our leaders were dishonest, and only did what was right for their pocketbooks.” Accompanying the narration was ominous music and a series of photographs of various results of the economic disaster: homeless people in the streets, a family living in a tent, and an unrepaired road being travelled on by foot. “From 2016 to 2030 an economic depression ruined the American culture. Companies were bankrupt, and jobs disappeared.”
The series of morbid images stopped, and changed to show a politician standing behind a podium, holding his hands up in a valiant effort to staunch applause. The music changed to a dramatic piece, resembling the ones used in movies to accompany the hero rising from the dust. The narrator resumed. “But then we found hope. Matthew Sparks began to reunite the American people, and rebuild the government. He became the symbol of American prosperity, and so America was rebuilt. Using new technology and the best employment program to date, he stands over us, making sure that America is never again considered a stained country.” Now pictures of new cities rebuilt with Matthew Sparks’ new technology flicked across the screen, fading along with the music.

Now the biography on Matthew began, and the voice filled in the details of his government’s accomplishments almost too cheerily. It listed various technological achievements and his famous work on computerized prediction, winning prestigious prizes throughout his career.
Once the documentary was finished a half-hour later, the voice of the newscaster was back at once, telling news again. The father and son were still on the couch, passively watching their television set.

Chapter 4-
A very loud humming noise emanated from a beam of light, holding still over a large expanse of nothingness going into what seemed like infinity in any direction. The beam was pure white, but not blinding. It was held up by nothing, just stretching into the distance. In the distance, two silver objects approached. One was large, and seemed to surround the beam. The other was beside and behind the larger one, and much smaller. Both objects blasted by with incredible speed, and disappeared as quickly as they had come.
In the smaller silver object, an armored man put on his helmet. It was black, with crevices and cracks that glowed blue, and the rest of his armor was a similar color. He stood in the hollow body of this small craft, and spoke into a transmitter in his helmet. “This is Solution, are you receiving?”
Through his helmet, a voice responded, “This is Control, I read you. Tell me when you’re ready to board.”

“I’m ready when you are.”
The side of the craft opened up, and Solution jumped out at the one riding the beam. It was very blocky, and looked like it had been in use too many times. Solution’s vehicle immediately banked away, and it disappeared almost instantly. Then Solution hit the other ship, and stuck. He lay flat against the ship, and began to crawl to the rear.
Inside the ship, two security guards were sitting; one sat on one side of a door, the second on the other. They sat on crates marked “Data – handle with extreme care,” and one of them smoked a cigarette. The one without the cigarette held an assault rifle in his hands, and was cleaning the shiny handle with a worn rag.
“Garry, you know what?” said the one with the gun.

“No, what?” Garry asked, taking the cigarette out of his mouth.

“I was just wondering – why do they make the whole gun shiny? It’s stupid, I get it dirty every time I pick it up, but it’s supposed to be shiny.” He looked at Garry. “Your pistol. It’s nice, it’s not all shiny like my rifle.” He chuckled, playing through his next sentence in his head. “But my rifle is so pretty, yeah. The shiny’s only bad when it gets dirty.”
Garry didn’t even lift his head up from its resting position. “Ralph, shut up. Just shoot what I tell you to – it’s the only thing you’re good at.”
The conversation over, Ralph went back to cleaning his gun. It was very shiny, and Ralph could actually see his own face in the metal. This was his favorite gun, but it wasn’t only shiny. It was very accurate, a complement to Ralph’s own accuracy. Of course, according to Garry this was all he was good at, so his proficiency was to be expected.
From down the hall, the guards heard a quiet buzzing noise. It sounded a little like a drill, or a saw. They had heard it before, and knew it as the sound of one of their maintenance exits. Garry put his finger to his mouth to tell Ralph to be quiet, and began to quietly sneak down the narrow maintenance shaft they were in. He made a quick, practiced movement, and now his pistol was in his hand. It was almost solid black, except for the handle which was a bumpy brown material. Ralph stopped cleaning his gun, picked the ammo clip back up, and shoved it into his gun as quietly as he could. It was silent. Garry reached the corner around which he had heard the noise, which had stopped seconds before. He pushed his gun’s barrel around the corner, and made several shots at where he thought the noise had come from.
Ralph was still down the hall, near the door. Garry began to turn the corner. He turned it, and saw the door. It was open, but not the way it was supposed to be open. It had been cut in half, and parts of the door were lying on the floor that was supposed to be holding the door together. But Garry was smart, and knew that the intruder had to be somewhere near him. If he ran over to the door, whoever it was would be able to sneak behind him and kill him while he was distracted. He looked at the ceiling first, then at the crates lining the corridor. The intruder could be behind any of the crates, waiting for him. He saw one suspect crate tall enough to hide someone against the left side of the hall, opposite of the door that he supposed the intruder came through. He raised his pistol, aimed it at the middle of the crate, and fired. A lance of searing heat flashed, and a second later, Garry heard a dull thud, and he knew that the intruder was dead, behind that crate. Nothing else made that signature belated thump except a body hitting the floor. He holstered the gun and called to Ralph, “C’mere, let’s take care of this body.” He then walked the remaining 20 feet to the crate he shot.

When he got to the crate, but had not yet passed it, a hand shot out from below and grabbed his shin right above his ankle. It yanked back, and Garry’s head slammed on the floor. Just before he died by knife, he saw his own undoing: a sack of melons rested on the floor behind the crate.
Now Ralph turned the corner. His friend wasn’t there. “Um… Garry?” The rumble of the ship seemed much eerier to Ralph now. He lifted his gun, ready to fire. “Don’t be playin’ games with me, Garry. I’ll shoot, I swear I will!” But instead of Garry, a man clad in a black shell stepped out from behind the crate. Ralph stood wide-eyed and mouth open. The man in black started to walk towards Ralph, and his pace was fast. Ralph finally raised his gun, and pulled the trigger. Blue-white fire began to pulse from the barrel, and only got faster with every moment. Now the man in black was only ten feet away. He hadn’t taken a single shot. Ralph placed the stock of the gun on his shoulder, and looked through the scope. He kept shooting, every shot aimed towards the invader’s chest. Now he was five feet away, but instead of continuing, he stopped. Ralph continued to fire. Every shot went right through the infiltrator’s torso, but not a single one hit him. Ralph changed his aim to fire at the man’s head, but still he remained unaffected. Then he disappeared. Ralph continued to fire for a few seconds, but finally realized the futility in the attempt. The hallway now was littered with holes melted in the metal, and the crates lay in heaps, contents strewn across the passageway.
But the man in black armor stood behind Ralph, waiting. He didn’t want to kill an uninvolved citizen, but he had no choice. In a few moments Ralph would be running to the nearest ship communicator to request assistance, now that Garry was dead. He couldn’t let that happen. A small pistol in his hand, Solution raised his arm so the pistol aimed at his neck. He flicked a small joystick on the side of the gun, and pulled the trigger. This shot was almost silent, but just as deadly as the ones fired from Ralph’s gun just seconds before. Ralph collapsed, instantly dead.
Solution walked the way the guard had come, and approached the door. He touched its center, and it opened. Now he was in one of the ship’s real passageways. Just to make sure the firefight hadn’t been heard, he listened when the door resealed. Sure enough, the engines’ noise stopped when the door closed. Crouching down, Solution crossed the hallway and neared another door. A sign next to it said “Elevator,” and that’s what he wanted. He touched the door like he had the other, and it opened for him. He stepped inside, and the door closed after him.

A calm, female voice filled the small room. “Which level is your destination?” it asked. The man in black replied by shoving his gloved hand into a control panel next to the door, destroying it, and felt around with his hand. He gripped the system that controlled the elevator functions, and sent a small shock through one of the circuits with his fingertips. A sudden whirring noise came from the top of the elevator, and when Solution looked up, the roof of the elevator had parted, and he had access to the elevator shaft. Solution jumped and grabbed onto an exposed structural beam and ascended the shaft.
At the top, Solution held out his empty hand. A cube appeared in it, and it grew bigger even as chunks were being taken out of it. The remaining object was a rifle with a long barrel and a large scope. Still using the structural beam as his support, Solution aimed at the door.
Through the scope Solution saw a lot more than a metal door. Behind it, the scope began automatically marking every enemy heat signature that was there with a red triangle. Soon there were eight triangles.  Solution’s hand went to the gun’s grip, and his finger to the trigger. In a quick flash of light, the sniper rifle shot eight rounds in quick succession, and all eight red triangles through the door disappeared. Solution dropped the sniper rifle, but instead of clanking to the bottom of the elevator shaft, it dissolved into thin air.

He jumped to the door, stuck to it, and kicked the right panel. It flew across the room – weakened by the bullet holes – and landed against a wall, next to one of the bodies Solution had recorded  just seconds ago. This room was the largest so far, and contained thousands of identical crates, all reading “Do not open – this package is confidential and will explode if examined.” Solution walked between two huge stacks of them, and was now approaching a large, circular door. To its right a sign read “Bridge” and it was reinforced by crisscrossing bars of metal. Solution couldn’t simply kick down the door to the Bridge.
Solution saw a security scanner to its right, and walked toward it. Below it lay a body, one of the eight he had shot through the door. He kicked it aside and looked closely at the scanner. To any of the crew it looked like a sphere attached to the wall with a lens protruding from it, but Solution could see through its casing. He avoided standing in front of the lens, and examined the sides.

After examining it for several minutes, Solution sprung into action. He stuck his fingers into the metal, easily piercing it, and started to tear it away. He exposed a spherical mass of microchips and wires, and started to carefully loosen them, careful not to detach any of the cables. He seemed to find what he wanted, and pushed other parts aside so he could pull this one out further. After looking at the part from every angle, another cube appeared in his hand. This one, though, did not expand, nor form a sniper rifle. Solution looked back and forth between the microchip and the cube, and its shape began to form – but not exactly. The new microchip was a bit larger, and contained an extra place for a cable to connect. After the shape was complete, the color appeared and it fell into Solution’s hand. Without taking any time to admire his work, Solution pulled the cables to the chip currently in the scanner and replaced it with the chip he had created, plugging the cables into their specific ports. Finally he placed his thumb on the last port, and stayed almost perfectly still for two minutes. When he was done, he let go of the chip he had made, and the door made a THWAM sound – the sound of the lock unbolting.
Now the door began to open, and it opened slowly. As soon as the door opened enough for Solution to run through, he did, sprinting towards the command balcony. A man of similar build to Solution stood there, tapping at a control panel, commanding the ship. Seven concentric circles surrounded the command balcony, containing terminals – each with one person monitoring it and making periodic taps at their screens to correct imbalances. Five people worked at the first circle, fifteen at the outermost. All of this was floating in the center of a gigantic sphere made of thousands of triangles. This was the shield that surrounded the Bridge, and it displayed flight data, including speed, destination, and estimated arrival time. None of this interested Solution, only the commander did.
The commander, wearing his yellow armor, was turned to face the sprinting intruder, but did not carry a gun in his hands. He waited. Solution was getting near the man in yellow, but he stood still. Solution slowed to a stop in front of the commander, but he was not confused by this occurrence. Suddenly, a yellow blur took the place of the yellow man, and Solution slammed against the railing around the command balcony. The rail bent out of shape, and the rivets holding it onto the deck nearly broke, but they held. But Solution didn’t stay in that position for long, quickly jumping up above the commander. This time the attack succeeded – the commander was slammed against the deck, making a dent where his back landed. Before he could stand back up Solution punched him in the chin, knocking his head upwards and creating another dent in the metal. The commander was not out of the fight yet, though, and sent his right hand to Solution’s neck. He gripped his target, and was able to get enough leverage to lift the man in black armor off him and into the air. Solution flailed – he was being choked.
“I’ve always wanted to meet a hacker like you,” cooed the commander. Solution struggled against his grip. “Just so I could prove that they weren’t all that bad.” The man in black armor was beginning to lose his ability to resist, and now only used one arm to grip at the commander’s grip. “Goodbye.”

