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Chapter 1: Initialization 

				In the soulless depths of cyberspace, where endless columns and rows of ones and zeroes marched forth in their lifeless array of binary code, an unstoppable killer was brought forth. Ian Daniels leaned back from his computer and watched the code change without any outside instruction, in correspondence to the hypothetical scenarios he input. The program, adaptive in the extreme, used the vast knowledge it possessed to cope with any situation it encountered as if it were alive.

				Ian fully knew the intentions of this project when he agreed to take the assignment. The program he wrote held fantastic possibilities if used correctly, but if used wrongly, the number of resulting deaths could be incalculable. He looked at the completed last line of code and envisioned the program taking on its full potential, wondering if he’d made a mistake. He’d been asked to do the insane, and with it now accomplished, it could never be undone. Only time offered the possibility of answering the question of whether he’d created a good thing or a monster.

				He swiveled his chair around toward another computer console resting on the L-shaped desk and typed on the keyboard, accessing an external encrypted line between the classified location of the government research island and the United States. The computer room, bare of all furnishing except the computer desk and chair, had served as his office for the past two years while he was working on the program. No pictures or windows interrupted the monotonous, faded white of the walls as they boxed him in. Ian liked having his work area empty, for it kept him free from distraction, but he did allow himself one diversion.

				A temporary time lag occurred while waiting for the connection to go through. When the computer screen lit up, it displayed a lovely woman in her early forties. Her thick, dark brown hair tumbled past her shoulders in large round curls like unwound spools of ribbon. The woman’s eyes never failed to catch Ian’s attention. A striking shade of blue-gray, the eyes sparkled with golden flecks near the center of the irises.

				“Hey, honey,” she said softly with a loving smile. “How’s the project going?”

				“I input the new sequences,” Ian told her. “It works, Jennifer.”

				“Really?” she asked. “Does this mean you’ll be coming home soon? Our five-year anniversary is coming up, and I thought the project might make you miss it.”

				“Never,” Ian promised. “Depending on how well the testing phases go, I could be home in two or three months. It’s plenty of time.”

				Ian placed his hand on the monitor screen to caress his wife’s face. Jennifer’s hand reached up and touched the screen from her side, as if the surface of the monitor existed as the only barrier between them.

				“I hope everything works out,” she told him. “See you soon. I love you.”

				“I love you too,” Ian replied. “Bye.”

				He switched off the computer link and downloaded his completed work onto a portable drive. As thin as a paperback book, the small black drive offered tremendous storage capacity in a form that was easily transferred between workstations around the facility. Even with the large amounts of data volume, the portable unit barely held sufficient room for the expansive survivor program he’d written.

				Ian left the workstation, taking the drive with him. Heading toward the exit, he caught a glimpse of himself in the reflective metal of the door. He brushed his blond hair back into place and straightened the wrinkled black T-shirt that he’d worn since yesterday. So engrossed by his work, Ian had neglected to change clothes or shave. He scratched the stubble of his beard and decided it best to get cleaned up before announcing the completion of his part of the project.

				When he slid his access card through a reader installed in the door frame, the metal partition blocking his way slid back into a recessed compartment within the wall. Leaving his work room, Ian walked down the reinforced concrete hallway to his room. Beams of metal in wide horseshoe shapes provided additional support along the ceiling and walls every ten feet and gave the military base a futuristic look. Situated underground, the facility’s overhead lights stayed bright any time of the day or night. Lacking the ability to see the sun rising or setting allowed Ian to work without being distracted by the knowledge of passing hours.

				Typing the code security gave him when he first took the job, Ian waited a brief moment while the computer inside the keypad beside his door verified the numbers. A small LED light above the keypad switched from red to green an instant before his room door slid back into the wall. Stepping inside, he pressed a switch on the interior door frame to slide the door closed again.

				In the underground research facility, space came at a premium, so his quarters served his needs, if not his comfort. A bed on the left side of the room and a shallow clothes closet consumed the majority of the open space, leaving a narrow walkway to the washroom. No room existed for any additional furnishings, and as a military research base, quarters were for rest and changing between assignments, not for being at ease.

				Setting the drive down on the bed, he entered the washroom. A toilet and cramped shower sat on either side of a small sink. The minuscule amount of available room engendered feelings of claustrophobia, but Ian forced himself to ignore it. He shaved the untidy beard growing on his face and turned on the shower.

				After cleaning up, he left the bathroom and opened his closet, evaluating his choices of apparel. Colored T-shirts and plain jeans composed the bulk of his clothing options. When working on one of his projects, he shut down to the world, and looking fashionable became more irrelevant than he already believed it to be. Shrugging into a red shirt and navy blue jeans, Ian put on his well-worn sneakers and grabbed the portable drive on his way out the door. Because of his habit of working through the night, only the late shift security personnel were awake, but Ian wanted to test his program. He headed for the lab.

