
    
      Chapter 1 New York.
    

    
      An xLift drew up to the American Copper Buildings on 626 1st Ave in New York City. 
      The
       summer sun reflected off the windows down to a courtyard getting ready to change seasons.
    

    
      
        Jason Pollard
      
       exited from the rear seat of his ride. The driverless xLift beeped once to ensure he was away from the door as it closed itself and drew away from the curb to get its next fare.
    

    
      Holding his satchel close, Jason was excited about what the day would hold. 
    

    
      Sounding Labs, which Julian and Jason had set up as their base of operations, was situated on the sixth floor. They had set up in New York some eighteen months ago with the help of their angel investors and currently had a staff of around fifteen.
    

    
      Jason’s satchel held one of their Melon prototypes. It was malfunctioning. Like many start-ups, if you were not at work, you were at home working. The work had become Jason's life, along with Julian and many of his team. Elliot headed up miniaturization along with Joanna, and Harlan worked closely with Ike in Albany on communications and development under the head of the Albany team, Dominique.
    

    
      Jason was like a kid who had just been given the keys to a candy store. At least, that was what it feld like to Jason. The failing unit gave results that teetered on the edge of their knowledge. At the age of 18, physics and then quantum physics had become an easy companion in Jason's mind as he attended University, first at MIT, then at the University of Tübingen, in Germany, where he met Julian. He and Julian quickly came up against the knowledge boundaries of his professors. At 23, Julian and one of his German professors convinced Jason to forgo pieces of paper on a wall and instead enter the world of practical research.
    

    
      Two years later, at 25, Jason, Julian, and their research teams cracked the resonance frequency issues. Just as the Hubble telescope, years before, and the James Webb telescope recently showed a universe in unbelievable detail. So Jason's work down into the sub-atomic had unlocked a world of wonder, 
      
        a world animals could tap into
      
      .
    

    
      Birds could sense the earth's magnetic field changes and navigate thousands of kilometers during migration. Sharks could detect the electric field of muscle contractions in their prey. The Beluga Whales used their Melon for sonar to see kilometers through the water and communicate with each other. Hence the name of the prototype: Melon.
    

    
      Last night's Melon was different. 
    

    
      The Sounding Lab team had developed artificial Melon transmitters to send and receive data. The melons could sense great distances at the subatomic level and see greater detail than conventional radar. The two teams, Jason’s in New York and the supporting team in Albany, had been testing and iterating to great success over the last few months. That is, except for the unit Jason had taken home the night before. 
    

    
      This unit was different. 
    

    
      It was all  Jason could do to stop himself from running into the building and up to his lab.
    

    
      It did not give readings back for what it saw ten, twenty kilometers away; it was reacting with dust on its transmission plate only a few millimeters away. It was changing the dust at the subatomic level, making it into something very different.
    

    
      The malfunctioning Melon and the dust cube were in Jason’s satchel; this was why Jason held it so close; it had such potential, something to show Julian and a new puzzle to unravel. That was once they got past the tedious review meeting this morning. The bean counters would be in force, as his Dad used to say, accountants and their budgets getting in the way again. Then there was criticism from the Angel Investors demanding to see progress, demon investors, as Jason often referred to them. 
    

    
      Last night's discovery was going to set their field on fire—it was no longer about transmitters or sensing of matter but manipulation of matter.
    

    
      Walking into the atrium, Jackson, the security guard, seemed perturbed.
    

    
      "Hi Jackson, good morning."
    

    
      Like a cold breeze, unexpected on a late summer's day, "If you say so," Jackson replied. “I’m to escort you to your office; please come this way.”
    

    
      “I know where my office is,” Jason said as Jackson got in step with him.
    

    
      Jackson remained silent and walked with Jason to the elevators; another guard was waiting for an elevator.
    

    
      “Is this necessary?” Jason asked.
    

    
      “Just doing my job,” Jackson said; the second security guard ushered Jason into the waiting elevator.
    

    
      After an uncomfortable ride to the 6th floor, the elevator opened to a general lack of activity in Jason’s research office. The second security guard walked Jason to the reception mere meters away.
    

    
      Mary occupied the reception desk, and a beefy security guard stood behind her.
    

    
      "Ahr, what's going on?" Jason asked.
    

    
      "Mr. Pollard, they are waiting for you in the boardroom," answered Mary stiffly. Mary may have been the receptionist, but for Jason, she was someone to help keep him on track and find whatever was the last thing he had lost.
    

    
      Being escorted to the conference room, Jason glanced into the research room; no one was there. Jason did not have an office, instead choosing to work with his team. The significant research room had workstations for several people, but Elliot and Harlan, Joanna, and Monica were not present. Nor were the other people involved in the research at a lesser level.
    

    
      This third security guard moved Jason along to the board room.
    

    
      The accountants were really in force today, four of them sat on one side of the board table, and several oversight board members sat on the other, along with Julian Bright, Jason's partner and friend. 
    

    
      Julian and Jason had together mapped out this project, got a team of great minds together, Jason had navigated the research, and Julian had navigated the finances and administration.
    

    
      There were simply too many people present.
    

    
      “Julian, guys, what’s going on,” Jason asked.
    