The commander crouched and bent his arm, planning to throw Solution into the shield. He threw the hacker, but he did not scorch in the shield as intended. Instead, Solution had twisted at just the right moment to instead be thrown to the last concentric circle, and he quickly ran to the nearest console where one of the pilots prodded at his screen. The commander reached under his own console and retrieved a narrow-spread shotgun, and then jumped towards Solution, roaring at his opponent. But even the commander’s valiant jump wasn’t enough to stop the hacker. Solution had already accessed what he needed to access and had modified the destination.

But then the commander’s body slammed into his, and Solution’s helmet slammed into the console. The fragile equipment was sheared in half by the tremendous impact, disabling the ship’s remaining systems, including the forcefield surrounding the Bridge. The force of the wind pushed all of the pilots out of their seats and out of the ship, and they fell to their deaths on the plain landscape below.

Only Solution and the commander were left on the Bridge, and it was the commander who made the first move. He picked Solution up by the neck again, but this time punched his stomach with his other hand. Solution now was completely still and the commander walked, infiltrator in hand, to the edge of this pilot’s circle.

But Solution was only pretending to be limp; he was actually evaluating his options. The commander was obviously stronger than he was, so his plan had to be clever. But it was too late for many of his plans, as now he was being hung by his neck over the side of the ship.
The commander said, “Do you see it now, hacker? The bad guys never win!” As he said “win,” he released his grip on Solution’s neck, and let him drop. But Solution made his move too, grabbing the commander’s foot with one hand and the deck with his other. He pulled as hard as he could with the hand holding the commander’s foot, and pushed away with the other. Then he let go, pulling the commander off the deck. What he didn’t expect was for the commander to grab his feet, so now Solution was in the middle, keeping the commander aboard. Solution tried to kick his feet to make the commander let go, but it failed. Instead the commander flailed himself, and Solution lost his grip.

Both of them were now falling. The commander’s grip on Solution slipped, and he started to fall faster. His armor was heavy, and negating the effect of air resistance. Solution slowed down when the commander let go, but he still fell – commander screaming, Solution spread in an effort to slow himself down. The ground remained steadily far away, and it seemed to the two like they weren’t even falling. They were so high up in the air that it would take at least an hour for them to fall, and the final hit would be more intense than any that they gave each other.
It was then that Solution tried to contact Control. He screamed into his microphone, breaking the radio silence he had maintained throughout his mission. “This is Solution calling Control, do you read me?” There was only silence, and Solution could only assume he couldn’t be heard. He repeated the message. “Solution calling Control, if you can hear me, I have fallen from the vessel and am now approximately point five kilometer down. Repeat, I have fallen point five kilometer from the transport.” Several moments of silence except the wind whistling by Solution’s sleek armor made him utterly alone. Just before he repeated the message again, a razor-like voice came through Solution’s speakers.
“This is Control,” said the voice. Then it said in a playful tone, “My job description doesn’t include saving your life, Solution, only to-”

“I know, Control, it’s only to get me in and out. But this is my way of getting out, right? So come on down and get me.”

“But boss, there’s the issue of-“

“Yes, yes, we’ll discuss that once you get me. Pick me up or we can’t discuss that, got my point?”

A staticy sigh entered Solution’s helmet. “Yeah, yeah. Almost there.”

Solution didn’t reply, and the whistling of his armor was the only sound. He turned around in mid-air and faced upwards, and saw a silver speck in the distance. He grinned, and waved at it. Now it was close enough to discern what it was: the ship Solution had jumped off earlier. It angled down, and now moved alongside Solution. The back door opened, and Solution angled his body so he was above the ship, and below him was the open door. Control slowed the ship, and as soon as Solution was fully inside, the doors closed and the ship re-accelerated and banked upwards, becoming horizontal again. It slowed and remained at cruising speed. Solution walked towards the front of the ship, climbing some stairs in the process. It wasn’t very long – about 40 feet – so it didn’t take him long to see the pilot.
Before Solution entered the pilot’s chamber, Control swiveled his chair around to face the entrance, and therefore Solution. The short man stood up and took a few steps towards the man in black armor. He stood only five feet tall to Solution’s six, and wore a t-shirt and jeans. He spoke again in his sharp voice. “How many times have you fallen? Out of the last ten missions, how many times have you fallen?”
Solution was not surprised. He expected this question from Control; he never was one to let these things by. “I’d say five. Five out of the last ten.”
Control laughed. It was an unlikable, piercing laugh. “Oh, right. You only tripped off that skyscraper, and you were pushed out of that helicopter. Do you know how many times I’ve had to come in and catch you? Nine out of the last ten times.”

Solution already had his reply, saying, “But doesn’t that just make me an excellent strategist? I pick the right man for the job, who I know can catch me when I fall. So I don’t mind ending my missions with a big trip.” This was always his excuse when things just barely worked out, and it was irrefutable. There was little evidence to back his claims, but none to oppose it. Solution was smirking inside his helmet, but it didn’t show to Control. He simply returned to his chair and sat down. The man in black armor said, “I’ll go to the bunk room. Tell me when we get there.”
Control only offered a dismissive wave and turned back to his controls. Solution turned, and to his immediate left was a door labeled “Quarters.” He opened the door and entered. One very small bunk bed took up half of the room, and the rest was barely enough for a small cabinet about the height of Solution and the width of a door. Solution took off his helmet and placed it in this cabinet, and sat down on the lower bunk. He rolled over on his side and was unconscious within a minute.
Chapter 5-
Seattle didn’t change much during the reconstruction period of the newest government. It hadn’t been affected as much as the rest of America during the depression, so President Sparks didn’t have to rebuild it. During the increasingly technological slant research had taken over the years before the depression many highly-qualified workers moved to Seattle because of the great opportunities that could be had there. Many of the companies did not succeed because of the depression, but the ones that did kept the city working and well-maintained. This was because their customers weren’t hit by the depression yet and still had a lot of money in other countries’ markets. Some of the companies were actually based outside of the Americas, and they stayed afloat extremely well.

In his new administration, Sparks saw Seattle’s potential and risks. It could be used very successfully as a research facility by Sparks’ technology improvement company Aspire Human Integration Technology, but due to the huge impact non-American companies had on the city before Sparks’ takeover he doubted it would remain loyal forever. Sparks immediately removed all foreign companies and hired all the workers for his own government facilities, hoping to remove all foreign ties. He succeeded in preventing the Seattle workers from striking, but he never knew for sure if the idea was gone. For this reason he kept Seattle under high surveillance, just in case something happened. 
Under Seattle’s streets, a subway car silently slowed to a stop. It had a dozen people on it, of varying formality. Some, like Steve and Paula Miles, wore suits, and appeared ready to meet the president (which Steve had indeed done just a half an hour earlier). At this stop both of the Miles exited the car onto a nearly-empty subway platform. Concrete walls, ceilings and floors seemed to make the station gloomy and dark, but the lights attempted to combat this. There was enough light to make it as bright as it was outside, but the slightly rotten smell and gray-brown concrete made the station as foreboding as a basement.
Steve and Paula began walking towards the escalator leading upwards onto the street, Steve carrying a suitcase and Paula her cell phone. Paula was talking calmly into the cell phone about the trip she was going to make to the Southern State (what was Mexico before President Sparks) next week. When both of them were on the escalator, moving upwards, Paula tapped Steve on the shoulder. “It’s Mark. He’s wondering when your party’s going to start.”

“What party?” he asked, before realizing what his friend meant. His wife gave him a grave look, and Steve’s face lit up. “Oh, right! I almost forgot. It’s starting at seven tonight. Remind Mark to tell all our friends.” These sentences seemed forced, like he had said them so many times he wanted to forget them. But it was good enough, and Paula began talking on her cell phone again. 

“It’s at seven. Remember to remind your friends,” she said. She hung up, and put it down on her belt where it attached magnetically. It was about the size of a small pocketknife, and had no visible screens or buttons. Now out of the subway and onto a sidewalk, the couple walked to a light pole and pressed a button on its side. Within ten seconds a sleek yellow car hummed into a position next to the pole, and a door opened. Steve and Paula ducked and entered, sitting in two of the three available seats. The door closed, and the car sped up again into traffic.
The upholstery of the car was a soft fabric material, mostly a blue-steel grey. There was no driver, so the passengers had a full circle of view around the car through perfectly clear windows. The car’s electric motor whined softly in the front, and the seats shook gently as the car glided down the road. There were scarcely any cars on the road.
Paula looked down at a computer screen in front of her and tapped its plastic screen. She entered her home address, then sat back on her chair and enjoyed the view. The sun, at a low elevation due to the lateness of the day, shone through the window and lit Paula’s brown hair. The car slowed, took a right turn, and accelerated again. As they exited the city the buildings grew shorter and less developed, until they had arrived at a reasonably sized two-story house on the side of a narrow road. It was painted blue a while ago, but the brown paint still managed to look like new.
The door to the car opened, and both occupants stepped outside. It was now six-fifteen, only forty-five minutes until their party. Paula took the lead, and walked to the door. She looked into the peephole placed eye-level in the door, and the door clicked and opened. A soothing computerized voice welcomed Mr. and Mrs. Miles home.
Paula interrupted, saying, “Prep our house for a party, it will start at seven tonight.”

“Understood. Will you be having wine?” it asked, not fazed by Paula’s lack of politeness. This was an odd question, because alcohol wasn’t planned for parties, it was just expected and accepted, and therefore the question didn’t need to be asked.

“Yes.” But all three knew that this question was unimportant, it was only the implications that were. The Miles family house had a wine cellar, and during parties sometimes a group would descend into it. Steve was always in these groups.

The walls of the house were a plain white plaster, and the carpet had been replaced with wood. It wasn’t nearly as modern as the city – the little neighborhoods on the outskirts hadn’t been upgraded, simply out of lack of need or desire. Most of the residents knew their way around a machine, and could put in parts as they needed them. The rest of the United States went through a process where homes were systematically replaced with technological masterpieces, but Seattle’s scientist resided neighborhoods didn’t need this sweeping change.
Paula tapped and dragged in mid-air, assembling a series of music tracks to play during the party. She also picked snacks using the same set of gestures and taps on various blue-edges boxes that flew through the air. Steve sat down on a green-gray sofa and touched a screen on the armrest. Across the room another blue-edged box expanded to fill the wall and music could be heard. It was in a beat that suggested action, and a video appeared on the box a moment later to confirm that. Two young men drove a car down a highway, one aiming a pistol backwards and firing at pursuing cars. Out of nowhere the car hit a jump and flew into the air, and it was then that Steve made the wall return to normal with a repeated push of his button.
He sighed, then said to his wife conversationally, “It’s all propaganda these days. If this is what I’m working to protect, then I don’t want to work anymore. Besides, I’ve already seen that movie three times already.” He stood up and went back to the dining room table, where his wife was preparing the party. He glanced down at his watch, and it’s digits read 6:52. “Almost time.”
She turned to him and smiled. “Good luck.”