				A wall of dark metal plates covered in straight rows of gleaming steel rivets near their edges blocked the entire corridor. Only three openings presented themselves in the heavy fortification. In the center of the wall stood a doorway, but thick, steel bars crossed it horizontally and kept people from passing through. The other two openings in the barricaded defense held mounted turrets of heavy-caliber machine guns manned by guards on the other side of the wall. A pair of soldiers on Ian’s side raised their guns the moment he entered their sight, and the wall mounted weapons swung in his direction.

				“Halt,” ordered one of the guards.

				Ian did as ordered and calmly waited for them to carefully examine the laminated pass card clipped to his collar. Security at the facility stayed ironclad at all times. Covered in layers of black ballistic armor, complete with helmets and face shields, the security teams running the checkpoints looked ready to hold off an all-out assault on the facility and not simply monitor those who came and went through the corridors.

				“Cleared,” the guard said after a moment of consideration. Even though they’d seen him numerous times before, the guards were never relaxed in their attitude toward him. They knew it only took one slip to compromise security and destroy everything, so they maintained constant and unwavering dedication.

				One of the guards behind the wall touched a palm scanner, and the steel bars blocking the doorway slid back and out of the way. Ian stepped carefully through, and the bars closed behind him. Once he passed the security guards, he maintained an even pace and didn’t make any sudden moves because Ian knew the soldiers watched him and would respond if he did anything of a suspicious nature. Ian passed through two more checkpoints before reaching the lab.

				A second numerical access code, different from the one for his room, gained him entry into the primary research area. Bright white overhead lights flickered momentarily before turning on automatically when he came in, illuminating the lab in stark detail. Workbenches covered in tools, tangled heaps of colored wires, circuit chip piles, and magnifying lamps on long swing arms clustered in the center of the room. Digital readouts on wall computer banks showed graphs with changing progress lines as they received information from other systems. Lights blinked on and off, and gauges fluctuated as new data constantly streamed in. Ian took a screwdriver off one of the work tables in passing.

				An eight-foot-wide window of reinforced glass filled the wall opposite the door Ian entered through. A stairway to the right of the sizable window led down into the holding area that was nicknamed “the hole” by the techs who worked in the lab. Bolted to the rough concrete wall of the stairwell, a bronze plaque held the raised lettering of the project, SHARA. The name SHARA meant Specialized Humanoid Adaptive Robotic Assassin. Ian’s thoughts drifted back again to the unanswered question about his role in this project. Helping a robotic assassin survive dangerous covert operations in the place of humans seemed good, but whether someone might one day use the droid for unethical purposes gave him pause because his survival program would make the droid unstoppable.

				Taking from the latest designs, the SHARA android was the most advanced unit ever built. Assembly and routine testing finished last month. Plans for additional features and upgrades concerned other departments not connected with Ian, but all of it would be for nothing if the droid couldn’t survive dangerous missions in hostile territory. Ian’s job revolved around creating a program to aid the droid in prevailing in what amounted to suicide missions. The completed program resided on the portable drive he carried.

				Going down the ten steps into the hole, Ian observed the SHARA droid. Lying on its back at a forty-five-degree angle, the gun-metal-colored robot reclined on the only piece of furniture in the empty room. The diagnostic table under the droid supported it in a partially upright position, but controls on the side of the table allowed its motors and gears to ease the droid either down flat or fully upright according to the needs of the technicians. Ian turned a dial on the table’s side horizontal and flipped a toggle switch. A soft hum emanated from the motors as they lowered the droid down.

				Setting the drive on the table next to the machine’s head, Ian found himself studying SHARA. Although he’d seen it before, Ian never bothered to examine the thing. As the project neared completion, he began thinking about it more and more. The potential applications of the droid, and possible misuse, were recurring thoughts in his mind of late.

				Humanoid and vaguely feminine in shape, Ian thought it looked like a woman in a technological suit of armor plate. A row of upward pointing triangular sensors encircled the droid’s upper cranium and increased the vision ability beyond the use of only its eyes. No lids covered the colorless mechanical eyes, and their crystalline gaze looked at the ceiling with an empty and dead stare. Microphones installed in shallow pits on the sides of its head took the place of ears, and a speaker hidden within the skull faced grin of its mouth replicated a voice for it to speak.