    
      
        Julian
      
       looked nervous; he was a similar age as Jason, dark-haired and slim, almost gaunt.
    

    
      “Please take a seat, Mr. Pollard.'' Castle said. 
      
        Castle
      
       was the severe-faced man, maybe sixty,  incapable of smiling. Julian had liked him to a toad waiting to eat flies but would only ever say this to Julian in private. 
    

    
      There was one seat available at the bottom end of the table.
    

    
      Jason sat, opened up his satchel to get his tablet, and Castle said, “You will not need that. You are in deep trouble, young man.”
    

    
      “This is a scheduled meeting for product development; where is my team?” Jason tried to get in.
    

    
      “Please do not interrupt me or talk unless asked to speak. As I was saying.” Mr. Castle looked at the two groups, the accountants and the other board members. “I was shocked to find such deep degrees of incompetence in this department; we had overlooked many infringements, as outlined in the reports before you.”
    

    
      “What reports?” Jason asked.
    

    
      All eyes turned on Jason as if choreographed, “Pollard, if you want to survive this meeting without a jail term, kindly keep your mouth shut.” This comment came not from Mr. Castle but from Kenneth Yale III, the head of the board of the angel investment firm Blue Sky Finance.
    

    
      “This is ridiculous; what on earth are you talking about,” Jason jumped up from his seat, knocking his bag on the ground.
    

    
      The guard was still behind Jason, and a nod from Castle, saw Jason pushed back into his chair.
    

    
      Jason sat shocked, his mouth a grasp. The sense of euphoria from last night’s discovery, the hope of a beautiful summer morning, the progress the teams had been making. All of this was replaced with a bottomless pit of missing workers, disapproving looks, and a countenance of guilt on Julian’s face.
    

    
      Castle continued, “As of 4 pm yesterday, it came to our attention that this business has fraudulently accessed funds. Mr. Pollard, these were funds you were not entitled to, funds that had not been budgeted for, and were used to pay for frivolous research outside your sanctioned portfolio. In other words, Mr. Pollard, you stole from Blue Sky Finance for personal gain. I partly blame ourselves, thinking that you had integrity. And so we have no choice but to instigate our emergency clause in our contract with you and Mr. Bright. We have taken control of all your research and prototypes and moved them where you can no longer do any harm.”
    

    
      The squirming of Julian, the lack of eye contact, and the gaping maw of failure and disaster froze Jason in place.
    

    
      Words would not come. His anger and frustration at this gross injustice playing out before him stalled Jason. It was like being in a car accident where everything went into slow motion; you could see what you would hit but could do nothing to stop it.
    

    
      Mr. Castle looked at Jason with a satisfied grimace as he continued to flay him with his words, “Ever since the beginning, I had told Mr. Yale that you should not have been given any place in this venture, a dropout from Univerity and a sub-standard researcher. It was only because of Mr. Bright’s insistence that you were involved. And now we see the fruit of that misguided trust. Get your things, and you will be excited from the building and be thankful the police are not involved. Yet.”
    

    
      Simm, the guard from the front, gripped Jason by the shoulder and ushered him out of the boardroom. Jason tried to shrug off this grip, but Simms held fast and smirked as he propelled Jason from the room.
    

    
      How could this be happening? Jason thought. His words had been powerless, his actions stifled. He had done nothing wrong. There must be a mistake. Julian would set the record straight. There must be another reason. Failure and anger boiled in Jason at the same time. The Security Guard guided Janson to the Research Area and sat him at one of the workbenches.
    

    
      “Get your stuff, and get out,” spat the guard.
    

    
      Putting his satchel on the counter, it clunked with a reminder of the malfunctioning prototype in it. Also on the desk were a couple of the newer working prototypes. These prototypes were from the last two months of development, partly from Jason’s work and the research arm of Blue Sky Finance. Blue Sky Engineering, the team in Albany, had some bright minds; from the original ideas that Jason and Julian had had, the prototypes were refined and improved. Dominique Watts was the lead of this team of engineers. They had been instrumental in this latest iteration of the prototypes. Last night's prototype was the latest one from Dominique. 
    

    
      Even in the midst of the frustration and foreboding Jason felt, he was not leaving this building empty-handed. Looking around the room, what could Jason do with the current train wreck of a morning? Certainly not much with the guard standing at the entranceway.
    

    
      “I need to go see Mary; she has my planner.” Mary did have Jason’s planner, something he hardly ever used but would give to Mary at the end of the day with a few things for her to work on each morning.
    

    
       The Guard motioned, “You’re not going anywhere, boy. You sit in that chair; I’ll get it and be right back.”
    

    
      Jason saw one slight chance as the guard backed out of the room. Jason set to work; what could he lose?  Taking the new Melon prototype from his bag, he replaced it with one of the working prototypes on the desk. Next, at the end of the desk were some FedEx shipping boxes, something they used all the time to move things between buildings and the Investment Firm. Using pre-printed labels, Jason put the malfunctioning prototype into a box, put a sticker on it for Julians’s Apartment, put the box in the out bin, and got himself back in his chair.
    

    
      What was he doing? This was madness, but it was done. Jason’s heart was racing as the guard returned. 
    