The computer’s voice again spoke, saying, “Mark Garrison is at the door.”

Paula answered, “Let him in. And anyone else on my guest list as well.” She stepped away from the table and towards the door, and the boxes she had been using fell down and disappeared. Techno music started playing, and snacks slipped through a slot on the wall onto the dining room table. The door opened, and Mark stepped in, greeted by Steve and Paula.
Steve shook Mr. Garrison’s hand. “Glad you could make it, Mark,” said Steve.

“Wouldn’t miss it for anything,” Mark replied.
“I’ll get the wine after some more people arrive. It should be soon.”

 As if answering Steve’s call, the door opened again and another person stepped in. This man, Tony, was casually dressed, and seemed out of place in the same place as Paula, Steve and Mike, all wearing suits. “Oh, didn’t know this was a business party,” he said.
“It’s not, don’t worry. I was just late from work, as was my wife.” Steve flashed a welcoming smile at the newcomer, and put a potato chip from a bowl on the table into his mouth. Before he could come in, another invitee, Joe, stepped beside the informally dressed man and waved hello.

Steve beckoned them both in, saying, “Well, it looks like the party’s already filling. Come on in.” The two new partiers stepped inside, and drifted towards the snack table. They talked about their recent work experiences, but visibly showed restraint because of the confidential nature of their endeavors, Steve the most so. He rarely spoke, and when he did only commented on the others’ work.
Over the next thirty minutes many people passed through the door to the house, and the party contained around forty people – all workers at a nearby government building. They were chain invited, and some didn’t know each other. They talked incessantly, and it seemed it would never end. The small talk continued while Steve met with two others in one corner of the house. Steve looked stressed, and so did his companions. Each held a drink, but none drank.
“We meet in the basement in five minutes. Tell the others, but stagger the times. With luck we can begin in ten minutes,” said Steve, looking into the eyes of the two around him to make sure they would not fail their mission.

The one on his right said, “Sure thing, Steve.”

The other nodded, and both dispersed into the crowd. Steve headed to the basement door, where he gripped the handle, turned, and pushed open the door. Door usually opened automatically, so Steve didn’t succeed immediately. But after he got the door open he quickly passed through and closed it behind him.
After five minutes a few more did the same as Steve did. Eight people entered the basement over a period of five minutes, the last of which was the one who had remained silent at the earlier meeting with Steve. He took longer to enter the basement, because he was looking at the crowd, searching for someone.
In the basement all the lights were on, but it was not adequate to make it not feel spooky. Darkness and shadow still lingered in the corners of the one-room level, and the unpainted concrete walls made it seem cold even though it was the same temperature as the ground floor.
During his five minutes in the basement Steve had put eleven seats around a round table. When the last man descended into the basement Steve asked, “Where’s Sandra?” to which he shrugged.
“I couldn’t find her. I looked everywhere; she just wasn’t there.”

“With luck you’ll see her tomorrow at work. We can’t afford to lose any more people.” Steve turned to the group then, and addressed them. “Ok, let’s get started. Take a seat.” Everybody sat down; the extra chair was moved beside a wall. “I’ve got good news. Today is the second anniversary since we first got together, and I’m glad to see so many people still here. It’s been tough, and many of us have seen friends disappear because of this, but it’s a price we have to pay. Our country is failing, and we can’t just stand here and let it happen!” Now he found himself standing, everyone else just watching him talk. Techno music vibrated the floor above their heads with a steady rhythm. 
He continued, “But that’s not the best news. I’ve managed to find a program in one of Sparky’s new prototypes that we can use. He tried to present it to us like a prototype, at least, but I don’t really believe him. He talks about this project… where he plans to recreate every computer to run on artificial life-forms like himself, but I don’t believe him when he says it’s only a prototype. He seems too proud, and looks like he’s holding back from telling us the truth. That’s actually why I looked into this prototype and found this program: to find out what he’s not telling us.
“The program I found looks like some sort of root kit, capable of exploiting all sorts of system-integral services but originally installed through error of the user. But the Master Computer never makes such a dire mistake, making me believe this was a result of the artificial intelligence.

“But why wouldn’t Sparky tell us about the A.I. in our systems? Besides, knowing the form of our enemy would only help each district to combat it, right? The only reason that I can come up with for our being left in the dark is if it knew one of its counsel was a mole. I can assume that they don’t know it’s me, because I’m here at this meeting.
“I am going to test this root kit I have found over the course of these next few weeks, and see what I can do with it. With a bit of luck, we won’t have to meet much longer.” Steve sat in his chair, awaiting questions or comments. Usually this was how the meetings went: a long situation report by Steve followed by various discoveries and news reports of other business. But this night nobody offered any comments – they had been mystified by this new possibility and hope. For the past few weeks the meetings had been almost depressing; every report was only the relay of bad news. This idea of an inside program they could use to their advantage gave hope again to this congregation. “We will meet here again in three weeks, sooner if I can turn up anything from my recent discovery. Remember to go up the stairs in at most pairs, and stay for at least twenty minutes before you leave. Thanks.”
Everyone shuffled over to the stairs, stunned by what had been said. They did as Steve told, and reentered the party in pairs or alone. Steve exited the basement last, alone. He was glad to see that the party still had plenty of guests to mask their meeting. The snack bowls had nothing left in them but crumbs and there were no drinks left. Gradually people left, until the house was quiet and Steve and Paula were the only occupants. Steve went straight upstairs and slept almost immediately, and Paula joined him after cleaning up after the party.
Chapter 6-
Solution woke up with a start at the sudden noise. It was a voice – Control’s voice – telling him that they had arrived. He literally jumped out of bed, flung the doors of the cabinet open and put on his helmet. He took a moment to look around and make sure it was adjusted before reopening the door out and entering the loading bay. Control was standing in the doorway to the piloting chamber, grinning menacingly at Solution.
“Sleep good?”
“Is it really possible to sleep well when I know that sleep may be my fatal flaw?”

“You think I’d kill you?”

“If it meant you inherited all my property, would you really not?”

The two men stared at each other, and an awkward silence ensued. It lasted until the ship’s speakers softly said, “We will arrive at Port Autoka entry in five minutes” that Control made a step backwards into the cockpit.

“I’ve gotta modify the… um… parameters just a bit. Don’t want the ride to get too bumpy, right?” He gave a weak smile, trying to defuse this often-brought-up and potentially violent situation. Solution continued to stare at him, and Control turned and walked away. In the cockpit he sat down again in the pilot’s chair, and waved his hand above the controls, raising a fair number of blue-edged boxes from the panel he sat in front of. Numbers and letters flashed by on them, and Control made a few choice prods at some of the boxes. The frequency of the ship’s engines audibly changed, now a deeper rumbling than before. Control seemed satisfied, and leaned back in his chair. It leaned back with him, and let him recline.
Solution stood in the doorway, and asked, “How long until we really get there?”

“If there isn’t too much traffic we should get there within a couple minutes, otherwise we could be stuck here for up to forty-five.”
“If there is traffic you can just raise our priority.”
“Nope. They might ID our ship if we change it mid-flight, and then they’ll track us. Can’t be havin’ that.”

“No, can’t be having that.”

Control glanced at his controls. He noticed something, and notified Solution. “It looks like we’ll be stuck here for a good thirty minutes.” The figure in black armor walked towards the back of the small vessel. “What’re you doing?” asked Control.
“I can’t wait for that long. My contact awaits my report.” Solution reached up with his right hand, and grabbed a lever. It was red, and below it were the words “Manual bay door control – use only in emergencies.” He pulled down, and the double doors opened; one door pulled upwards and folded into the ceiling and the other opened downwards, making a ramp. Solution calmly walked to the center of ramp and surveyed the airspace.
A beep was emitted by a speaker next to Solution’s ear, and then he heard Control saying, “So… you want to pull this stunt again, huh?”

Solution responded, “Just get me above a higher-priority packet. No, what happened last time doesn’t matter. You weren’t aligned properly and you know it.” As a response, the ship swayed to the side, turning. “Thank you.”

Below the ship was another one, smaller in size but much sleeker and shinier. Solution looked over the loading ramp’s edge and examined the ship. He wasn’t looking for the blatant wealth statement of the material that surrounded it, but its identity and destination. He determined its destination was in the market district of Autoka, and was fairly close to his final point of interest.

Solution jumped off the side of the ramp, and fell towards the other transport. He fell several hundred feet before his hands brushed the side of the ship and took hold, sticking him to its side. His armor already had camouflaged with the side of the ship, and he shone brilliantly, blending in with the ship’s chrome exterior.
Jake Stanton was a wealthy public official, responsible for keeping criminal records in Port Autoka. He was held accountable to keep accounts of every imprisonment, refactoring, and fee. It wasn’t a hard job for Stanton – his job was only to organize his workers to keep good enough records. However easy it was, though, it gave him access to the finest luxuries, including this ship. He was told it was state-of-the-art, and a masterpiece in its own right. He hired a pilot and was escorted to wherever he needed to display his records. Life was simple for this man, and he showed it through his playful nature and greedy heart. This man was a man who had succeeded in his job, and had been rewarded.
Jake Stanton was sipping wine from a fancy glass and watching his television when he heard a thump to his left. An added bonus of his luxury ship was that the hull was transparent from the inside out, and gave him an excellent view of his surroundings. However, he did not look at his surroundings now. He stared at a humanoid form. It was fading away – becoming transparent before his very eyes. It wasn’t long before it was completely gone, and Jake sat on his couch, bewildered. It began to fade into view again, but this time it wasn’t sprawled out on the side of his ship, instead he was holding a gun against its side, barrel pointed toward Jake. The almost invisible man beckoned with his hand, and Jake obeyed. He stood next to his ship-spanning window and looked at the semi-opaque person. He mouthed, “Who are you?” at the intruder.
“Nobody,” the figure mouthed back. “Just stay in here and don’t alert the pilot until you get to the market district. I will blast you to bits if you don’t.”

Jake Stanton nodded and returned to his couch. When he looked back at his window he could no longer see the man clinging to the hull, but he knew he was there, watching. And so Jake started watching his television again, sipping his wine nervously.

Solution didn’t know this ship had a window-hull, but he had dealt with it well enough. He wasn’t sure if his shotgun would pierce the metal, but the play had been good enough. The politician inside had believed it well enough. If the pilot learned of his intrusion there would have been nothing he could do but fall again, but then he would be back to the thirty minute wait he had been promised by Control. This would have been unacceptable by his client, and this client was a particularly well-paying one.
“Control, are you receiving?” said Solution into his microphone.
“You bet. What’s up?”

“I made it to the ship, and everything’s under control.”

“Good. I’ll meet you at base.”

“I’ll see you then.”

