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      Charlie7 often enjoyed being the center of attention, but today he’d just as soon have slunk back to anonymity for a few centuries. Today, thanks to the invasive and relentless investigation by half the committees on Earth, he wasn’t being given that option.

      The mixing chamber at Kanto buzzed with voices as dozens of dignitaries gathered for an unprecedented event. Never before had the Mixing Committee approved the upload of an unmixed personality. Never before had so many new robots been commissioned in a single batch. The factory below had been working at capacity for weeks preparing for this day.

      Rachel Eighteen stood before the assembly and clasped her hands behind her back. Aside from Eve Fourteen, she was the only human in attendance. “Welcome, everyone. Thank you all for coming today. By the authority of the Special Investigative Committee for Historical Crimes, I will be uploading each of the original Project Transhuman scientists to serve as witnesses. Also, for those of you who may be concerned about the subjects of today’s activations and my lack of experience, I have not mixed anyone. These are unmixed, raw—whatever you want to call them—human minds. I’m only operating the controls because Charlie13 can’t and Charlie7 won’t.”

      Not every eye in the room turned Charlie7’s way, but enough of them did that it made the eldest robot uncomfortable beneath their scrutiny.

      Rachel had lied, but it was the sort of public relations lie he could forgive. The Special Investigative Committee for Historical Witch Hunting had never bothered to ask for Charlie7’s help. He hadn’t decided whether he would have or not, but given that the myriad crimes on the docket all revolved around deception and cover-ups, they’d never have trusted any help he’d have offered.

      Rachel continued as if she were presenting at a symposium. She was cool, collected, and professional to outward appearance. But robotic eyes could detect the quickened pulse by the slight throbbing in the jugular vein. Robotic ears could pick out a faint tremor in her voice, carefully suppressed. “We will be proceeding with the activations in order of project seniority, as best our records show, with the exceptions of the principles involved: Charles Truman and Dale Chalmers. Thus, today’s first activation will be Dr. Jason Sanborn, chief crystal neurologist and inventor of the crystal matrix brain.”

      Charlie7 declined to correct her statement. This was an impolitic time to point out that Jason largely worked on refining Charles Truman’s prototypes into a manufacturable production model. Maybe Jason himself would correct the misattribution once he woke.

      As Rachel worked the controls to start the upload, Charlie7 wondered what would come out the far side. The five he’d awakened to battle the alien invaders by his side were the only raw personalities he knew to be stable. Jason had been fine the first time. Would he be the same again, or was there an element of chaos in the simulation of the human brain? Mixing was a black box art form; what if that was because of instability inherent in the human mind?

      Hushed conversations around the room filled the time while the upload processed. Data flowed from the Kanto database to the crystalline brain of the Version 75.1 chassis on the inclined upload table. It was usually a five-minute process giving life to a newly mixed robot. The countdown displayed for the observers today showed that this transfer was expected to finish in under three.

      Simpler minds. One personality. An old friend.

      Charlie7’s processor locked in a simulation cycle, wondering what the project team was going to think of their work a thousand years hence. He knew not all of them had been true believers. Most had been fascinated by the technological challenges, the applications outside Project Transhuman’s stated purpose, or simply the resume-padding of working with luminaries in the field.

      The countdown slogged toward zero. Perceived time slowed as Charlie7 processed zettabytes of information each second.

      On the upload table, a pair of glowing orange eyes snapped to life as Dr. Jason Sanborn awakened into a new world.

      “What the hell? Is this supposed to be a joke, Dr. Truman?” the new robot asked, shutting off his optics and bringing a hand up to his forehead. At the metallic tink when stainless steel fingertip met cranium, his eyes lit once more. Jason looked around, taking in the sight of the mixed assemblage of robots with only two humans present.

      His first words were an echo from a thousand years past. Jason2 had the exact same first words, incredulity warring with annoyance at first.

      “What’s going on here?” Jason asked.

      Rachel stepped forward with a tour guide smile. “Welcome to the year 3097, Dr. Sanborn. You’ve been reborn in a robotic body.”

      Jason looked down at his hands, turning them over. He tugged back the sleeve of the suit his new body wore to examine the servos of the wrist joint. He shook his head. “There must be some mistake. That… that was supposed to have been a preliminary scan. I-I mean… I was just on the scanning table. I can still feel the gooey spots where the electrodes stuck to my scalp. You’re telling me that 1,032 years have passed just like that?”

      He tried to snap his fingers, but the slick metal fingertips didn’t produce the proper sound.

      Rachel reinforced her faltering smile. They should have let Charlie7 handle this. “If you access your mental file server, in the root directory there is a file labeled So_I’m_A_Robot_Now. It really will help explain most of this.”

