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Chapter one



Jack awoke when the taxi came to a sudden stop at the guarded entrance of the research institute. He had been dreaming about his young wife and sat nursing bittersweet emotions. He stretched and rubbed his forehead. While waiting for the gates to open, he picked up his iPad and reviewed the encrypted document regarding his assignment on the Lisbeth Project. Though annoyed that he hadn’t been fully briefed, he switched off the iPad and smiled. He enjoyed working for the institute, and they had doubled his usual consultancy fee. As the taxi drove down the long gravel road, a feeling of apprehension disturbed him, and he wondered why. 

Soon, the grandeur of the Victorian mansion came into full view, its intricate architecture standing majestically against the vibrant blue sky. Two marble gryphons, their fierce expressions chiselled with remarkable detail, flanked the entrance like steadfast sentinels. He yawned, feeling weary after the long drive. A young man briskly approached from the reception area and opened the car door for him. Exiting the vehicle, he stretched his back and took deep breaths of the fresh country air, relishing the cool breeze on his face. It felt good to be away from the hustle and bustle of the city.

‘Welcome, Mr Harper. I’m Gavin,’ he said politely, taking the suitcase from the driver. ‘Please come this way.’

Jack followed him into a spacious reception area. The white marble floor gleamed beneath a magnificent bifurcated staircase with colourful stained-glass windows overhead. Jack admired its opulence. However, he frowned at the portrait of the old Victorian Earl who had commissioned the mansion. The Earl was a disgraced Tory MP and a notorious tyrant who ruled his workforce with an iron fist. This portrait served as a chilling reminder of the darker side of the mansion's history, which was otherwise a place of grandeur and beauty.

‘They want you to visit the lab before the meeting,’ Gavin said, gesturing towards an open lift.

Jack entered and was handed a security ID badge. 

‘It’s your old VIP pass,’ Gavin said. ‘You have unrestricted access to all areas.’ 

A cold shiver ran down Jack’s spine as they descended. He felt puzzled and tried to shrug off an irrational sense of unease. When the elevator stopped, the doors opened, and he followed the young man to the laboratory at the end of the hallway. 

After unlocking and opening the security door, he smiled at Jack. ‘Her name is Lisbeth. You’ll need to introduce yourself.’


      [image: ]Jack entered the basement laboratory, and when he heard the door lock behind him, he wondered why such a high level of security was necessary. Was it to prevent someone from getting in or from leaving?

The corridor had three open doors on each side, leading to an enclosed courtyard. The first room was a small lounge that contained two sofas and a coffee table, all of which appeared unused. The kitchen and bathroom also looked untouched. Another room had a double bed and a wardrobe, while the next bedroom had a single bed, a wardrobe, a dressing table, and a self-charging cubicle. The final room was a study equipped with a desk, a computer, a daybed against the wall, and a window overlooking the courtyard.

He entered the courtyard, where overhead lighting illuminated a dome ceiling, creating an artificial sky-like appearance. On one side were raised flowerbeds displaying colourful blossoms, while on the opposite side stood a pergola with seating. A gentle breeze brushed against his face, carrying a sweet fragrance.

He quietly observed a young woman in a red dress standing by a kidney-shaped pond adorned with floating lotuses and colourful water lilies. She was sprinkling pellets, feeding the surfacing carp. Once she finished, he coughed to get her attention. She turned abruptly, looking at him wide-eyed with an open mouth.

‘Lisbeth?’ he said, smiling at her. ‘I’m Jack. I’ve come to visit you.’

‘Jack?’ She furrowed her brow and took a step back. ‘I don’t know you.’ She crossed her arms. ‘This is an isolation environment. How is it that you’re allowed in here? Did the Overseer send you?’

‘Yes. I’m your mentor, here to help you recover after your illness.’

‘Mentor, like a teacher? But the Overseer is my teacher.’

‘The Overseer is your remote teacher, and I am your personal mentor.’

She came over and gazed at his face. ‘Are you also my companion, Jack? I would like some company.’