Solution kept his gun pointed at Jake, and stuck, invisible, to the side of the ship. It approached a giant metal wall filled with circular doors, and one opened for Jake’s ship. It slipped through and continued on its way to the market district.
Chapter 7-
The five regional senators sat at their meeting room table. Matthew Sparks was standing in front of them, and had finished his weekly statement. Everyone present was silent, and Sparks moved on and gave them leave. Every chair but one – the chair belonging to Howard – disappeared. Matthew Sparks also disappeared. The room was silent except for the low rumbling of the isolation systems he was surrounded by. Howard made no move to stand up, but stared raptly at the place where Matthew had stood before he disappeared.
Before long, three of the chairs and their occupants reappeared – and it was Steve who was the one not remaining. As soon as Sparks reappeared, Howard was the first to blurt out a question: “Why haven’t you arrested that bastard yet? He’s found out about the AI experiment, and you let him continue on his ‘liberation’ as if unnoticed? This is suicide; he’ll ruin all that you’ve achieved!”
Matthew Sparks grinned, and held up a hand, palm out, telling Howard to stop. “Please, my advisors, have patience. I do agree that giving this felon such free reign is dangerous, but it is a necessary evil. As you know, my AI experiment went astray, and I apologize greatly for that inconvenience. I have already eradicated most rogue programs, as you also know. But there is one program who continues to elude even me. You may have heard of him; his accomplices call him Solution.” Steve smiled his grim smile, and said, “Well, they called him that. Before I killed them.”
Another at the table spoke up, saying, “With all due respect, we’ve heard your excuses and explanations many times before. What we want to know is why you let him live.”

Matthew Sparks glared at this man, who immediately shrunk down in his seat at the look. “I’m disappointed that I’m letting you live after that, Mr. Burt. Please don’t interrupt me.
“As I was saying, I let this get out of hand, and I wish that never happened. This… Solution must be stopped. He has only gained power since I started to chase him, and I doubt he’ll stop. Before long he would be able to kill not only any of my guards, but me! Just one malicious task ordered by some user and he might pick it up, and destroy the computers that this country runs on.”

William Burt was impatient. “But why Steve?”

“He’s going to find Solution for me.”
Chapter 8-
Steve Miles sat down at his desk on the top floor of a skyscraper in Seattle. He had several blue-edged boxes hovering above his desk, and he was frowning and prodding at one of them. His door opened, and his wife stepped into the room.
“Hi, Steve,” she said.
He yelped and snapped back to reality. He franticly looked at the door for a second before realizing there was no alarm. “Oh… you scared me.” Steve’s hand went under his desk, looking for a homemade button he had built into the bottom of the wood. He felt it, pressed it, and held it for five seconds. A green light near a lens in the wall with the door in it turned off, and Steve sighed. “It’s safe now. Thanks for coming in.” He noticed that his wife carried two coffee cups, and asked, “Is one of those for me?”

She nodded and placed the cup down in front of Steve.

“Thanks,” he said. “I’ve been looking into this file I found, and it seems very stealthy; it took me a while just to find a readable log file of its actions. So far it’s done a lot of jobs, mostly dealing with breaking security protocols.” He touched the screen and moved its contents upwards, to see more of a file he was reading. Upon viewing one entry, he whistled appreciatively. “Whew, he’s done everything. Check this out.” He grabbed the top of one of his boxes and turned it to face Paula. She glanced at it and her eyes widened. “It’s not every day you find a file who can circumvent Sparky’s firewall.” He flipped the window into the air, and it faded and disappeared. “Maybe I should try giving it something to do; see if I can interface with it.”
He reached under his desk again and pushed his button. The green light next to the camera turned back on, and Steve said, “Thanks for the coffee, dear.”
Paula nodded and exited the room. Steve pulled more boxes off his desk and opened more logs, hoping to find more evidence of this program’s potency. He didn’t find any more files, and moved on to his job. Everything was within parameters for his region, and he tweaked a few values to increase his sector’s income. As normal, the simulations indicated stabilization and predicted new values he would have to set to maximize the prosperity of the western zone. He let the computer do its work; his mind was thinking about how to utilize the program, not his job. He wouldn’t lose his position, but he might lose the program.
Out of his pocket Steve took a clear plastic card with four golden plates on one end. He placed it on his desk, took some of the windows he had been reading, and put them down on top of his card. He pressed down on the windows and they started to disappear one by one, and the card became more and more opaque. Once all the boxes were gone Steve took the card and put it back in his pocket. He was going to study the logs at home and see if he could find any more information he missed earlier.
At the end of his day Steve had learned a lot about the program, but still didn’t know how to contact it. He had theories, but he knew that if he tried them too soon he might be discovered by Sparks, and then it would all be over. He wanted to play it safe until he could do it right.

At the end of the day Steve was at home, looking at the log files he had retrieved. It was almost midnight, and he was almost asleep. He had picked apart some of the incomprehensible files and managed to find a few details that he might be able to understand later. Right now he was tired, and all he could manage to do was find sentences that made sense. He had assembled a huge file of traces and access logs, and he decided he would try to decipher it the next day. But he didn’t get through all of his logs before his head touched his table and his eyes closed, and he fell asleep.
The next morning Steve woke up to find himself in his basement sitting on an office chair. He had no idea why he was there, and still lay with his head on the metal desk. He ran through the normal checks. Was he drunk the night before? He lifted his head and let it drop to the table. It didn’t hurt. No. He wasn’t drunk. Finally, he looked up and saw several blue-edged boxes hovering above the desk. He decided he had been working with his computer, and wearily sat up in his chair to see what he had been doing. Lines of text wrapped around these boxes, and they he noticed that they were logs. He sighed, and went to his kitchen to get breakfast.
Chapter 9-
Port Autoka was a large city – but it was really quite small for a city of its status. It oversaw most of the surrounding cities, and was paradoxically a city where both strong Master Computer presence and Illegals co-existed. The Illegals held about half of the city, mostly in residential areas, and the Master Computer oversaw the other half, mostly the capitol building and the areas around it, where system-critical tasks are performed.

The Illegals were a (according to the official Master Computer broadcast) group of “backwards criminal scum set on destroying all that the Master Computer has accomplished throughout his mighty rule.” Of course, Solution felt otherwise – thinking that they had just found a niche to fill and were doing so to the best of their abilities. The Illegals didn’t consider themselves a group, and constant in-fighting happened throughout any territory they populated. This did have the effect of isolating those who are strong enough to destroy the others, but there also was a huge population shortage. This made it unnecessary to make groups anyway, so none were formed, and the Illegals were wanderers.

Occasionally one became good enough to move up and actually perform tasks for more wealthy members of society (perhaps even a corrupt official). Solution had actually taken part in killing many of these mercenaries by request from his own contacts, because they had gotten out of hand.
Nobody knew who the man in black armor was, and whether or not he was an Illegal before he was an assassin. Some thought he was previously one of the Master Computer’s elite guards because of his superior armor and advanced training. Most people who had never met him didn’t believe he existed due to his almost supernatural feats. But then, most people who had seen him didn’t survive to tell anyone of his existence, so sightings were dismissed. Overall this aided him in his hunts, because nobody saw him.

Solution clung to the side of a prestigious transport flying above this city. It was flying high enough that Solution didn’t think that even he could survive the fall. He tapped the window he was outside of with his shotgun. Jake heard this and looked. The silhouette was beckoning him again, so he went and stood next to the wall. Solution mouthed, “Make your pilot fly lower. But don’t tell him I’m here, or–” he stopped talking, and slapped his hand onto the glass. A circular object attached, and on the inside, facing Jake, it read “class I explosives – handle with care.” Solution nodded, and waved Jake away with the nose of his shotgun.

Jake walked as calmly as he could to the aisle of his ship, and then to the front where his pilot sat in front of an impressive array of virtual instruments. The pilot was currently reclined in his chair, arms crossed, resting. Jake approached him. “Umm… can you fly a bit… lower?” he asked, voice shaky. Solution heard this through the wall.
“Yeah, sure. But what are you scared about?” the pilot replied, swiveling his chair to face the entrance to his room.

Jake was usually a great public speaker, and it was one of the reasons he had obtained such a good job. He walked to the pilot’s seat and stood very close. The pilot eyed him uneasily, and wondered what was wrong. Jake kneeled down, and whispered into the pilot’s ear, “There’s someone on the side of our ship. He’s got a bomb, and threatened to blow up the ship if I tell you. Just fly at a lower altitude, and don’t alert anybody.”
Now it was the pilot’s turn to be a bit scared, as he didn’t detect anyone on the side of the ship. He trusted his captain, and did as he told. He lowered the altitude to about half its previous height. Jake Stanton stood back up and went back to the room, and walked over to where the silhouette previously was. He got really close to the window, and looked outside, trying to figure out where he was. But when he found something, it clearly wasn’t Solution. Jake saw a timer, and a familiar disk stuck to his window. The numbers were red, and were a zero, a zero, and a three. Without thinking, Jake jumped back and stumbled back to the hallway. But it was too late, and as brightness overcame this ship’s interior, a void filled Jake’s mind.
Solution landed heavily on a rooftop, leaving a dent and a crack in the concrete it was made of. He stood up and looked up, watching for the explosion indicating that he had evaded identification. It came at once, and the ship was vaporized in a flash of blinding white light. No sound could be heard, however, and powder where the explosion once was started to fall, and the wind carried it and spread it across the neighborhood. Solution stopped watching, and jumped off the building into an alleyway. This time he rolled to alleviate the blow. He then stood up and walked down the alleyway towards the street nonchalantly, taking his time.

When he reached the sidewalk, he did not enter immediately. He looked side to side and analyzed the scene. The streets were empty except for a sentry scanner and a businessman walking down the street carrying a small briefcase. The sentry didn’t have a clear view of Solution’s alleyway, and he took that into account.
Solution made his move. When the businessman walked by his alley, the man in black armor jumped out, grabbed him, and rolled back into the alleyway. The victim didn’t put up a fight, and just let himself be pushed up against the brick alleyway wall with a disbelieving look on his face.
The man gibbered, “I- I’ll give you anything you want! Here, take my-” but was interrupted by Solution’s punch to his forehead. It hit against the brick wall he was being held up against, and he slid, unconscious, to the ground. Solution dragged him beside a dumpster and propped him up against it. The Solution placed a hand on the man’s formally clothed shoulder, and began to fade.
When Solution was no longer anywhere to be seen, the businessman rose, but it was only a copy. Now there were two briefcases and two businessmen. The one who had awakened brushed off his jacket sleeve, and exited the alleyway from where he had dragged the man in. He turned right and continued walking with his new identity.
He continued walking until the buildings got taller; now the street was lined with businesses instead of residences. He turned right into a small parking lot, almost full with old automobiles and saw a building. This building was a bit smaller than its neighbors; it had three stories to the others’ five. It was painted a standard gray color, and a lit sign almost managed to display “Artheos Shipping Co.” but wasn’t lit enough to be seen clearly – it seemed as if it wasn’t trying to advertise. This nondescript building could be a large house holding a party if it weren’t for its cold construction of concrete and dark, ominous windows. It was this building that Solution entered.