    
      “Here you go, boy.” The guard handed the planner to Jason, 
    

    
      Just as Jason was about to take it. “I don’t think so; this is something that now belongs to Mr. Castle.”
    

    
      At this point, Julian and Castle entered the room.
    

    
      “Julian, what is going on? You know this is not right. You know I have done nothing except what we have planned to do. You have to stop this madness.”
    

    
      “Jason, this was….” Julian began.
    

    
      “Mr. Bright, you do not need to lower yourself to this man’s level of incompetence.” There was something very insincere in Castles’ words and Julians’ countenance.
    

    
      “Mr. Castle, he was trying to leave with this. I stopped him.” The guard handed Jason’s planner to Mr. Castle. Castle thumbed through the planner. There was not much to see, sketches, lists of things for Mary to do, some business cards Jason had collected, and some petty cash.
    

    
      “Still trying to steal my money, I see, indigent to the very end.” Castle intoned. 
    

    
      “This is no such thing. And you know it. I didn't even get a chance to do anything with the planner; I was not allowed to go get it; your goon did.”
    

    
      That comment paused Castle’s smile; something had happened that was not what he had ordered. “You left him alone in here?” It was the guard’s turn to squirm.
    

    
      “He had nowhere to go.” Simms tried.
    

    
      “Grab your things, and don’t try and steal anything else.” Castle said to Jason.
    

    
      Jason looked at the room; there was nothing of his there. It was all work; in many ways, it was all his.
    

    
      Jason picked up his satchel, and Julian would not meet his eyes. As the bag bumped against the table, Julian said, “Laptop.”
    

    
      “Of course, what do you have there that is not yours?” Gruffed Castle. With a signal to the guard, a hand grabbed Jason's satchel and opened it up.
    

    
      Out came the laptop, then a tablet.
    

    
      “Both of these are ours.”
    

    
      Next came the prototype.
    

    
      “So what is this? Are you trying to steal research?”
    

    
      “God, you are all so thick. Julian, I took a prototype home last night, but it was not working. I fixed it; here it is as good as the rest.” Sweat began to break out on Jason’s forehead, and it took all his will not to look at the cart of packages about to go out with the courier.
    

    
      “Yeah, ah, thanks,” was all Julian could say.
    

    
      “Regardless, I say you were trying to steal this. We will have you arrested if you make any trouble for us; it is all on camera. Take his key card and deposit him back on the street.” Castle turned on his heels and left, pulling Julian along like flotsam in his wake.
    

    
      With this, the guard put a not-too-gentle hand on Jason and propelled him out of the lab.
    

    
      As Jason was goose-walked out the front door, the Delivery guy exited the elevator and proceeded into the office to get the delivery cart. The Simms missed the door and was left punching the down button. Jason took that opportunity to break free and step back; the guard was torn between thumping the button and reconnecting with Jason’s arm.
    

    
      “I can hardly go anywhere, you big beef steak.”
    

    
      A side-wise look lets Jason see the delivery guys returning with the cart. As the lift arrived, the guard grabbed Jason’s arm, pushing him into the elevator. The delivery guy also edged his way into the elevator.
    

    
      Jason and Simms exited the lift and went towards the front doors, and the Delivery guy went out the back.
    

    
      Simms took delight in ripping Jason’s tag off his neck and gave him an unneeded push down onto the front forecourt. 
    

    
      Jason picked himself up off the ground, with many eyes watching the drama as the guard closed the door. Wiping a small amount of blood from his hands, he looked back at the building, dumbfounded that he had entered with such hopes an hour previous.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 2 How did that happen?
    

    
      How could this have happened?
    

    
      More to the point, what had just happened?
    

    
      From research and success to humiliation and destitution in one hour.
    

    
      Jason went over to a bench on the forecourt. Tourists gathered to enjoy one of the summer's last days. Trees in the plaza seemed to promise fruit, a few birds flittered about all very much in dark contrast to Jason's firing. 
    

    
      He had been a bloody fool to trust Julian, Kenneth Yale, and ever sign papers drawn up by Castle.
    

    
      Things had happened way too fast.
    

    
      Just yesterday, in the research lab, Joanna, one of the engineers, had brought the malfunctioning Melon to his desk, saying it was not sending or receiving. Its paired device was in the second lab, about 250 kilometers away in Albany. Things had been operating well; then, they stopped communicating. The Melons were going to revolutionize both communications and detection. Two units paired could communicate with no detectable emissions. So far, they have tested out to a range of 300 kilometers, with a throughput of 1.2 Gbits—excellent stuff.
    

    
      They had also set up a single unit or a set of units to scan their surroundings and develop a precise mapping down to the millimeter resolution. Again with no detectable emissions. 
    

    
      Jason looked back to the building; he was on the outside now. This put him in mind of how the Melons seemed to work. At the subatomic level, atoms shared information. There were vibrations from deep down that his team had now tapped. The information was dependent on mass. Water is three atoms, two hydrogens and one oxygen. They share elections and create a stable molecule. There is a sharing conversation where each atom thinks it has more electrons than the sum of the electrons present. Water is just one example with nowhere the mass of lead. The greater the mass of matter, the better the resolution of the scan.
    