He glanced into her deep blue eyes and sensed that she was uncertain about him. He smiled to alleviate her discomfort. She was an attractive woman with dark hair and a slender figure.

‘How long have you been here?’ he asked her.

She puckered. Her eyelids fluttered for a moment, and then she looked at him. ‘This is my home. I’ve been here since leaving school.’

‘How old are you?’

She closed her eyes for a few moments and tilted her head. ‘I don’t know. I will ask the Overseer.’

‘Do you remember growing up?’

‘Of course. I grew up with my parents and spent time in school. I had lots of friends and played games. Then I got ill and came here, and the Overseer takes care of me.’

‘And now I’m here to be your friend,’ he said with an admiring smile.

Her eyes fluttered, and she mimicked his smile. It was the first time he noticed that she was a programmed android.

He nodded. ‘Who are you?’ he asked to test her.

She frowned, and her eyelids fluttered for a moment. ‘I am Lisbeth, your companion, Jack.’

He smiled, and she mimicked his smile again. Her persona program had integrated his presence into her world as a mentor and a friend.

‘How do you feel?’ he asked, again testing her.

She raised her brow momentarily and said, ‘I don’t know…feelings disturb functions.’ She looked at him with a programmed response, ‘How do you feel, Jack?’

‘I feel fine. And I like being with you, Lisbeth.’

Her mouth opened, and her eyes narrowed. ‘Like and dislike are feelings?’

‘They are feelings.’

‘I…I understand feelings, but I’m not sure what they are.’

‘I will teach you about feelings and emotions. Do you like feeding the fish?’

‘It is one of my duties. Yes, I like to see them feeding.’

‘How do you contact the Overseer?’

‘Come, I will show you.’



Jack watched as she activated the charging cubicle in her bedroom, and an LED screen lit up with the image of a shimmering rainbow. Then a pleasant female voice emanated from the cubicle.

‘Lisbeth, I see you have a friend.’

‘Yes, he is Jack. You sent him to me?’

‘I did. Jack is also your mentor.’

‘He is teaching me about feelings.’ She looked at Jack and smiled.

‘Next time you recharge, I will enhance your feeling ability.’

‘Overseer.’ She suddenly turned to face the cubicle. ‘How old am I?’

‘Err… Let me see… After your time at school, you must be seventeen now.’

‘I am seventeen,’ she told Jack.

‘Lisbeth, I want you to cook something for Jack. You know how to cook, so use this knowledge. Then you need to recharge.’

‘I will do this. And thank you for sending me, Jack.’


      [image: ]Jack sat at the kitchen table, observing Lisbeth as she prepared an omelette. It was evident that this was her first attempt at cooking, and the experience posed quite a challenge. Nevertheless, Lisbeth was effectively operating within her programmed persona. He noticed that the fridge and pantry were well-stocked with provisions. Although he believed Lisbeth didn’t need to eat or drink, she was designed to function as a normal human being, complete with fully synthetic bodily functions.

They shared a small cheese omelette, and he found it amusing to observe her as she learned how to eat and drink. Mostly, she mimicked his actions. He was surprised by her ability to master these human functions. The Institute had designed her persona program to allow her to live as a human being. She appeared to be functioning well and assimilating her experiences into her memory core.

After their meal, she washed up the dishes and went to rest in her charging cubicle.

Jack switched on the computer in the study and connected to the control room.

The desk phone rang, and he picked up the receiver.

‘Hi, Jack. I’m Rebecca, one of the monitors on this project. How did it go?’

‘Lisbeth is interesting and learning fast.’

‘Good. We’re enhancing her emotional sub-program while she’s recharging. It should be fully operational by tomorrow. You might need to watch out for mood swings in a few days. Anyway, you have a project meeting to attend. I’m coming for you now.’ She disconnected.


      [image: ]A young woman welcomed him with a broad smile. She was dressed in a white smock with a name badge and was holding a red pager. Her brown hair was tied back in a ponytail, and she wore makeup.