The inside was much the same as the outside: boring, nonchalant, and slightly creepy. The room was almost devoid of life, and that life was a receptionist sitting behind a gray, plastic desk. The room had another table with an empty water cooler and some plastic cups on it. At the end of the room were the elevator doors, and they too were a bland color of silvery-gray.
Solution turned towards the receptionist and tapped her table. The receptionist, previously watching something in one of those all-too-prevalent blue-edged boxes, jumped and finally noticed Solution. She stared at him, at a loss of words. Usually this place didn’t draw a lot of people, so she wasn’t used to seeing people who come in. Solution took the clipboard sitting on her table and wrote something on the paper with the attached pen. The paper was a guest sign-in sheet, and the receptionist’s gaze escaped the businessman’s face and looked at it. Written on the first line under the name column was “Bob Anderson,” and on the column labeled reason was written “business.” The receptionist, noticing this, nodded and began watching her window again.
Solution turned and pressed the button with an up arrow on the panel next to the elevator doors. The double doors opened, and Solution stepped into the small, carpeted box. The doors closed, and the businessman faded; in its place stood Solution again, wearing his black armor. He turned to face the rear-right corner of the elevator, where a tiny black lens covered a camera. Solution waved greetings at the camera, and then stood.

After a minute of motionlessness, the elevator suddenly began to descend, and Solution moved to face the doors. It descended two levels, then the car stopped and the doors opened to show two men, each with a pistol aiming at Solution. Ignoring the guards, Solution calmly strolled out of the elevator and in between the two men with pistols. They followed him closely, but offered no resistance to his ambulation. The hallway was dark, almost too dark to see. A series of not-quite-bright-enough fluorescent lights lined the center of the ceiling, and provided the limited light available. The concrete that made up this infrastructure was even less stylistic than the building’s exterior; cracks zipped from floor to ceiling and long bumps from the mold it was set in broke the smooth gray surface. The floor was more of the same – gray concrete with a cracked surface, dark due to lack of light. Occasionally a metal-cased wire could be seen, sometimes entering the ceiling, or turning to move along it. But through it all there was a musty smell, the smell that indicated a place that was not necessarily clean – the smell that perforated the ominous caves where creatures of ancient legend lurked. Solution walked down the center of this concrete hall, and the two armed men followed, pistols now down lower but still alert and ready to fire.
The silent group approached a metal door. One of the guards stepped ahead of Solution and tapped on the barrier, and then placed his hand on a dark plastic inset in the concrete to the door’s right. A snapping noise of metal hitting metal echoed through the passageway, and the guard that just unlocked the door turned the handle. It turned, and the door opened.

Behind the door was a larger room, just a bit smaller than one of the offices on the upper levels of the building. The walls were covered with assorted weaponry, most behind glass cases. Blades and guns could both be found here in every shape and size. This room was also noticeably brighter than the hallway Solution had just been walking down, and behind a desk he could see Toby Barnes, dressed in a business suit and wearing a wide-brimmed hat. His face was hidden in the shadow – and similar black shadows were common in this room as the sole emitter of light was a bulb suspended by a wire from the ceiling, and the walls didn’t reflect the light.
Toby spoke first, as was custom for his meetings. He greeted Solution, saying: “Welcome back, Solution. Was the mission a success?”

Solution nodded and said, “Yes.”
“You seem a bit shaky… is something wrong?” If his face could be seen, what the three would have seen was a one-sided smile. Solution had not, in fact, spoken shakily, or done anything so far to suggest the mission wasn’t a complete success. Toby Barnes liked to play mind games, and this is why he was so despised by many Illegals. In this case Toby had heard from his other accomplices that Solution’s mission hadn’t gone as planned, and planned to enjoy this information. “What happened out there?”
Solution looked at Toby’s face, and replied flatly. “I couldn’t carry out the plan, but the packet was still rerouted. I put the mission before my own well-being, and you should be glad for that.

Smiling, Toby took off his hat. Underneath was a sparse spattering of gray hair and a bald head. His teeth were slightly yellow, but not distractingly so. It was obvious that he spent most of his time in seclusion; his skin was pale. Scars indicated that he had not always been in such a high position, but fought his way, making his current status even more impressive. “And you fell again, my friend. Just realize how lucky you are never to hit the floor.” He then muttered, but loudly enough that all could hear: “God knows I’m lucky to have you, Solution.”
After a few moments of silence (and this silence was absolute), Solution inquired, “Do you have a next mission?”

“You should get some rest. It’s been a while since you got some time for yourself.”

“Of anyone, you would know that I don’t need it.”

“Sure you do! Everyone’s got personal stuff to get into, sort out. Just some time to recuperate, that’s all I’m giving you.” Toby reached for the right side of his desk, and opened a drawer. He rummaged through papers, grumbling. His face brightened when he found what he was looking for, and he procured a file which he then tossed on the desk towards Solution. It was a tan folder, and had many sheets of paper inside. On the edge it was labeled with a number for reference. “Well, I guess I’ll give you this too. Go ahead. Take it.”
Solution took a step forward and grabbed the file. He held it to his side and looked at Toby for instructions. Toby Barnes smiled, and both arms were on their armrests.
“You can save it for later if you want. Don’t put it off, though.” Now a serious look entered Toby’s eyes, but the smile stayed. “What are you still standing there for? Shoo.”

Solution obediently turned around and exited the door he came from, walking to the elevator. The guards didn’t follow him, and the door closed and was bolted shut. Solution stopped and looked at the file in his hands. It was new, but the sheets inside ranged in age – some had been worn down, others illegible. He opened the file, and looked at the first page. The subject of this report was “Experiment 178 – Digitalization of Human Behavior in order to Better Interface Technologies.”

Solution threw the file to the ground and walked, hands in fists, to the door. He knocked, but there was no reply. The door remained bolted. He knocked again. Only silence retorted from the door. He knocked harder, and placed his hand on the dark plastic on the wall. Nothing happened. In an outburst of rage, he punched his hand through the plastic, grabbed the wires, and ripped them out of the wall. Then he kicked the door, but the only result from this assault was a fistful of wires and a door with a tiny dent in it. Solution fruitlessly threw the wires at the door, and picked the file back up.

He turned to the file’s first page again. 178. He closed it, and ran to the elevator, and upon reaching it jammed the button, almost denting the metal that held it in place. The doors opened quickly, and Solution entered. The doors clapped shut behind him.
Solution began to fade again, and he was the businessman. He snapped open his briefcase, put the file inside, and closed it again. Sighing, only now regaining his cold composure, he pressed the button labeled “ground floor,” and the elevator accelerated upwards. It stopped at the ground level, and the doors opened. The receptionist’s gaze remained fixed to whatever it was she was watching, and Solution exited the building. While he was in the basement talking to his contact, the receptionist had replaced the sheet Solution had written on with a new one, to make his visit secret.

178. Solution couldn’t put this number out of his mind.
Chapter 10-
“Why didn’t you tell us this before?” screamed Howard. He stood, hands planted on the table, with Matthew Sparks standing in front of him. “How many experiments do you have?”
“Oh, I’m so sorry,” Matthew said in a condescending tone, “I saw no need to tell you this until now. I thought the excessively violent attacks would stop, but I guess I was mistaken. The only reason I’ve decided to tell you at all is that you may have some ideas, being humans. There’s only so far a superior being such as myself can do to predict your emotions.”
“It’s not a matter of you needing our involvement, it’s that this… this…. Frankly, Sparks, I don’t trust you anymore. You’ve told us of too many formerly secret projects with little explanation as to why they were secret in the first place. It seems like you don’t trust us, so I don’t find much reason to trust you.” The other three advisors on Matthew Sparks’ board sat in fear, staring at Sparks like he was going to kill them. He might have, if not for his ability to reason with his emotions.

“How about this. I tell you everything about this project, and you understand that I can’t tell you everything about my inner workings. I am embarrassed by this project, and how out of hand it had become.”
“I’d love to see you change my mind.” This was worded as a challenge, not as a statement of desire.

“You’ll be loving very soon, then.” Sparks backed up a few feet and started to explain. “I started this experiment a while ago, not long before my artificial intelligence attempt. I was trying to create a whole new kind of human interface – a direct link to the brain. This failed with most of my test subjects; so far I have only two known survivors.”

Howard had a puzzled look on his face. “What do you mean, known survivors?”


Sparks nodded, understanding Howard’s confusion. “I didn’t completely work out what would happen when I tried to plug someone in, and it turned out that no matter the outcome, the body’s brain was emptied of its knowledge. I still haven’t perfected this procedure, so on the computer end we sometimes never received the data. We don’t know whether they were reconstructed somewhere else or if the data was simply lost in transition. So we don’t know, there could be dozens of these digitized humans running around the place, wreaking havoc.


“One of the known survivors is a man you already know: Solution. He was trying to hack our network, and we found him. I found him in prison and decided to try my procedure with someone of his technological prowess, and see if that carried over to his new world. Turns out it did, but he was very slippery with his new power, and escaped my facility. Not his body, no. We keep that in safe storage, just in case we can move him back here somehow, to keep him in a physical prison. This is why he’s so hard for me to catch; he knows the system.

“The second success was voluntary: a lieutenant from the military. He’s still very loyal to me, but sometimes has a bit of a temper problem. I can’t get rid of him, but I can’t let him control my real-world security or he’ll keep on doing what he was doing. This man has done great things to help the system, and now I have him hunting Solution. He won’t be enough, and I know it. But it’s useful to have an insider. He’s a bit reckless and difficult to control at times – I’ll show you an example in a minute – but he gets the job done one way or another. I’ve used him to track down a lot of my opponents, and it’s worked so far.”
Matthew Sparks turned around, and made a blue-edged box rise from the floor. It showed a hallway with brushed metal walls and doors. The camera crept down the hallway, and approached a corner. The audience sat forward in their seats, as if watching a suspenseful movie. The camera turned, and one door stood out from the others – it was larger and made of a different metal. The camera smoothly moved upwards during the transformation to battle mode, and now, with legs, walked forward until it was almost touching the door. A small arm extended and touched the door, making it open silently on its bearings. The camera glided, being pushed along by a pair of heavily padded feet, and entered the room, where a man slept on a reclining chair. He turned on his side, and snored. Now the camera was almost directly above the sleeping hacker, and the box that this video was playing on turned black. Matthew Sparks paused the playback, and turned to his audience.
“This is a video blackout, caused by my digitized lieutenant. From now on there is no video, but the sound is still there. It’s brutal, but I’m going to play it just so you know what this man is capable of.” Matthew turned back to the screen and waved his hand.

Now that the video was gone, the four human watching could hear the workings of the robot much better. Tiny whirrs and buzzes filled the silence, but one motor could be clearly heard, the one raising the robot’s arm. Then, suddenly, a series of loud cracks made the men grimace: it was the sound of cracking bone. To the left, a thud indicated the arrival of the man’s splintered body on the wall, and another crack – his leg was bent backwards. More whirring – the sound of the robot’s legs – and another long whirr – its arm – and another loud crack after the descent of the robot’s fist. Then all the sound stopped, and the playback was done. One of the men sitting behind the desk was gripping his pencil, knuckles white. Another unclenched his teeth from around his pencil, which showed two indents where he had bitten into it.

“So you see, now, the violence that this man is capable of. While I disapprove of what he did to that particular man, he did catch the people who were receiving the data.”

One of the more tech-savvy members of the board spoke up. “But the download was already complete when he attacked the hacker. They got what they wanted.”