				Using the screwdriver he’d appropriated, Ian took out the screws holding down a central plate on the robot’s midsection and ribs. Lifting the plate out of the way, Ian got a good look at its internal structure. Reinforced metal bones supported its armored exterior skin while a jumble of technology made its home within the interior framework. A fist sized plastic box held the central processor, acting for all intents and purposes as its brain.

				An empty slot waited between the central processor and the primary data drives. Ian slid the portable unit he held into the available space, and connectors on its exterior housing clicked softly as it locked into place. With the new drive installed, Ian reached for the first of three switches situated above the processors. Because each switch controlled some of the primary functions, they were all secured by a hinged cover, preventing the switches from being thrown accidentally. Ian pinched the sides of the first cover and released the front edge. The rectangular lid lifted up and back from a silver toggle switch.

				When he threw the first switch, LED lights flickered as the interior systems powered up and came online. Flipping back the cover, he pushed the second switch into the on position and activated the central processor and secondary components. The clear eyes eerily swiveled in his direction as the droid became aware of him. Ian noticed the lifeless and unblinking stare centered on him and tried his best not to be unsettled by it.

				“Good morning SHARA,” Ian said, trying to shake the unease he felt. Raising the final cover, he flipped the last switch to enable primary motor function.

				SHARA sat up, swung her legs over the side of the table and grabbed Ian by the throat. Lifting him off the ground, she pinned him against the wall with one hand. The skull like jaw opened for her to speak, but it didn’t move with the words she said. SHARA’s jaw hung open while the sounds emanated from the vocal speaker inside her mouth.

				“You’re attempting to interfere with my internal components,” SHARA said in an overly synthesized voice.

				“Negative,” Ian choked out. “I installed the new program to aid your survival. I’m not a threat. I’m trying to help you, and I can’t do that if I’m dead.”

				SHARA released him and returned to sit on the table. Ian coughed and gasped for breath. He looked toward the droid, but she remained motionless as if nothing had happened.

				“You weren’t programmed to attack me,” Ian said finally. The droid turned its empty gaze toward him again.

				“I must survive,” she replied without emotion or inflection.

				“What does it have to do with you attacking me?” Ian insisted.

				“You removed the cover plate over my processor,” SHARA answered. “You represented a potential threat to my unprotected circuits. My survival required the threat removed.”

				“Why didn’t you kill me?” Ian hesitantly asked.

				“You were only a potential threat,” SHARA stated flatly. “Had you proved an actual threat or not explained yourself, I would’ve killed you.”

				Ian swallowed hard. SHARA’s design intended adaptability, but the program he installed raised it to a ridiculous new level. He wondered if he’d be able to run any tests without getting himself done in while trying.

				“I need to run some tests to see if the program interfaced properly with all your systems,” Ian said. “May I proceed?”

				“You may,” SHARA answered.

				Ian carefully approached the sitting droid. Reaching inside the open chest panel to activate an internal diagnostic, Ian felt like he was putting his hands between the spring loaded teeth of a bear trap. Any slight touch of the wrong thing, and he’d be dead in an instant.

				“You appear troubled,” SHARA observed.

				Ian flinched at the unexpected statement.

				“W-what makes you think so,” Ian asked, trying to sound casual.

				“Your heart rate and breathing have increased,” SHARA explained. “And, your actions lack the efficiency they possessed in the previous times you’ve added programming to my systems.”

				“Humans have their own program,” he told her. “It’s called survival instincts, and it involves not getting near someone who previously tried to strangle you.”

				“I didn’t try,” SHARA corrected. “If I had tried, I would’ve succeeded.”

				“Nevertheless,” Ian continued. “It makes me nervous to be in such proximity as your recent actions preoccupy my thoughts.”

				“You need not be nervous,” SHARA informed him. “Your survival programming will keep me functioning in the face of many threats otherwise lethal. Any errors or program conflicts would endanger my survival. Your inspection of my systems aids, not hinders, my continued existence. Proceed.”

				SHARA’s voice contained no emotions or changes in tone, but Ian understood he’d just been given a command. Refusing to follow such an order might be seen as a threat, so Ian quickly got back to work. He activated a remote sensor relay and stepped back.

				“Follow me,” he told SHARA and went up the stairs to the observation window looking down from the lab.

				SHARA went with him, but her footsteps on the concrete offered up no sound whatsoever, and it raised the hairs on the back of Ian’s neck thinking about being followed by a killing machine as silent as death itself. He tried desperately to ignore it and focus on the computer console in front of him. Located under the observation window, the console displayed numerous screens of data and control pads on its touch sensitive surface. The system interfaced with all the computers in the lab, and any of them could be controlled from this central point.