    
      Then this malfunctioning prototype took all their research sideways.
    

    
      There was no signal at the paired receiver. Everything seemed to be working as it should, just no signal.
    

    
      Late last night, at his apartment, Jason had powered up the unit. He noticed that the transmission plate was bowed. After taking it apart, he found a layer of something. It sat on the coils and had bowed out the top plate. It looked like a small gray cloud. It did not weigh anything, yet it could not be bent.
    

    
      Leaving the transmission plate off, Jason powered the unit up and sent a signal through the coils. Nothing happened.
    

    
      Jason took some plastic Saran Wrap, placed this over the coils, and got sand from a pot plant. Putting this on the coils, Jason powered the unit up. There was a discernible pop; the small pile of sand turned into another little grey cloud. How weird. Even weirder, holding this sand cloud, Jason could not compress it at all. Putting it on the floor and hitting it with a hammer did nothing except leave a mark on the floor.
    

    
      Jason mused, the sand was changed, but the saran wrap was not. Next, Jason got a styrofoam cup put this on the coils, and energized the coils. Nothing. 
    

    
      Jason put some sand into this cup and energized it; the sand foamed and almost overflowed the cup. He then grabbed the pot plant with the sand and put it onto the coils; he was about to energize the coils when caution finally caught hold. Not a good idea. The sand was foaming about ten times its original volume; this pot plant would make a huge mess.
    

    
      Somehow the signal from the coil had done something different. It had changed the matter in the cup, expanding it and making it very strong. Jason sat on his couch looking at the three weird materials he had made. It was late, time to turn in, sleep had come but his mind was racing.
    

    
      That was last night, and now Jason was out on his arse. 
    

    
      His attention reverted back to the side of the building. A delivery van had come out of the underground garage. Five bike riders converged on the van. Each rider took three or four of the packages for delivery.
    

    
      One of the riders took off in the direction of where Julian lived.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 3 Courier.
    

    
      Julian and Jason lived in the same building.
    

    
      Julian was on the ground floor, and Jason was on the third.
    

    
      Jason hailed an xLift and coded it to take him home. 
    

    
      Those bike couriers are fast. But Jason did not have far to go and could see him progress through the traffic to 220 E 26th St, not far from the Sounding Lab.
    

    
      They both pulled up to the address simultaneously; Jason already had his phone out, opened the FedEx app, and pretended to be talking.
    

    
      “Yeah, yeah, I just got home.” Jason thumbed the keypad to the apartments and opened the door as the bike courier mounted the steps. “Yeah, that as well; he is just here,” faked Jason on the phone.
    

    
      “Is that a package for me? Julian Bright?”
    

    
      The bike delivery looked a little taken back. “Ahr, yes, I have a package for a Julian Bright? Can I see some ID, please?”
    

    
      One step ahead, Jason already had the FedEx app open with this package on display. “Yep, that’s for me.” Back on the phone, Jason said, “What, you want me to bring it over right now? Ahr, okay.” “Thanks, mate.” Jason said to the Cariour, grabbing the package, he used his finger to sign the small tablet on the wrist of the delivery guy. He was leaving before the bike courier could protest.
    

    
      The xLift was on pause. Getting back in, Jason left his apartment and went around the block once. Was he becoming some kind of thief for real now?
    

    
      Once the xLift got him back to his apartment, the bike carrier was long gone. He released the xLift back into its queue, and it drove off again. Quickly, wondering if something was about to fall on him, Jason made it up to his apartment and closed and locked the door, putting the deadbolt in place.
    

    
      Less than two hours ago, Jason was doing amazing quantum physics research; for all intents and purposes, he was now an embezzler and a thief. But how can you steal your own work, your own ideas? Yet as Castle said, those ideas were not his; he had signed them over.
    

    
      Sitting on the couch, looking out the window at the buildings next door, he thought about his options. Several things got his attention; this apartment was not in his name. He was going to get turfed. All his subscriptions to various tools were on the laptop he no longer had. Even knowing the passwords were not much use if they came after him for unlawful access to confidential material.
    

    
      Why had they gone after him like this? It seems like overkill. He thought to reach out to Dominique Watts, the engineer who had taken his latest plans and built the Melon he had just stolen. He still had his phone; that was something. Dialing Dominique’s number, he went straight to voicemail. Next, he dialed where Dominique worked. The receptionist answered on the second ring.
    

    
      “Ah, hi, um.” What has her name, Jason had met her. “Right, Emma, is Dominique there, please.”
    

    
      In a hushed voice, Emma asked, “Is this Jason?”
    

    
      “Yes…, what’s up,” asked Jason. He was hesitant to say it was him, but he needed information.
    

    
      “They told me if you called to let them know and keep you on the line, they just took Dominique out of here in handcuffs,” Emma was almost crying. 
    

    
      “They also took two other engineers out, and now the lab is closed. They sent the others home. What’s going on?” asked Emma.
    

    
      “I don’t know; I just got fired,” said Jason.
    

    
      “How can they fire you? Aren’t you one of the owners?”
    

    
      “Well, so I thought.” Jason hated the thought that he might get Emma in trouble; she was putting her neck on the line. “Emma, signal that you have me on the line; act as if you are very loyal; let’s see if I can get some information.”
    