      Jason paused, and the hush that remained in the upload chamber had a sense of reverence. For centuries, the Twenty-Seven had been held up as Promethean gods among robotkind. The watching robots waited for a proclamation.

      “It worked,” Jason said simply. “Holy hell. It WORKED!” He cackled and leaped from the upload table, dancing with no discernible skill or style, halfway between running in place and an amateur boxing match. “Woo! Where’s Dr. Truman?” he asked when the initial excitement passed. “Who are all these people?”

      Charlie13 stepped forward. “My name is Charlie13. I run this facility. The man—”

      Jason was already shaking Charlie13’s hand. “You did it, Dr. Truman. I believed in the technology but to actually be here? Oh, God. Am I dead? Oh, no. The scanner fried my brain, and this is my heaven, isn’t it?”

      Rachel placed a hand on his shoulder. “All real. You’re alive, just a different sort of alive than you used to be.”

      “As I was saying,” Charlie13 continued. “Dr. Charles Truman is in a great deal of trouble. We needed to bring in the only witnesses whose testimony can shed light on the events of Project Transhuman.”

      A soft, incredulous chuckle built in Jason until its echoes filled the upper reaches of the upload chamber. “You’ve got to be kidding me. If this is the year 30-whatever, and you’re all Truman robots, you ought to be treating him like a god.”

      “I’d settle for sharing a beer,” Charlie7 called out, unable to contain himself. “Figuratively speaking, of course.”

      The crowd’s murmurs of disapproval didn’t stop the newly minted Jason Prime from threading his way through the crowd to Charlie7’s location. “It’s really you?” Jason asked, craning his neck at the giant Version 70.2 chassis that stood a full head taller than anyone else in the room. “Of course it is. You were always a giant among men.”

      Arthur19 made his way through the crowd, which moved from his path like similarly charged ions. “Before this one has a chance to charm you, I’d like an hour or two of your time to answer some questions.”

      “Who are you?” Jason asked. He leaned close to study Arthur19’s 56.12 chassis.

      “Arthur19, chairman of the Privacy Committee,” he replied. “Now if you’ll—”

      “Dr. Schwarz?” Jason asked. “You still owe me a report on the…” He looked around. “I suppose that report’s a moot point now. I’m-I’m… this is going to take some getting used to.”

      “Yes. I’m sure it will,” Arthur19 said gruffly.

      “You’ll be fine, Dr. Sanborn,” Charlie7 said. “Good to see you again.”

      As Arthur19 led Jason Prime away from the upload chamber, the new robot turned and pointed back at Rachel. “Did Holly get her niece an internship or something? Why isn’t she a thousand years old?”

      Presumably someone else would answer all Jason’s questions later. Charlie7 was more concerned about the docket of scientists yet to come.

      Brent210 and Janice76 carted another Version 75.1 chassis into the room and hoisted it onto the upload table. Rachel stood by and supervised, visibly nervous, uniform already damp with sweat.

      But she carried on. “Well, now that we’ve met our first legendary scientist, let’s move on. Our next activation will be Dr. Holly Chang, two-time winner of the Turing Award and co-creator of the operating system that all modern robots use.”

      When Holly Prime awoke, she studied the room carefully before pronouncing. “I had imagined them looking more lifelike by the time of mass production.”

      “You don’t seem surprised?” Rachel asked with a narrowed gaze.

      Holly cocked her head. “I’m a little surprised you went into robotics, Madison. You always seemed destined for abstract mathematics once you outgrew gymnastics.”

      Rachel shrank back. “I’m not Madison. I’m Rachel.”

      Eve stepped forward, drawing a double take from Holly Prime. “We’re clones based on your niece’s DNA.”

      Holly sighed or at least pantomimed a sigh. “And here I kept telling her parents she’d amount to nothing if she didn’t focus her studies. And to think, I’d accepted the possibility of biological immortality as more likely than cloning. And you of all people.”

      After a brief, mildly offensive, and slightly inaccurate family reunion, one of Arthur19’s flunkies escorted Holly Prime off or an interview of her own. The Privacy Committee occupied most of the investigative branch of the Special Investigative Committee.

      Next came Dr. Fred Zimmerman, whose first reaction after Rachel explained the year and his current state was to ask, “How are my stocks doing? Am I rich enough to retire?”

      Once Fred Prime had been introduced to the world, Rachel moved on to activating Dr. Alison Francoeur. “I had specifically asked that I not be turned into a robot until you had smell figured out. Didn’t anyone bother to write that down somewhere?”

      Dr. James McCovey’s reaction had been, “What’s there to do around this place? I imagine there are drones for just about everything by now.”