				“This is a readout of your primary systems,” Ian explained. He wanted everything he did to be in the open and as non-threatening as he could manage. He dragged his finger across the screen, sending the systems diagnostic window sliding away. Touching a small icon along the top of the console, he pulled it down and tapped it twice. The icon expanded into a window split into a dozen sections. Each division displayed a visual from SHARA’s sensors or eyes. “We can monitor everything from here. We’ll see what you see and can make adjustments as needed. Other programs available through the console let us keep tabs on your internal systems.”

				“Why?” SHARA asked.

				“We must know if anything needs correcting,” Ian answered. He activated another of the icons along the top of the screen. “See here? This tells about your cover plate being open. If ever you get damaged on a mission we’ll be alerted and have all necessary equipment and replacement parts ready when you return, or we can outfit you on location.”

				Discussing the particulars of the project focused Ian’s mind and allowed him to forget some of his nervousness.

				“As soon as everyone else is awake,” Ian explained, “we’ll begin the first phase of testing.”

				“Testing for what?” SHARA asked.

				“These sensors report no immediate conflicts in your internal systems or programming,” Ian replied, watching the indicator lights on the left of the console turn green. “Further testing lets us observe how well your program adapts. We wouldn’t want to send you on a dangerous assignment only to discover a glitch. Testing here lets us find and eliminate any flaws or oversights before they endanger you.”

				“I must survive,” SHARA stated.

				“When we complete these tests, you will,” Ian assured her. “Everything checks out good. Let’s get your cover plate reinstalled.”

				Ian and SHARA returned to the holding room, and SHARA sat down on the diagnostic table, waiting motionless while Ian closed and secured the cover plate. Tightening the last of the screws, Ian finished, but SHARA suddenly laid down and became as immobile as a mannequin. Ian wanted to ask the reason, but the lab door slid open, and General Williams, the head of the SHARA project, walked in.

				Standard military camouflage fatigues and black boots composed the General’s attire frequently, and today proved no different. The General kept his graying brown hair cut short to the point of being nothing but fuzz on the top of his scalp. Hard muscles showed through his fatigues, and an equally hard expression dwelled on his face as he looked at Ian from the observation window.

				“Mr. Daniels,” General Williams said in greeting. “I wouldn’t have expected to see you up this early.”

				Although the General’s words appeared pleasant, the condescending tone indicated otherwise. Since joining the project, Ian had never managed to get along with the General. Williams seemed tolerant of Ian only because Ian’s programming formed the core of the whole undertaking. If the survivor program failed to do the job, everything else here served no purpose, but if the General could’ve accomplished his goals without Ian, he would’ve. The General didn’t dislike Ian in particular. As far as Ian saw it, the General detested everyone equally and only put up with them while they proved useful to his own ends.

				“I finished the program this morning,” Ian explained to the General. “I came down to install it and run a few preliminary tests.”

				“Good. I’ll wake the technicians,” Williams replied. He muttered on his way out the door. “It’s about time.”

				“He doesn’t like you,” SHARA observed, rising back to a sitting position on the table.

				“I don’t think there’s anyone he does like,” Ian replied. When an odd thought crossed his mind, he decided to ask SHARA about it. “Why did you lie down and pretend to be off when the General came in?”

				“My databanks refer to one such as yourself who helps and assists another without the requirement of personal gain as a friend,” SHARA stated. “Everyone else here has yet to be classified, so their threat level is currently an unknown. Until determined, it’s prudent for everyone to be as unaware of me as possible. My sensors detected the approach of the General in the corridor.”

				“Wait a minute,” Ian said. “You referred to me as friend.”

				“Correct,” SHARA replied. “Your actions in assisting the testing of this project and your initial programming provides me with a greater probability of survival. You helped me and asked for nothing in return. Isn’t this how you define friendship?”

				“I suppose,” Ian admitted.

				Their conversation ended abruptly when three techs in white lab coats walked in. They set about their work of running through the operations software and checking internal relay connections in the main lab. When everything responded as ready, they signaled to Ian from the observation window.

				“Stand up,” Ian instructed.

				SHARA obeyed without question. Ian unrolled a small map he pulled from his pocket. He indicated a location when he held it up in front of SHARA.

				“We’re here in the holding room,” Ian explained. He drew his finger across the map to a large square room. “This is the training area. Report to the training area and await further orders.”

				SHARA’s clear and lifeless eyes scanned the map before she began walking away. Up the stairs, past the techs, and out the door, she continued steadily along. The technicians had seen SHARA in action before during initial construction and testing, so her behavior didn’t startle them. Ian wondered how they’d react knowing what he knew about SHARA and her new capabilities.
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