“I have more video, do you want to see it?” There was a unanimous shaking of the head by all four, and Sparks continued, “That’s fine; I can understand your disgust. He did a similar thing to the people who he found at the receiving end. After he killed that unlucky hacker, he traced the data to its destination, where he found a group of other hackers working with the data, trying to find out how to decode it. It was simple enough to find them, but he did the job much more efficiently than I could have done. That’s why I won’t revoke his access to my systems; he’s just too good for me to let him go.
“I suppose I could say that my original goal of the experiment was a success: I created a better interface, and it makes great things be done. But it’s backfired, and I need to keep it under control. I just hope it’s not too late.”

Howard nodded with approval. “Thank you for telling us all of this. I can’t speak for all of us, but I believe in you again.”
Chapter 11-

James Reed sat in a room, moving blue-edged windows around with his hands. He typed something, then shuffled the windows. He was trying to extrapolate where Solution could have gone after his fall from one of the transport vessels, but nothing seemed to work. He knew Solution had fallen before and survived, hell, he had pushed Solution off a building before, but the problem was tracking down where he went after the fall. Solution had a tendency to jump onto shuttles, and James knew it. Luckily he had recently received a report that a detonation had destroyed a shuttle over the market district in Autoka. James knew this was his clue, and moved his base of operations to Autoka.

The room James Reed sat in was large, and around him sat many pilots. James was the captain of a large war ship, but as much as he liked its secure perimeter, it wouldn’t help him track an invisible man. For the moment James’ ship was hovering over the market district, making scans and trying to find anything unusual. Unluckily for James the Master Computer couldn’t take any records before his coming to the district, so he had no data to use as a basic set. He had pinpointed the spot that the shuttle had been decimated, but this didn’t get him close enough.

A box popped out of James’ desk. On it was a picture of a businessman. James had recently sent out a request for information leading to the capture of a man wearing dark armor, and assumed that this was a tip. He tapped a corner of the box and sat back in his chair, smiling with anticipation.


The man in the box spoke, and the picture turned into video, showing the man’s actions. “Hi. This is Darrel Barber – I have information about the man you’re searching for. He pulled me into an alleyway and knocked me unconscious. I can show you where I was assaulted, but that’s all. Will that help?”


“Yes, yes! Thank you, Mr. Barber, I’m on my way.” James pushed his chair back and grabbed his helmet from his desk, placing it on his head. He rushed to the back of his command center and opened the door. The corridor was empty except for a pair of patrolling guards. James continued down this hall and turned left through the door that opened for him. He walked on a mesh walkway now, above a few floors of other similar paths; this room was a hangar, and held six shuttles on each of the six levels. James put his hand on the side of one of the cockpits, jumped, and landed heavily in a pilot’s chair, also heavy in its padding. A safety restraint lowered over James’ head while he touched the dashboard in front of him.


The engines started to whirr, and then became silent as James Reed enabled their stealth mode. He pushed one of the two joysticks on his sides forward, and the shuttle slipped through the security force field. He input the coordinates he received from Mr. Barber into the dashboard and pressed the autopilot button. The ship smoothly turned to show a blue dot in front of its nose, and accelerated towards it.

James tapped nervously on the arm of his chair, from pinky to thumb. He was a few minutes away from his lead’s position, and didn’t think he had much time to waste. Recently he hadn’t received many reports on the man he was looking for, and didn’t want to waste his chance this time. Over the past few days he had gotten much closer to his target, and he couldn’t afford to drop behind yet again. Finally James became fed up with the autopilot and gripped the joysticks again, pushing the one on his left all the way to the front, and pressing a button on its side. The shuttle increased its speed, and the number showing distance next to the blue dot shot down even faster. Now the residential buildings below looked cheap and short. He was closing in on his target, so he let go of the button and moved the joystick back to its center. The shuttle stopped, and hovered in midair. James waited.

A businessman exited a nearby alleyway, arms waving at the shuttle. This was Darrel Barber, the man James had talked to earlier. James deftly manipulated the joysticks, and his shuttle landed on a nearby rooftop. The cockpit opened, and James climbed out onto the roof. He jumped off the roof, making a roll similar to Solution’s, and walked to stand next to the businessman.

Before James could address him, Darrel said, “That armor – that’s odd. The person who attacked me had armor just like that. Except yours is white, of course.”
“Yeah, yeah. He stole it from Master Computer supplies a while ago,” replied James. “Where did he go?”
“I’m sorry, sir, I don’t know.” He pointed down the street. “I was walking from there, to work, when he pulled me into this alley, where he knocked me unconscious.” Darrel shrugged, not sure what else to say.

“I’m going to do a scan on you, just stay still.” James twisted one of the cylinders on his belt, and it came off. It was small enough to fit in the palm of James’ hand and made of a very shiny, clean metal. James twisted it and two halves separated. He pointed one of the ends at Darrel, and the tip flashed blue. After the blinking stopped, James looked at the side and nodded. “Sure enough. Hold on one second.” He reattached the two parts of the cylinder together and locked it back into place on his belt. Then he pulled on a tab sticking out from his left arm on his armor and with it came a solid plastic surface, about the size of a clipboard.

Darrel Barber didn’t know what the problem was, or why he was standing there, and wanted to find out. He asked, “What is it?”

James held up a finger, silencing Darrel. He typed on his clipboard intensively. When he was done he tapped the tab he had pulled the clipboard out with, and it retracted back into his armor. He said, “Solution can’t pretend he’s you anymore. Maybe someone will see him, and give me another pointer.”
Darrel smiled for the first time in the visit. “So… I was of help, then?”

“You’ll get paid when I get him.”

Darrel’s expression returned to one fit for a businessman. “I’ll see you then, then.”

James nodded, and looked up at the roof where his shuttle lay. He muttered, “Riiight...” and walked to the front of the building. He entered – luckily for him it was a public multi-room building – and took the stairs to the roof. Jumping back into his shuttle, James noticed that someone had already sent information about Solution. He grinned, and launched the shuttle.
Chapter 12-
Steve Miles was sitting in a chair in his basement, typing at his computer terminal. He thought he had found a way to communicate with the program he had found hidden away in the computer. Now he was typing an instruction, but just a simple one. This was just to test the water: to see if he could make contact and give a task. He knew that this program was artificial intelligence, but he didn’t know exactly how to ask for his task to be completed.
He decided on phrasing it in English, very simply. He requested data from the statistic records on a central server. This was publicly accessible data, so it wouldn’t be a hard thing to do. The only problem would be making it work the program’s time, if it had that concept, and what to offer as reward. He decided to add that the program should reply with information regarding how payment should be made.
Done with the message’s contents, Steve decided not to worry over the message’s transfer. Either it works or it doesn’t; there wasn’t much Steve could do to change how the message got there. Steve pressed the send button, and waited.
Chapter 13-
When he had left the building, Solution crossed the street and kept this direction. The businessman might have awoken and told someone where he was headed, and someone might find him. So he walked perpendicular to the businessman’s original path. He walked this way for a while before he noticed someone look at him strangely.

Solution noticed he was no longer holding the businessman’s briefcase, and neither his form. His panic made him lower his stance and whip his head around to look behind him. He saw the file on the sidewalk – it hadn’t been long since he dropped it – and picked it up carefully. Then he ran.
While making his desperate sprint from the man who had seen him, he turned on his helmet’s interface. Now he saw Control’s location, which wasn’t very far away. It had landed on the only port in the residential section of the neighborhood. Solution decided it was too risky to enter without taking someone’s identity, because there might be a watch out for his signature armor.

A short man, judging by his strong arms probably a factory worker, slammed into the sidewalk and was knocked unconscious by the impact. Solution faded away on top of him, and a second man emerged from the unconscious one’s body. It ran away, towards the shuttleport. People screamed and dived out of the way as Solution entered higher-density crowds as a result of nearing the port. But now nobody noticed him as the man in black armor: he was now a short man carrying a file, rudely running through the crowd. When he reached the shuttleport he skillfully ran between groups of people instead of bowling them over, and finally reached Control’s ship.

The loading ramp had just finished lowering, and Solution dashed inside to find Control leaning against a side of the entrance to the cockpit, arms folded. He began to open his mouth to talk, but Solution quickly yelled, “Shut up and get us out of here!” Control jumped, startled, and stumbled backwards to his chair and sat down. He pressed a few buttons, and the ship rose up quickly from the platform it was resting on and the loading ramp closed. They had escaped, but just barely: Solution’s disguise melted away almost instantly as the loading ramp shut closed in its upward position.

As Solution entered the cockpit, Control looked back and asked, “What was that about? Was someone chasing you or what?”

“The identity I was coming here with originally was reset, and I had to get another to get here. Someone was very close – too close. Take us out of Autoka. We must be careful for a while; chances are that he already has a fix on this ship.”
The buildings became gradually further away as the shuttle gained altitude, and the engine noise subsided as they neared cruising speed. Once the ship’s nose leveled with the horizon, Control swiveled his chair and stood up. “While you were gone I got a strange message. It’s from a user named Steve Miles. I was going to delete it… but I kept it because I know how much you like that user stuff. Here it is.” Control tapped a box, and it resized so that Solution could read it.

The message was fairly short for a mission, and was unlike other missions Solution had received. It read: “Requesting population records of Arizona in 2019 from server MC_popdat. Reply with form of payment required to Steve.Miles@mc using the encryption key:” and then a long series of numbers and letters followed.
After reading the message, Solution said, seemingly addressing the message, “This is very strange. A Master Control user asking me to retrieve public files from their own database?”

Control replied for the message, seeing as it couldn’t speak. “That’s why I was going to delete it. Think we should ask how much they’re willing to pay?”

Solution shook his head. “No,” he replied. He thought that the user who had sent this message was new to this method of retrieving data, and didn’t know what payment was. “Tell him that we will do the mission for fifty gigabytes of secure drive space.”

“That’s insane for a mission this easy – not to mention legal!”

“I have a feeling that this user would pay anything for any service. Just send the message with the encryption.”
Control sighed and began tapping again at his boxes, shrinking the message back down and hitting a button marked “reply.” He typed in seemingly random numbers, which were actually an encrypted message. Solution lost interest and entered his room, where he took off his helmet and opened the file again.
Inside the file were pages of building schematics, security plans, and personnel information. It did not include what Solution thought Toby Barnes would have included: a mission request. Sometimes Toby liked to give a huge amount of information and hide the mission in there somewhere, but this appeared not to be the case this time. Toby had actually intended that Solution take a break from his missions for a while, and gave Solution the hint that he should try to look into his past. This was unheard of from Toby – he usually killed those who didn’t complete the missions they were assigned, and was relentless in making them take the next as long as they were good enough. Solution guessed that Toby knew he could rely on him to come for missions, and so he let go of his best contractor. For a little while, at least.

Solution was fed up with his vacation as soon as it began, and was glad to get work – even if it was boring and safe. Maybe this was just a task set to prove that he could do anything at all before giving him potentially incriminating requests.