      Dr. Evelyn Mengele snorted delicately upon rising from the upload table. “Well, it worked. Looks like I owe my nephew ten quid.”

      After several successes with the Twenty-Seven, Rachel inserted the first of the additional six missing personalities to the docket. “Up next, um, there’s only a name. Juan Pablo Vazquez. I presume he had a doctorate. For any more information, we’re going to have to—”

      “Dr. Juan Pablo Vazquez,” Charlie7 called out, raising his voice over the buzz of the crowd. “Professor of microelectronics and miniaturization at Stanford. Graduated University of Barcelona. Graduate work at MIT and Cal Tech. We moved on from his early designs, but chassis up through Version 20.12 all used his basic servo motor package.” With a nod, Charlie7 indicated that he’d said his piece. It wasn’t his place to mention that Juan had played soccer in college and suffered a horrible leg injury that left him with a limp the rest of his life.

      Everyone had their reasons for joining Project Transhuman.

      When Juan awoke, his first steps showed that same limp. When Rachel pointed it out to him, it was like watching a revivalist miracle. “I can walk? No pain? Gracias Dios por todo.” He clasped his hands and looked to the ceiling.

      Silently, Charlie7 accepted Juan Prime’s thanks.

      Around the room, Charlie7 eavesdropped on conversations. Robots could have communicated over private Social channels if they wanted privacy, so he considered all verbal communication fair game. In snippets here and there, he pieced together a narrative. The idea that Charlie7 was a nefarious, murderous, menace was fading in light of his former colleagues’ reactions.

      Eventually everyone from Project Transhuman had been reawakened with one exception.

      “Don’t do it,” Charlie7 warned. “You can get what you need from everyone else.”

      Arthur19 had returned from his interviews by then, and his sneer spoke volumes. “The fact that you don’t want Dr. Dale Chalmers awakened is reason enough to do it.”

      Charlie7 remembered a time when the activation of a new robot was a solemn event undertaken with the utmost care and mindfulness. It hadn’t been a mass herding of unprepared robots into the world. Not every human mind was able to cope with the stresses of a life bereft of biological touchstones. His own early failures in mixing had proven as much.

      When the upload cycle ended, Rachel rattled off her standard spiel. Dale Prime ignored her. “Where’s Charles Truman?” he bellowed. “I know he must be one of you.” Looking around the staring assembly of robots, Dale Prime scoured them with his gaze.

      “Right here,” Charlie7 said when no one else outed him.

      Dale Prime stormed off the scanning table and made a beeline for him. If it weren’t for the fact that his own Version 70.2 chassis was so physically superior to the Version 75.1 they’d assigned Dale, Charlie7 might have been worried.

      “You bastard,” Dale Prime said with gravel in his digitized voice. “You unbelievable bastard.” Rumbles of conversation grew as the gotcha moment of the inquisition appeared to be at hand. And then Dale Prime gave Charlie7 a handshake that might have torn a lesser robot’s arm from its socket. “By God, we did it.”
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      In a borrowed side office of Kanto, Eve and the rest of the Special Investigative Committee for Historical Crimes met to discuss what they’d seen and heard. Sixteen of them crowded into a room sized for perhaps ten, and the table they gathered around was still warm from the factory floor that had created it minutes earlier.

      “Well, this has certainly been an enlightening morning,” Arthur19 grumbled as a call to order.

      “I am not like that,” Holly68 protested. “Holly Prime is more a robot than I am.”

      “Never pictured myself as the lazy sort,” Fred33 said with a shake of his head.

      “At least you’re not an embarrassingly nervous wreck,” Jason90 said. “And who’d have imagined I stutter?”

      “Mixing,” Eve said. “None of you is them. Charlie7 and Charlie13 trimmed out extraneous personality. What you all saw out there was raw footage. What you’re complaining about is what was left on the cutting room floor when you were mixed.”

      “How come Charlie7 seems so… us-like?” Mary27 asked.

      Eve had theories about that, ones that she didn’t feel like sharing with the group. A thousand years was a long time to be human. A thousand years in a robotic body, cut off from the physical sensations that had taken a lifetime to grow accustomed to. Even an optimistic lifespan put Charlie7 at ten times the age he ever should have seen.

      “Forget all that,” Arthur19 snapped. He slapped his hand down on the table, causing a hollow clang. “We need to cross-examine all these new robots, get their stories straight. How much of Charlie7’s revised story is true? How much can be verified? Whose version of Project Transhuman are we living in—the team’s or Charles Truman’s?”

      “You’re going to have trouble with them,” Eve warned. “All the mixes were predisposed to cooperate.”

      Chuckles from around the table punctuated her comment.