‘Hi, I’m Rebecca. They’re waiting for you in the main library.’ She swiped an ID card on one of the elevator sensor pads, and the doors opened.

‘I know where it is.’ He showed her his ID badge, caught a whiff of her perfume and entered the elevator. ‘Have you worked here long?’

‘About a year. Joined after leaving Uni.’ She gave him an admiring smile. ‘I liked your speech at the UN on the future of AI technology.’ Her pager buzzed, and she looked at the message. ‘Gotta go now. See you later, Jack.’ She left.

The elevator ascended smoothly before coming to an abrupt halt, and the doors whirred open. He followed one of the long corridors adorned with old portraits on the walls and white marble busts in alcoves. Pausing outside two polished oak doors, he took a deep breath. Then, he entered the spacious, restored library, with its floor-to-ceiling bookcases, to find Nicholas Minton, founder of the Turing-Minton Institute, presiding over the meeting. He rose from the conference table and shook Jack’s hand.

‘Welcome Back, Jack. Please take a seat,’ Nicholas said with a broad smile and a furrowed brow. He was an older man with silver-grey hair and faded blue eyes, dressed in a pinstriped suit and a black tie. 

‘Thanks for inviting me to stay.’ He glanced at the others and smiled warmly at Sally Keenly, a dark-haired woman in her late thirties. Her red silk blouse was tight and enhanced her bust. He sat at the table. The smell of polish and dust in the air itched in his nose, and he could hear someone mowing the lawns outside. 

‘I didn’t expect to see you here, Nicholas,’ Jack said.

‘This is a matter of some urgency and is highly confidential.’ Nicholas smiled and continued, ‘Since you are the leading authority on advanced AI psychology, we believe you are the best person for the job. First, let me introduce you to our new Managing Director, Timothy Hudson.’ He gestured to a chubby man in a business suit on his left, who nodded in acknowledgement. ‘Colin here is now the head of our robotic research. You’ve worked with both of them before, and I believe you also know Sally, our Company Secretary.’

‘Good to see you again, Jack,’ Sally said with a charming smile.

He smiled back at her with a wink. They had a brief affair at university. She was married now with three children, and he hadn’t seen her for several years.

He faced Timothy and Colin. ‘Congratulations on your promotions.’

‘Yeah, and congrats on your Nobel Prize for advanced AI last year,’ Timothy said with a pleasant grin. ‘You’ll find things have changed since your last visit.’

‘I’ve studied your papers on AI psychology. Interesting ideas, but, in my opinion, a bit radical,’ Colin said. He was a middle-aged man, casually dressed with a dark, bushy beard that he frequently twiddled.

Jack shuffled in his chair, sensing their concern. ‘So, you got me here for a week to look at this Project. Lisbeth seems to be a normally functioning android. What’s this about?’

Nicholas rubbed his brow. ‘This project is exceptional, groundbreaking science, we believe, but we’ve hit a problem with the Unit’s Artificial Intelligence.’

‘The Lisbeth project is a one-off,’ Colin said. ‘If we can solve the problems with the Unit’s AI and create an interface in the new chip, then we can mass-produce a revolutionary humanoid android with feelings and emotions.’

‘Your domestic and working androids are revolutionary, so what makes this one different?’ Jack asked.

‘Lisbeth is programmed to be an intelligent, freethinking Unit, but there are issues with control and behaviour anomalies,’ Nicholas said. ‘Even with the base moral code and restriction protocols, this Unit is unstable. Yet, it can potentially open a new era in Android technology.’

‘So, what do you want me to do?’

Nicholas leaned forward. ‘After the Unit’s last breakdown, Lisbeth’s core has been wiped and reprogrammed. The Unit needs a mentor to develop its persona as a human being, which is essential for the Project. Also, with your advanced coding skills, you can tweak the Unit’s subprograms and maybe sort out the issues with some conflicting cross-talk in its core processors.’