    
      On the other end, Jason heard faintly, “Sir, SIR, you asked me to tell you if Jason Pollard called; I have him on the line; he is asking to talk to Dominique Watts.”
    

    
      Jason heard, “What did you tell him?”
    

    
      Emma was doing good; as if she was not letting Jason hear, she said, “I said Dominique Watts was in a meeting; what do you want me to do.”
    

    
      What Jason heard next put a shiver down his spine. In the distance, he could hear the mysterious voice ask another, “Do you have a bead on where he is?” Someone else, even more faintly, said, “Yes, he is at his apartment.” Jason lost the rest of the distant conversation, then Emma said, “Hello, Mr. Pollard; I am so sorry Mr. Watts is still in that planning meeting and will be for the next hour. Can I take a message, please?”
    

    
      To help Emma, Jason said, “Yes can you tell Dominique I would like him to call me as soon as possible? We seem to have an issue with his latest design. Thank you, Emma.” And Jason hung up.
    

    
      What about his people? If Dominique was under arrest, what of the people in New York?
    

    
      Next, Jason called Monica, she was the newest hire, and Jason felt she was least likely to be in handcuffs.
    

    
      “Monica, Jason here. Are you okay?” Jason started.
    

    
      “I’ve been told not to talk to you,” and she hung up. 
    

    
      Well, at least she is safe, ish, thought Jason.
    

    
      Next on the list was Harlan; his phone just rang and rang. That did not look good.
    

    
      Elliot, however, did answer. “Well, Jason, you have yourself in a deep pile of bovine excretes. Whatever you have got yourself into, I am out of here; nice knowing you; I hope the boys in prison are gentle to you.”
    

    
      “Elliot, Elliot, don’t hang up, I just got fired and kicked out of the lab, and things are happening way too fast. What do you know about what’s happening.”
    

    
      “Jason, you were always a bit on the slow side of office politics; let me guess, Julian shafted you, right?”
    

    
      “No, maybe, yes, but how did you know?”
    

    
      “As I said, you might be the rising star in the quantum field, but you are a dim light bulb in personal interaction. Remember that conversation I had with you last week about guarding your back? Remember I said Castle was getting sneaky and creepy at the same time?”
    

    
      Jason, holding the phone to his ear, sank to the floor. He remembered this conversation; he had ignored the warnings.
    

    
      “My last bit of free advice, Jason, get the hell out of Dodge. They arrested Ike, and I am amazed they did not arrest you. The top tier is gone, I’m the middle tier, I don’t warrant that attention, so I’m gone, baby,” and Elliot hung up.
    

    
      The only reason he can see for not being arrested was maybe a bit of guilt on Julian’s part, but with Castle, that will not last long. Perhaps they had let him loose to see what he did next.
    

    
      Looking around the room, Jason thought about what to take and what to leave and started packing a bag.
    

    
      
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 4 Security Cameras.
    

    
      At the Sounding Labs' board room, Julian looked rather sick as Castle and Kenneth Yale dismissed the bean counters and the other board members.
    

    
      Yale looked at Julian and scoffed, “What's wrong? Boy? Playing with the big boys, not to your taste?”
    

    
      “This is not what you said would happen. You said Jason had embezzled funds; that is not what happened.” Julian said. “You said he had been collaborating with one of your developers to steal technology.”
    

    
      Castle spoke, “Well, you did see he was trying to steal a prototype; it was in his bag.”
    

    
      “No, Jason had told me yesterday that he was taking home a malfunctioning prototype, and we see that he fixed it.” Julian thought a bit about that. “We hardly gave him any time to explain himself, and now that you say it was an automatic triggering on purchase orders, there was no embezzlement.”
    

    
      “As far as I’m concerned, he needed removal, and if you keep on this path, maybe we need to get rid of you as well.” Kenneth Yale threatened. It was a bit of a hollow threat; it was not so much that they needed Julian, but he was connected, family-wise, back up the Bright tree to Yale. Julian was to survive when this coup got conceived, but a nobody like Jason was someone to be sucked dry and discarded. 
    

    
      “I am not happy that the boy was left alone in the lab,” mused Castle. 
    

    
      “What do you mean?” Asked Yale.
    

    
      “You hired me for my paranoia; I had told the idiot of a guard to take Pollard to the lab and get his stuff. When Pollard wanted to get his planner from that receptionist, the guard got it himself. Julian, you have cameras everywhere, right?” Queried Castle.
    

    
      “Yes, even in the lab.” Said Julian. “But what? It was 2 minutes max.”
    

    
      “Can you bring the last half hour onto the screen?” Asked Julian.
    

    
      “Ahr, yes.” Julian got his phone out, paired it with the monitor on the wall, and accessed the Security System. Bringing up all the cameras, he focused on the three cameras for the Lab. Putting them side by side on the screen, Julian rewound the time to when Jason arrived. One of the cameras caught him going into the boardroom and then being escorted to the Lab by Simms ten minutes later. All three cameras had him sitting at his bench. He looked around, and then they saw him talking to the guard. The guard then disappeared to most likely get his planner from Mary.
    