The data in the file all had to do with one central theme: Experiment 178. Some of the schematics even dealt with the machine itself, and these were the most confusing, but the most important. Solution remembered being one of the test subjects, and he didn’t like his new life. He wanted to return, and this was at the time of the initial transfer impossible. The machines looked different than when Solution had seen them, and he was glad. This meant that the experiment was still underway, and he might not be stranded after all.
The idea that he might get back to the real world one day made Solution unsure how to feel. He certainly didn’t like this world, hating its horrible state and some people’s sad denial at the shrinking size of the resistance of the Master Computer’s reign. He had made friends – if you could call them friends. Most of them wanted to kill him, or at least better themselves at his loss, but a few were actual companions, and helped him get through his missions. Most of the people he had known had already died, though; the stupid insolence to their plight got them into bad positions in the open, and they were picked off one by one. Solution had feigned death many times, trying to stop the destruction from hurting him (and his friends), but it never apparently worked. Whoever it was who was looking for him wasn’t going to stop without his body.
Solution didn’t like to admit that he had friends, or had any appreciation of them. He liked to think it improved how they worked, and made them work that much harder to get his recognition when they had no idea how well they were already working. Sacrifices had to be made, and some people died, and Solution liked to distance himself from his losses. Lives, whole personalities were hard to shake off, however, no matter how hard you try.
With all the thought of friends, Solution remembered how his real life had been. Before his transfer he never really felt he knew anyone, like he was just a tool. People respected him, sure, but whenever he met a client it was always business. Being digitized gave him a different feel for things, maybe even made him take risks that he wouldn’t have taken without it. He was without hesitation, and unafraid to put himself in mortal danger. His life seemed grayer, and less important. Even though it wasn’t true, he felt that when he died, he would just wake up in the real world, blissful and ready to begin life again. It was similar to religion – even though you might know it to be false, you take it in hand and use it to guide yourself.
Solution closed the file. He couldn’t concentrate with the reawakening message from a real-world user and the information packed file digging up graves in his mind. He had a mission to plan, albeit a simple one, and he should be planning it now.

Control’s voice echoed through the shuttle. “Solution, we have a new message from the user. He accepts the form of payment, and awaits the data. I guess you were right about that… he must be either rich, ignorant, or both.”

Solution smiled. The first part of the plan was done. Getting the data should be easy, but missions rarely went as planned recently. Considering that the mission was to infiltrate a public place, Solution decided he could use a spoofed identity instead of a stolen one to get in. It was unlikely that he would be scanned with any precision, so he could just make up someone.
The man in black armor stood up, and walked to the cockpit to talk to Control. Leaning on the doorframe, Solution said, “Take us to a public record data center. How about… Yuchan City, to give us some distance from sightings of myself. This will be an in-out mission – nothing to worry about.”

Control pressed some buttons, and the shuttle banked to the left, turning to the nearest exit from Autoka. “Oh, yeah. Did your contact have a mission for you?” he inquired, turning his seat to face Solution.
Solution shook his head. “He sent me on a break, but he gave me some information of a personal nature. I might be needing you to help me for a while.”

“If you mean without pay, there’s no way.”

“I’ll pay you, don’t worry. Let’s finish this mission first, though.” Solution took his weight off the door frame and returned to his quarters. He investigated the file further, formulating a plan in his head as to how he would get more of this information. This file just perked his interest, and he wanted to know how the project had progressed.

Chapter 14 –
James Reed walked down a sidewalk, looking around as he did so. He was accessing the security camera feeds as he walked, and tracking where Solution had gone. Using everything from traffic cameras to the scout drones that flew overhead, he reached a building; it was concrete on the outside, and very boring looking. Solution had walked into this building a while earlier, and James planned to walk inside to see the nature of his visit. He assumed it was illegal, but then everything that Solution touched was illegal. So he opened the door, and stepped inside.
This dreary room reminded James of his first office job – boring and almost too sanitary. He noticed the water cooler with no water and stuck out his tongue in disgust before noticing the secretary. Even though she couldn’t see him through his helmet (and neither was she looking) James felt self-conscious and quickly retracted his tongue and turned to the receptionist. He waited for a greeting, but none came. He said, “Hi.”
Startled by the sudden speech, the receptionist jolted and looked, wide eyed, at the newcomer. “Welcome,” she said, “to Artheos Shipping Co. Do you have an appointment?”
“I’m here asking about a businessman, a certain one carrying a briefcase, by the name of Darrel Barber. Have you seen anyone like this?”
The receptionist shrugged, and lied, “I’m sorry, I haven’t seen anyone except our employees today.” She was a very good liar, but James didn’t agree with what she said, even though he could swear she wasn’t lying.
“Do you have any security tapes I could use?” James couldn’t access the cameras in this building; it was beyond his jurisdiction to take control of private companies’ camera recordings.

She gave a sorry smile on one corner of her mouth. “I’m sorry; company policy dictates that you need a permit to use the security records. I wish I could help you.”

“Thanks for your time,” James said, then walked away towards the elevator. He pressed the elevator’s call button, and waited. He didn’t hear any sound, so he turned to the receptionist. “Does this elevator work?”
With the same apologetic smile, she replied, “The upstairs rooms are private, I’m sorry. If you would make an appointment, I’m sure someone would be likely to meet with you though. If you want to-“

“That won’t be necessary.” James slipped a thin sheet of plastic out of his armor’s chest plate, and set it on the receptionist’s desk. “I am a public servant in the Master Computer’s secret service, and I will need to search this building.” The plastic came to life. A holographic symbol floated up and spun; the symbol was that of the Master Computer. A crescent formed the base, and a rising sun was emerging from the center edge of this crescent. It had a slightly sinister feel to it, and while its color scheme and the majority of smooth, round lines suggested the security and intangibility of perfection, the ends of the crescent didn’t meet at the top, and ended with points, and the pairing made an imbalance which was unexpectedly evil. But it was a symbol of power, and was left unquestioned; perhaps this was the reason it had been brought to bear by the Master Computer long after it was discovered to be inadequate. James’s name and a picture of him was floating inside the logo, to prove it was he who had permission to use this power. James took off his helmet to prove his identity.
The secretary frowned. This wasn’t supposed to happen. She had been instructed to deter people from investigating the building, but not to disobey the law doing so. That would only bring more investigation, and it would be impossible to hide the basement for too long. “You now have access to the elevator. Good day, Officer Reed.” Obviously annoyed, the secretary turned back to her video and furrowed her brow. James took the slip of plastic back off the desk, and reinserted it into his armor. The elevator doors opened, and James stepped inside.

When the elevator doors closed James looked over the floor buttons. There was one basement level, the ground floor, two stories above that, and the roof. He pressed the roof button. He doubted this was where he would find Solution’s business, but he had a different plan.

When the elevator reached the top, James stepped outside and waited for it to return to rest at the ground floor. He looked around, and his plan could continue; there were no cameras on the roof. There had been one in the elevator, and if he had made his move there, he was certain he would be unable to reach Solution’s target and find out his purpose of coming here. He personally thought his visit was to contact one of his contacts and get a new mission, but he couldn’t assume anything at this stage. It was too early to screw up again by assumption.
James pushed his  hands into the crack between the elevator doors and pushed them apart. They split easily, and James jumped onto the opposite side of the shaft and clung to the metal bars holding this structure up. The shaft was silent; the elevator stayed still. James gripped an elevator support chord and tugged. It stayed, and James swung by his hand to grip it with his other, and slid down. He slowed his descent once closing in on the elevator, and instead of standing on its roof he jumped back to the wall, where he clung again.


From a quick undetectable scan while in the elevator, James had noticed that there was actually a second basement below the accessible one. He guessed this was where Solution’s – and therefore his – target was. He slid beside the elevator and clung to the wall below it, where he started to climb downwards. He reached another pair of elevator doors, and heard a faint murmur of talking behind it. It was two people he heard, and he climbed even more slowly as to not disturb them. James hung onto the metal grate separating the elevator’s floor from the inside’s floor and pulled himself up. Now he lay flush against the doors, hands at the crack between them.

In one rapid movement, James flung the doors open and tossed a disk-shaped object onto the floor between the two guards. A vision-inhibiting layer of smoke entered the air almost instantaneously, and the guards were stunned with disbelief, and with lack of sight. And one by one, they both fell down to the ground incapacitated by James’ trained hands.

James ran down the hallway, turned the corner, and faced a metal door with a dent in the lower half. Uninterested in making a futile attempt to remove this obstacle, James reached behind his back and grabbed a stick, holding it in his hand as one would hold a gun. A luminous form surrounded it and scrambled, ending up making a tube very much like a rocket launcher. 
James stood as far back as he could, and aimed beside the door. He pulled the trigger, and a cloud of smoke similar to the one behind him in the corridor but lighter and less in intensity burst from the front of the gun, followed by a blinding explosion and a pummeling force. James widened his stance to take the blow, and the rocket launcher dissolved from his hands. He placed the stick back on his back, and it retracted back into his armor. Stepping through the gaping hole made by the blast, James had his first look at Toby Barnes.
Toby was sitting in chair, and dust from the shattered concrete began to dust his hat, turning the black fabric gray. He had his arms crossed over his chest. Almost drunkenly Toby said, “So what’re you gonna do to me, punk?”
James answered with his actions. He picked up the desk and threw it behind him like a small piece of wood, and then grabbed Toby by the collar of his fancy suit. He screamed into Toby’s face, “Where did he go?”
Toby shrugged, saying, “I don’t know who you’re talking ‘bout.”

James pulled back his hand and punched Toby in the stomach, making him curl in his grasp. As he regained his breath Toby was laughing, not wheezing. James pushed his victim’s back into the wall, pinning him, and placed his face directly in front of Toby’s. “Sure you do,” he said in a low, gravelly voice. “I’m talking about Solution. He’s the best, isn’t he; the one you give the hard jobs?”

Toby’s giggled faded, and he regained his voice, creaking, “You think you’re so tough, don’t ya? Truth is I don’t know where he went. Last I saw him was when he went through those doors you just bypassed.” Laughter, although now more shallow and pained, filled the room again. The contact couldn’t restrain himself – he thought it was hilarious that the cop would expect any information from him. “You gonna kill me, or what?” asked Toby. He knew he wasn’t going to get through this alive no matter what he did, and wouldn’t mind dying a death by the hands of the people who were supposed to protect the people. He loved irony, and while in this case it was a stretch, he considered it so. His unreasonable laughter expelled his last breaths, and James let go of Toby’s collar. Toby slumped down, sitting wide-legged against the wall. Tears of laughter lingered at his face, and he sighed. Then the telltale click of a pistol being loaded reminded Toby of his demise.
James spoke harshly, as if he could change the man’s mind. “Tell me where he went and I’ll get you whatever you want.”

Toby only laughed a bit harder at this. He had come up with a reasonably ironic response, or at least one that would create irony in a moment. He said, “He went into the elevator. Now shoot me.” It was a weak attempt at best, but it gave him what he wanted: death by the hands of someone who he gave true information.

James was infuriated by the clear attempt to annoy him, but even he admitted it worked. He pulled the trigger on his pistol, and his enemy’s head silently snapped backwards with a spray of blood, splattering the wall. Toby’s body fell forward, limp, and blood dripped between his legs. The pistol dissolved, and the stick was put back on James’ back. Now he had one kill for the day. He hoped to succeed it with something better: the capture of Solution.
James stepped back into the elevator shaft, walking over the two still bodies laying beside it. He climbed the side up to the roof level, exited the shaft, and pressed the button that would call the elevator. It came, and James entered. He pressed the ground floor button, and it returned to the ground floor. This time the receptionist was paying attention, and saw James exit the shaft.

“Did you find anything?” she asked. The doors and floors were soundproof, and she didn’t have access to any of the security cameras in the basement, so she didn’t know what had transpired.