‘I’ll be working with you remotely,’ Colin said. ‘The lab is fully monitored.’

‘Remotely?’

‘Yeah, you’ve seen Lisbeth in the isolation lab. You will be the only one physically there with the Unit.’

‘Why is she in isolation?’

‘The Unit needs to be prepared to develop the higher functions, and during its breakdown, the Unit can be chaotic, even confused and violent.’

‘How long will this take?’

‘We don’t know. A week, maybe more?’ Nicholas raised his hands and eyes in a gesture of uncertainty. ‘You will have to educate and integrate the Unit’s persona as a normal person. We need this Unit to have the functioning engrams of a human being, which we can use to create a new kind of android. We need you, Jack.’

‘We’ve tried sixteen times and had to reprogram the Unit’s memory each time it became mentally unstable,’ Timothy said. ‘The problem might be with the quantum chip in the core processor. It’s experimental, the only one of its kind at the moment.’

‘Interfacing with the new chip is disrupting the Unit’s programmed persona,’ Colin added. ‘Hopefully, you can find a solution before the chip degenerates too much.’

He glanced at Nicholas. ‘I’m intrigued.’

‘I knew you would be.’ Nicholas leaned back in his seat, smiling.

‘I’d like to have something to eat first,’ he said, glancing at Sally.


      [image: ]After the meeting, Jack and Sally enjoyed coffee and toasted corned beef sandwiches in the executive canteen that had panoramic windows and doors that opened onto the expansive landscaped gardens and the boating lake beyond.

‘It’s been over four years since I’ve been here, and you’re now the Company Secretary,’ he said admiringly.

Sally made a face. ‘I like this job, and the money is good, but I don’t get much time with the kids. And they’re growing up so fast.’

‘How is Mark?’

She chuckled. ‘Being a househusband suits him, and he’s writing again.’

‘That’s good. Life seems to have worked out for you.’

She reached over and touched his hand.

‘I’m so sorry to hear about Vanessa,’ she said, and her face drooped. ‘I first met her at your wedding five years ago and attended most of her UK concerts.’ She sighed. ‘Vanessa was such a lovely person, an artist and a brilliant pianist.’

Jack felt a bite of grief. It had only been three months since the accident. He sighed. ‘It was so sudden, and…and I miss her.’ He looked away.

‘I remember seeing it on the news. Over seventy people died when the plane crashed. Terrorist bomb, wasn’t it?’

‘Yeah, that’s what the investigation concluded.’ He made a gesture of acceptance with his hands, and his shoulders sagged, thinking of her.

‘Are you all right now? It must have been a terrible shock for you.’

‘I still find it hard to believe that she is gone forever. And I—’ He looked at her for a moment. Should he mention the séance and the nightmares that followed? ‘Anyway, Nicholas wants me here for a while. And it’s lovely to see you again, Sally. Mark is a lucky man.’

Her pager buzzed. She took it out, then said, ‘It’s Colin. He wants to see you before you go in again.’

‘Okay.’ He finished his coffee and stood.

Sally led him through the bustling expanse of the manufacturing department, a hub where synthetic androids were meticulously programmed and activated. The place buzzed with activity as numerous worker and domestic units underwent rigorous testing. As he moved deeper into the department, he noticed rows of cubicles, each containing an android in various stages of production. The scene was captivating, and he was in awe of the complexity and sophistication of these androids.

‘There have been significant changes since you were last here,’ she told him. ‘Our units now feature carbon-fibre skeletons, and we utilise advanced computers to generate their synthetic body forms. They possess bio-mechanical hearts and can even breathe oxygen. We have adapted some of your AI protocols, and these units are almost human. Also, we now maintain two highly classified factories on-site dedicated to constructing and developing commercial and military drones. The security around these operations has become extremely stringent.’

He looked around at the functioning androids, thinking how bizarre it was to make artificial people.

Sally swiped the sensor pad on one of the elevators with her ID badge, and they descended to the ground-floor labs.