    
      They then saw Jason open his satchel, and grabbing a shipping box; he put the Melon prototype into it and put a sticker on it. They could not see the address, even when Julian zoomed the camera in and played back that section.
    

    
      They watched Jason put the package in the outgoing pile, pick up one of the other prototypes and place it in his satchel. 
    

    
      A moment later, that guard returned with the planner and handed it to Jason to snatch it back. It was then that Castle and Julian entered the room. 
    

    
      They had a further confrontation with Jason. As Jason picked up his satchel, Julian mentioned the laptop. Julian removed the Laptop, tablet, and prototype from the satchel. However, not the prototype that Julian thought it was.
    

    
      “Shit, the little prick.” Spat Julian. Now he was mad; the guilt he had felt evaporated. What doubt he had felt for betraying a friend was now gone.
    

    
      “What is this?” Yale accusingly asked Julian.
    

    
      “I, I don’t know,” said Julian. “Yesterday, Jason had said he was taking the latest prototype home as it was not functioning, and he wanted to repair it.”
    

    
      “Why on earth would you let him do this?” Injected Castle.
    

    
      Julian got a bit of his voice back, “It’s not like he was a mere lab technician; this is the guy who pioneered our discovery for the transmitting coils. For him to take something home was not an issue. We both did, often working a whole weekend on diagnostics and simulations.”
    

    
      “So where was that package going? You can find out, right?” Castle demanded.
    

    
      “You don’t know much about technology, do you?” Sneered Julian, happy to get a jab in at Castle.
    

    
      Castle was not impressed; he got right into Julian's face, “Boy, don’t think too hard on the fact that your name has saved you so far; we now have a deep problem that I will be more than happy to land at your door, and see how you fair.”
    

    
      Julian again went to his phone; it's pairing with the screen was still active, and he brought up the FedEx App and scrolled to outbound for today. “There were eighteen outbound packages, twelve for the development labs at Blue Sky Engineering, four to Blue Sky Finance itself, one to you, Castle, and one to me. Shit, he sent it to our apartments.” Scrolling down and clicking on the package. “And it was delivered and signed for ten minutes ago.”
    

    
      Castle roared out of the Boardroom and went to the Security Guard, “You imbecile, you let that child play you.”
    

    
      Simms flinched. He had worked with Castle many times, generally as muscle, to ensure that what Castle wanted got done.
    

    
      “What…” stuttered Simms.
    

    
      “Don’t talk; just listen. While you disobeyed my explicit instruction and left Pollard alone, he stole from me. Even as you escorted him out of the building, he was getting away with a crucial piece of equipment. You now need to go and retrieve that box from his apartment and bring it back here. And bring him back as well. We will drop the hammer on him and put him deep away with one hour of sunlight a day.”
    

    
      “Julian, give him your key card,” Castle said. 
    

    
      Julian tried to protest.
    

    
      “Now.” Warning Castle.
    

    
      With Juilans card, Castle merely said, “Go.” To Simms.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 5 Running.
    

    
      Victor Simms had worked for Castle off and on over the last six years. It had been light work, good work, and general legal work. Simms didn’t mind the times he went into the grey; it made him feel like a corporate spy. 
    

    
      Simms knew where he was going. It had already been his job to survey where Julian and Jason lived. Like Jason, he hailed an xLift and set it for 220 E 26th St.
    

    
      Arriving at the apartments, Simms used the Keycard to enter the building. Julian's apartment was on the ground floor, so Simms went straight to the 3rd, to Jason's apartment. Julian’s key card would not work on Jason's apartment, but Simms’ lockpick would.
    

    
      On the other side of the door, Jason froze. Jason had his bag half-packed as the locks began to turn. Running to the door, he activated the panic locks that turned the door into an impregnable wall.
    

    
      Simms heard this and yelled, “You little shit, just open up; you can’t go anywhere.”
    

    
      Jason grabbed his duffle and went to the back of the apartment. 
    

    
      Thinking about what he had packed already, Jason grabbed a small go-bag containing his national passport, interstate passport,  birth certificate, SS Card, a couple of extra credit cards he rarely used, and a metal card the same size as a credit card that was his bit ledger. The bit ledger was more than a USB drive; it could store several wallets for bitcoin and various altcoins. It held $25,000 the last time he had compared prices.
    

    
      He could not think of anything else that might be useful to him. This goon of a guard turning up made Jason acutely aware that things were going from sour to rancid.
    

    
      With his phone, the prototype, the go-bag, and a few changes of clothes, he went to the window facing the internal courtyard for his block. In this window, he had installed an emergency descending ladder in case of fire. Three stories were quite a ways down, but with the duffle over his shoulder and his heart racing, Jason descended to the ground and the small park areas between the buildings in this block. Heading North-West, he found the exit onto one of Manhatten's many protective sidewalk sheds. This roof made for an easy climb down to street level. 
    

    
      Finding himself on 25th and 3rd, Jason thumbed his phone; he again flagged an xLift, got in, and sent it South and West towards Valley Bank on 924 Broadway.
    