James didn’t even slow to answer, saying, “I found just what I needed.”

The receptionist nervously stared at the man as he exited, and didn’t look away from the doors until she received a message in the form of a blinking box from the subbasement. She was surprised: usually it was just a request to go down to the basement. This message said, “He’s dead. Go home if you want.” The receptionist’s deepest fear and hope had come true; her boss had died, meaning her stress was over, but this also came with the loss of her job. She left the gray concrete office building, never to return.

Chapter 15-

This was odd. A program had never asked for hard drive space before, but then, Steve hadn’t seen a program that requested a reward either. Three-hundred gigabytes wasn’t that much for that era, so Steve gave it to the program. He was excited that the transmission had gone through the system anyway, and didn’t want to do anything now that could possibly sever contact. The data Steve was going to receive was completely useless to him – as he already had access in a multitude of other ways – but the potential was amazing, if the program could be kept under control.
Now the day had come for another one of those dreaded yet useful meetings with Sparky. Steve put his console on standby, and went upstairs to the ground floor. He yawned; it had been a long time since he got a good night’s sleep. Most of his life was now dedicated to this project, and even in his sleep he dreamt of his pet rootkit and its potential deeds that could be done under his command. Steve hugged and kissed his wife, then headed out the door to catch a taxi.

Chapter 16-

Control’s piloting dropped them onto a roof not very far from the target information distributor. Solution looked like an average person in this city – but that average was higher than in most cities: Solution wore a suit, posing as a government worker. His identification card said his name was Bradley Sharpe, and his specialization was as a data analyst. Even without that alias he would be able to get what he wanted, but his armor would invite open suspicion. He didn’t want anything to get in his way with this mission: it should be simple and quick is all went to plan. Solution would enter, get the data, exit, and climb to the rooftop to reach Control again.
Solution hopped off the side of the building and fell three stories to the ground. He rolled onto his feet, and walked down an alleyway towards the noise of traffic and crowds.

Relative to Autoka, this place was a metropolis. The sidewalks had enough people to develop patterns in how groups walked, and there were stop signs to regulate the heavy traffic. Lights made the darkness that it would have been in Autoka into dusk, and it was hard to tell that the light that lit the streets was artificial.

Solution slipped into the crowd and moved towards the nearest intersection to cross the street. He moved with the crowd, and had the benefit of being a bit shorter than the rest of the people so he was practically invisible from twenty feet away. After reaching the stoplight he waited for the signal on the other side of the street to change to WALK and then did as it commanded to reach the other side safely. He turned right and moved with the crowds until he saw the lit sign saying “Data” above him.

Separating from the stream of people walking by, he entered the door and saw a series of desks, each with an employee behind them. Most were being talked to by customers, but Solution saw one free desk and approached it. The person sitting behind it looked absent enough, and didn’t look like they would cause any problems. Solution sat at a chair in front of the desk, but first he shook the data retriever’s hand. He executed his greeting flawlessly, saying, “Welcome to a DataBank data retrieval office, I am Damon Sykes. How may I help you?”
Both of them sat down, and Solution asked, “Could I get a copy of the population records of Arizona from 2019?”
Damon nodded. “Sure thing, what media do you want it on?”

“Give it to me on a disk it you can.”

“I’ll be right back.” Damon receded into the deeper working of the office, where consoles lined the walls. He rapidly worked with one of the terminals’ interface, and retrieved a disk from a tray below it. The disk was made of solid white plastic, and had a hole in the center. It was carried to Solution, and put on the desk. “This’ll be thirty megs.”

Solution reached into a pocket and pulled out three square pieces of plastic, placing them on the desk in front of Damon. Damon took them and slid them into a slot on his side of the desk, checking to make sure they were real currency. After they were cleared, he said, “Thank you for stopping by, and come back soon if you have any data needs.” The disk was taken, and Solution stood up to leave the data center.
Outside the door a police dispatcher was talking into his radio. He was upset about something, but it was clear he wasn’t making any headway. Solution took this as a bad sign and quickly, yet calmly, walked to the exit. He wanted to get out before the officer was done talking to whoever it was he was talking to, just in case it was about him. Before his pace could get him to the door, however, the officer was done, and looked into the building, right at Solution. It wasn’t an accusing glare, just a glance, and he gave everyone in the office that same appraising look. Solution knew this wasn’t a good sign, but he was already headed out. If he changed course now, it would just look suspicious. He opened the door, and a bright blue flash came from above. He blinked, and when his eyes opened again, his identity was gone. A scanner drone hovered above the sidewalk, scanning everyone to exit to the office. The officer, shocked, stepped away, and moved his radio to his mouth, but Solution was faster, drawing a pistol and raising it to the officer’s face.

The crowd around them stopped and moved away. The drone turned on a steady light, taking video of the scene. Sweat had began to bubble on the officer’s face when Solution said, “Put the radio on the ground, or I’ll shoot it, and your face as a result. Slowly.” Obediently the officer bent over and placed the radio on the sidewalk in front of his feet.

Solution dropped the gun and ran at the officer, shoving him aside and rushing into the street. Cars honked and screeched, trying to avoid Solution, but ultimately he made it across and entered the alley he had come from. He bounded for the next corner and took it sharply, and started the scale the wall, fitting his fingers in between the bricks. Some of the bricks came loose and smashed themselves to pieces when then they hit the ground, sending shards of the red rock flying. Solution finally reached the top and ran into the shuttle, and immediately into the cockpit, where Control sat, still at the controls.

When he entered range, Solution kicked the pilot’s chair around so Control faced him. “Why didn’t you tell me about the drone? I have the data, but why can’t we have a clean mission every once in a while?” But Control wasn’t looking at him; Control was intent on something behind him. Something Solution had missed. The sound of a shotgun cocking made Solution clench his teeth in anger, and slowly turn around.

A man in white armor very similar in shape to Solution’s held a shotgun. He smiled viciously, but it couldn’t be seen through the shining white gleam of the helmet’s plastic-like metal. The shotgun was pointed at Solution, held in James’ right hand. Both figures stood perfectly still, and Control slowly swiveled his chair to face the confrontation.
James motioned with his free hand at the ground beneath Solution’s feet, saying, “Put on the cuffs.” Two forearm cuffs lay on the ground at Solution’s feet. James sidled to the left around Solution, until he was near Control, behind the console. He grabbed another stick and held it towards Control, and an identical shotgun formed around it.
Control, looked up. He shifted his weight to his feet, and was getting ready to spring at James. Without even looking at his target, James shot with his shotgun, and Control’s face was ripped off his head, disintegrated. James moved both shotguns to Solution, who now stood more carefully and aware in front of his captor. He bent down and retrieved the restraining devices.

“How did you find me?” Solution asked. “And who are you?”

James grinned menacingly, and said, “You don’t remember me? I have been chasing you for a long time, Solution. Did you think I died?”

Solution went through his memories, trying to remember this white armor. Something floated at the back of his mind, but he couldn’t remember what it was he was remembering.

“I pushed you off a building, Solution.”
Now he remembered it; he was pushed off the roof of a building after completing his mission by this man, who then jumped after him. Solution thought he had fallen to his death, among the Master Control patrol cars beneath.

“I tracked you down over the last few days – you were very clumsy in your handling of this mission. He sent you unencrypted messages, and you accepted them? I traced it right to your ship, which I in turn tracked to here. Your pilot didn’t put up much of a fight, but I’m sorry to say I already gave myself the honor of killing him. But now, Solution, you must put on the cuffs before I vaporize you.”
As James said, Solution picked up the cuffs, but he didn’t put them on. Defiantly, he stood in front of the intruder onto his vessel, arms to his sides, holding the cuffs in his right hand.
James pulled the trigger to the shotgun in his right hand, and a cone of light shot out, but it missed Solution almost entirely; the handcuffs had struck the barrel of the gun, angling it sideways, almost knocking it out of its strong grip. Solution leaped forward in the same instant, and knocked aside the second gun as James’ finger pulled the trigger. Another cone of light shot out, this time hitting the nearby pilot’s chair, perforating it with bullet holes and knocking it, and Control’s body, away from the console. Solution tackled James with his shoulder, and ended up pinning him to the floor. James kicked him off, and both were left standing, Solution now with a rifle pointed at James; he had etched one out of a digital block as he was being righted.
“Understand me: the Master Computer is not a benevolent organization. By serving it you are enslaving yourself.”
“I do not simply a force of the Master Computer, I work for Sparks himself!” A look of surprise flashed over Solution’s face, but he tried to keep his body steady to hide it. Usually the outside world wasn’t mentioned by the programs, and the invocation of Sparks’ name as this man’s master was especially troubling. “Yes, Solution, I’m just like you. Put in here by the government to serve.” James leveled both shotguns again to Solution’s face.
“Why are you aiming at me?” asked Solution. “They aren’t loaded.”

“Oh yes they are, Solution. They’re semi-auto.”

All three guns exploded in white light at their masters’ commands. The room lit up with the flash, and Solution’s bullet pierced the hull. Pellets hit the wall behind Solution, and random dents scarred the interior of the cockpit. James shot again before the light had fully subsided, and the dents in the wall became even more prominent. The metal was cratered from the impacts, and didn’t look like it could handle another round. Sure enough, it couldn’t, as proved by the next blaze of light from James’ gun, making the panel fly out from the ship and crash noisily down the alley walls. He fired again and again, until all his bullets had flown, and he was sure his target was surely dead. But when James let his shotguns dissolve, Solution wasn’t there. He was standing, rifle pointed at James’ helmet. He had dodged the initial round, and James hadn’t adjusted his aim for the following seven.

James didn’t wait to act, and reached to grab the gun Solution was holding. He fired, but the gun had already been moved off-target enough so it only dented the top of the helmet. A foot was planted in Solution’s side and he was kicked, but instead of sprawling on the floor Solution gracefully leapt backwards, rolling on his back and returning upright. He held two pistols and began firing, walking backwards to the cockpit’s windows. Stumbling, James couldn’t advance. Solution reached the window and shot one of his pistols backwards, breaking the glass and propelling it out into the alleyway to land in shards with the metal panel. Solution resumed pelting James with smaller lances of light, only stopping to leap out of the window-frame directly to the alley’s floor.
James followed his enemy shortly, leaping first to the roof of the building, then to the ground. He spotted Solution, and chased. A stick was held in his hand, and a pistol formed around it. Knowing none of his weaponry would stand much of a chance against Solution’s reflexes and armor, he waited to use his pistol until he could get a shot to slow him down.
Solution ran deeper into the alleyways, until the alleyway he ran down was almost too small to run down, and was littered with debris. A chunk of this debris hit Solution’s shoulder, and he stumbled enough to be hit in the back with a well-placed shot from James’ pistol. He fell forward, stumbling onto his hands. In an instant James had caught up, and held a loaded shotgun, ready to fire at Solution. When he entered optimal range, the shotgun once again blazed, and pellets of light filled the air in front of the muzzle. But Solution was not hurt, he was ahead, running, getting further away from James. Solution had used his most often-used trick, and James had fallen for it. The man in black armor turned a corner, and was lost. James looked with horror at the hole in the ground his shotgun had dug – where Solution had fallen. Now there was no chance of catching up; surely he would already be far ahead, already in the crowd, before James saw his dark armor again.
A car with darkened windows flew down the road, 