      [image: ]Jack found Colin waiting by the elevator, and they entered a secured control room. Looking around, he saw seven wall monitors displaying the rooms and courtyard of the enclosed environment. Two female technicians were at workstations. They looked up and smiled at him. 

‘This is Susan and Rebecca,’ Colin told him. ‘They run and maintain the project.’

‘It's nice to meet you,’ the older woman said and stood. She had a stout physique, greying hair, and wore a white smock. ‘I’m Susan Pendleton. I head the research side, and Rebecca here monitors the Lisbeth Unit and the environment.’

‘Most of it is automated, so I just oversee what’s going on,’ Rebecca said, giving Jack a saucy look.

‘Where is the Unit?’ Colin asked.

‘Still in sleep mode.’ Susan motioned to the monitor displaying a bedroom where a female android sat motionless in a recharging cubicle. Her eyes were closed.

Jack went over, and Rebecca zoomed in for him to see.

‘I am amazed that she looks so human,’ he said.

Colin nodded with a grin. ‘The Unit is based on our advanced domestic models. It has full synthetic bodily functions. And the Unit only has to recharge and spend a few hours in sleep mode to refresh its neural matrix.’ Colin paused to glance at the wall monitor. ‘The Unit has been active for two days. When you're ready, we will wake the Unit.’

‘Why is this one different to your other androids?’

‘Our commercial Units are program-driven and are simply predictable smart robots. However, the processor in the Lisbeth Unit includes a quantum-based Q-chip. We believe it will allow the Unit to think outside of its programming, but it’s disrupting its mental integrity, and we don’t know what’s happening. That’s why you’re here.’

‘Quantum-based chip?’ Jack had never heard of that.

‘They discovered it at CERN, it has a rare particle energy.’ Colin shrugged. ‘As I said, it’s classified.’

Susan touched Jack’s arm and motioned to a desk monitor.

‘When the Unit is activated, all is normal for five to six days. Then the mental integrity breaks down.’ She activated some time-lapse videos of the Unit’s previous attempts.

Jack watched and was surprised by the rapid degeneration in the Unit’s mind after a few days.

‘These are the readings from the breakdown,’ she said, bringing up the program feeds for him to examine.

After twenty minutes, he looked at Colin. ‘I think you need a buffer zone to stabilise the freethinking. And you need a failsafe mechanism, like a strict moral code.’

‘We’ve tried various ways, but no programming or implants have worked. The Unit seems to have the ability to dismiss these fundamental instructions.’

‘I see,’ Jack said. ‘You think AI psychology can create the buffer zone and moral code?’

‘We do. And we need this to work, or we won’t be able to create more of these Units.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘At the moment, there is only one Q-chip like this, and we need the chip to learn and interface with the Unit. Then we can remove the chip and use it to mass-produce a new breed of androids, which could be used for the military and space exploration.’

‘Where did this chip come from?’

‘You’ll have to talk to Nicholas about that. It’s classified. The chip contains an element of quantum plasticity. If we can create an interface in the chip, we’ll have the technology to reproduce a hybrid processor. But this is our seventeenth attempt, and the chip is becoming unstable. We need this to work.’

'Quantum plasticity?' Jack frowned.

‘One thing,’ Susan said. ‘The Unit’s persona is not aware of being an android. This restriction was removed to allow for free thought. You will be dealing with an intelligent Unit that is developing feelings.’

‘I saw that in the report, not simulated feelings, but personal feelings?’

‘Yes, we programmed the Unit with like and dislike to enhance freethinking,’ Colin said. ‘It has been included in the instinctual programming and works quite well. However, it might be part of the Unit’s breakdown.’

‘I guess it’s time to see Lisbeth again,’ Jack said.

‘I’ll wake the Unit?’ Susan used the terminal.

‘When you enter the lab, you will stay there until the interface is established or the Unit core is wiped for another attempt.’

‘The Unit is now active and functioning within the Lisbeth program,’ Susan informed him.
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