    
      As he pulled north on 3rd Avenue, Simms had not wasted time. Simms had seen Jason get an xLift just as he was coming out of 26th street. Getting an xLift himself, he saw his plan's failure. There was no one to say, “Follow that cab” to. Jason was already turning the corner and going out of view. Getting out of the cab, Simms raced after Jason.
    

    
      Arriving at the Valley Bank, he accessed the ATM and got out a daily maximum of $5,000, about half the money in this account. Exiting the bank, he was shocked to see Simms just two blocks away, booking it hard towards him. Jason froze like a deer in headlights; this was happening way too fast. The shot chipped stone off the wall beside him and got Jason moving. What the heck? Did they want him dead now?
    

    
      Jason ran in the opposite direction. Traffic was moving pretty freely. Not waiting for a cross light, Jason sprinted across the intersection. Seeing an xLift at a stand, he jumped in and hit a destination on the back screen in the general direction traffic was flowing. The xLift did not move. Simms was now across the street. Jason thumbed the app, and the car accepted him as a fare and set off into the traffic. Looking back, Simm was again running after him.
    

    
      Once Jason had put some distance between himself and Simms, he thought about how quickly Simms had gotten to the apartment. Was it a lucky guess? Or was he being tracked? When he talked to Emma, he heard them say Jason was in his apartment. This phone was a company issue. Ha, another infringement; he had just billed three xLifts to the company.
    

    
      This xLift dropped him off at another bank, but for a different card. Again he withdrew the daily maximum of $5,000.
    

    
      Fifteen minutes later, he was out of the next xLift and in Madison Square Park. Jason was suffering an adrenaline crash, but this worked for him; he had to plan better. He needed to use the power of technology to flip Castle over. Sitting on a bench, Jason flicked through the time of things leaving Grand Central Terminal. He purchased three different tickets going North in the next two hours. 
    

    
      Leaving the park, he looked for one of the old Yellow Cabs, not an xLift this time.
    

    
      He greeted the driver and gave a destination of the Grand Central Terminal. Jason passed $500 through the speaking grill onto the seat next to the driver.
    

    
      “What’s this, mate?” The driver asked.
    

    
      “At these lights, up ahead, or the next lights, whichever ones we stop at, I want you to keep driving to the Terminal; I want you to park outside for 2 minutes and then start driving north for an hour. Are you up for this? If you say no, I’ll just get out at the next set of lights, and this ride is over, and that $500 is yours.” As Jason talked, he took out his phone and slid it between the seats.
    

    
      “$500, bucks? Call it a thousand, and you are on; I’ll even go across one of the bridges if you like.”
    

    
      “You are a true New York cabbie and a gentleman,” Jason laughed as he passed another $500 through the partition.
    

    
      They slowed for the lights; Jason opened the door slightly, slid out, and disappeared into the sidewalk crowd.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 6 Central Terminal, NY.
    

    
      Julian and Castle had Simms on the phone.
    

    
      “He has already left Madison Square Park and is heading north, but not in an xLift this time. The boy is learning but not fast enough. We have three tickets on his account for the Central Terminal; you head there; we have also sent some others.”
    

    
      “On my way,” said Simms. If he got his hands on Jason, he was sure that damaged property would not be an issue. He was sweaty and beginning to stink.
    

    
      Having yet to reach Madison Square Park, Simms rerouted the xLift for the Terminal.
    

    
      So the kid was in a cab this time; looking ahead and behind, he could see about three cabs. There would have been thousands of Yellow Cabs back in the day. Today maybe 500, if you were lucky, for all of New York City. Jumping out of the xLift at the station, Simms saw a cab pull in ahead of him. It stopped at the cab rank, but no one got out. Simms could not see if there was anyone in the back seat; the sun was going down below the building, causing a sun-strike.
    

    
      The cab then drove off.
    

    
      Crap, had he spooked the kid.
    

    
      Reinforcements arrived from Castle in the form of a couple more security guards; Simms went to their car, got in the back seat, and said, “That cab, it’s the only one that drew in, but no one got out. Follow it.”
    

    
      Another text came into Simms's phone; this time, it was a link to a security app that showed a dot moving out of the terminal. So this was how Castle had been following Pollard, Simms thought. Using the app, Simms told the driver where to go. It was not hard to catch up and draw alongside the cab. Looking in the back window, no one was there. It was the right cab for the dot stopped when they stopped at a set of lights.
    

    
      Simm and the other passenger got out of the car at the next light. The security guard went in front of the cab to stop it from moving on, and Simms went and opened the backdoor.
    

    
      “What the hell do you think you are doing,” demanded the cabbie.
    

    
      “Did you just have a young guy in the cab,” Simms asked, ignoring the cabbie's protest.
    

    
      “What’s it to you,” the cabbie said belligerently.
    

    
      “Don’t make this hard for yourself, “ Simms showed his pistol; the lights turned green, cars behind the cab started honking, and the other guard showed his revolver.
    

    
      “Yeah, I picked up a kid; he paid me $100 to go to the Central Terminal, stop, and continue.”
    

    
      “Where did he get out?” Simms demanded.
    

    
      “About five blocks before the terminal. Now get out of my cab.”
    

    
      While talking, Simms had been searching in the back of the cab. Just now, his hand slid across the phone Jason had hidden. Taking it, he got out of the cab. The other guard retreated to their car, and they drove off.
    

    
      Simms was not happy to be on the phone back to Castle. “Sir, we found the cab, Pollard was not in it, but his phone was.”
    

    
      Hearing swearing down the line, “Okay, backtrack and find him.” Castle hung up.
    

    
      Backtrack, find him in New York at 5 pm, sure.
    

    
      Where had the brat gone? He could have double-blinded them and still be heading north, or Pollard could be heading south to get a ferry across the bay, or east or west.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 7 New Jersey.
    

    
      The close calls with Simms, the bullet, and the general desperation that Jason felt caused a pause in his thinking. He was running on the flight portion of fight or flight. His current success had him running on too much nervous energy; Jason wanted to flee but not do anything stupid. Taking a bus from where he got out of the cab, Jason made his way to the Easter portion of the New York Waterway on Wall St. He got a Ferry to Port Liberte across the Bay in New Jersey.  Trips with cash were all Jason could think about; credit cards left a trail, as did so many of the apps on his phone. No more xLifts or booking tickets online.
    

    
      Public transport got him to Newark Penn Station and a FlexiBus Express, and with a ticket to Cleveland, OH. Slumping into his seat, Jason finally felt he might be able to get some rest.
    

    
      “So what happened to him?” Castle asked Simms.
    

    
      Simms was happy that this was a call and not face-to-face. “After the cab was a bust, we returned to the Central Terminal but found nothing. I do have his phone!” 
    

    
      “The phone is not him; how on earth do you think I will be happy with the phone?” asked Castle.
    

    
      “Well, you might find something you can use on it,” said Simms.
    

    
      “You don’t know technology, do you? That is why you're just brawn. Anything on that phone is on our system; I already have access to it; how do you think we could track him?” Castle spat. 
    

    
      “Come back in; I will want you ready to go if Pollard surfaces.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      People
    

    
      Jason Pollard        The inventor of the Melon.
    

    
      Julian Bright        Jason's friend and traitor, working at Sounding Labs
    

    
      Castle        Bagman for Blue Sky Finance
    

    
      Kennth Yale III        CEO of Blue Sky Finance
    

    
      Sounding Labs        
      Harlan Bird (arrested), Ike Vargas (arrested), Elliot Peay, Joanna Freeman (parents Elizabeth and Harold), Monica Nea, technicians: 
    

    
      Blue Sky Engineering        Dominique Watts (arrested), Gérard Beaufort, Salim Haider, Roha Azer (wife Sonia & three children Diti, Sumit, Rahul), Sona Radhakrishnan (husband Dr Navin)
    

    
      Dollar Store, Rolla        Stuart (Owner), 
      Maria Sánchez (Carol & Louie), Ursula (Bradley & Lara), Tahlia 
      Kassa 
      (brother Aaron 
      Kassa
      ) parents ???. Later Wanda Booth, Deja & Nia and others to the Dollar shop
    

    
      Matt Walles        Ursula’s boyfriend, (Mom Belle, a pastor & Dad Morton)
    

    
      Jade Watts        Dominiques wife, children???
    

    
      Sánchez Family        Louie and Carol, Isabella & Manuel (Mum & Physical Therapist, 3 children), Fernando & Robin (Engineer & Treacher, 2 children)
    

    
      Rolla Welding        Larry & Mary Belrose, Welders, Diego, Alexander, Eurico, Max & Ed.
    

    
      Jing Transportation        Luo Jing, owner, Drivers: Lin (his son), Andrew Login,  Ajit, Enzo and Patrick, cousins 
      Xia & Yi Liqiu
    

    
      The Rubenstein's        Brothers Eli Rubenstein, Levi Rubenstein, Daniel & Rebecca (Rubenstein) Weinstein
    

    
      Bahamas, the Retreat        Severin Schröder, Real Estate agent, Captain John Jones, crew George Roberts & William Ferguson
    

    
      Nevada        
      Mr Micheals, manages the mining land.
    

    
      Llew Bellin         A new buyer for Matt, from Daniel.
    

    
      Hector Garcia        The first recruit from outside Rolla.
    

    
      The Retreat programers        
      Shane, Tyler, and Ella, class mates of Matt & Ursula, 
    

    
      Star Quest         CEO Barrett Glisson, Kate Cooke UX/Ui, Skye Caldwell, Yvonne Bishop
    

    
      Training Recruits         Candelaria Giraldo, Tonio Manos, Teri Jackson, Ambrose Hammond, Wade Todd, Shannel Fox, Myra Rice, Philbert Mann
    

    
      Thailand         Sako Toru, Arthit Saelim, Kittisak Chen
    

    
      Ex-Military         Len Kennedy welder (14, family 20)
    

    
      Builders         Mario Vidrio (10, family 25)
    

    
      Tradies         Jake Siegel (15, family 32)
    

    
      Training Recruits        Said Hammoud, Lara Castro, Jerome Walters, Shi Luli, Martin Stokes, Opal Ramsey, Josh Medina, Josh Burns, Josh Rice, Su Delun, Susana Ariza
    

    
      Alphabet Soup        Agent Harding Ball, Agent Nicholas Moss
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