      “You laugh, but you’re nothing like the humans in the histories,” Eve said. “These robots don’t think they’re robots. They’re human scientists in robotic bodies. They’re not going to behave as logically or rationally as—”

      “We’re not emotionless,” Holly68 cut in. “You ought to know better than that.”

      “I do,” Eve said. Looking around the table, she could sense the tension. She heard the fear in those voices even if the biological markers were missing. These robots were rattled, having just awakened their own creators and found something other than what they’d expected. “But Charlie13 in particular has devoted centuries to pruning the mixes to avoid pettiness, phobias, grudges, and plenty of other flotsam of human personality. No process is perfect, but you’re all a far cry from the people we just created today.”

      “You called them people, not robots,” Mary27 pointed out. “You usually call us robots.”

      “They’re not human. They’re not robots,” Eve said firmly. “We’ve created a mezzanine class of sentient life. Dale and Charlie were the first, and no one knew but them. Now we have thirty-three of them, and they’re here to stay. They’re not going to take job assignments they’re predisposed by mix to want. They’re not going to humbly take junior positions on committees. A few might play along, but it’s not going to be long before these robots start acting like Human Age humans—because that’s what they think they are.”

      “So what, then?” Arthur19 asked. “We need their help for the investigation. Are you implying they won’t cooperate?”

      Eve sighed. Despite digital implants that allowed her to see the names of her committee members floating above their heads and access the Earthwide network directly, she still thought human thoughts. Despite a cruel, barbaric upbringing, she still felt human feelings. “Again, their reactions are going to vary. I’m sure most will help, at least for a while. But it won’t take long for some to remember who created whom.”

      “What’s a human in a robotic body going to do?” Holly68 asked.

      As if Eve could answer that with any certainty. The only thing that sprang to mind was the obvious. “They’re going to act like humans.”
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      Charlie7 departed Kanto feeling pretty good about the testimony his former underlings would give in his defense. He’d climbed to the skyroamer lot and nearly reached his craft when a voice called out from behind him.

      “Charlie?” the female voice rose above the wind. “Charlie Truman? Is that really you, or are you just a robot now?”

      He stopped and turned. The new robots had all been given brand new clothes, and Nora Prime wore the same brown pantsuit she’d been born in. The thought of it being her birthday suit caused Charlie7 a smirk as he waited for her to catch up.

      “It’s really me,” he confirmed. “Sorry you had to come into the world this way. Wasn’t my call.”

      Nora Prime approached within arm’s reach but no closer. She looked up into Charlie7’s glowing robotic eyes with a matching set of her own. “This is all so strange. It doesn’t look a thing like you, but it sounds like you, right down to that flippant way you turn everything into a conversation about you.”

      Charlie7’s memories of Project Transhuman were imperfect. Anything post-awakening held the crystal clarity of perfectly digitized data. While his human memories hadn’t faded one iota, they were still subject to the existing fuzziness of all biological recollection.

      And right at that moment, he couldn’t recall where his relationship with Nora Roberts had been when her final scan was collected.

      “It must seem like yesterday to you,” Charlie7 replied.

      “Not even,” Nora Prime replied. “I remember grabbing lunch at Jake’s Taco Truck, you joking about my new buzz cut for the scan, lying down as Toby hooked up the electrodes. Next thing I know, it’s the thirty-first century and humanity was wiped out by aliens.”

      Charlie7 shrugged. “To be fair, that’s ancient history. Lost its visceral punch centuries ago for me.”

      Nora Prime looked around at the other robots heading for their skyroamers after the day’s pageantry and pomp. Was she paranoid? That was never a good sign in a newly mixed robot. Charlie7 wasn’t sure what it boded in a pure scan.

      “What became of our son?” she asked in a whisper.

      Oh, shit.

      Events coalesced into a time line in Charlie7’s memories. They’d still been in the midst of their affair. Nora Prime remembered her pregnancy but not the abortion.

      Charlie7 merely shook his head. “The whole species was wiped out.”

      “But… did we at least get to—”

      Charlie7 shook his head again. “Miscarriage. Second trimester. It was—”

      But before he could get another word out, Nora Prime had wrapped her arms around him, sobbing—or at least her shoulders shook and she whimpered. “I… I can’t even cry properly. I lost my baby, and I can’t even cry.”

      Charlie7 gently rested a hand on Nora Prime’s lower back, same as he would have comforted a weeping Eve or Rachel or Phoebe. He couldn’t say whether it would work the same as for a human woman. Charles Truman had never been the sort to latch onto anyone for comfort.

      “I’m sorry,” he said softly.

      Other robots took wide paths to avoid the spectacle they had become. None of the legendary scientists had been quite what the personality archetypes had prepared them for. Seeing their pantheon gawk and cry and stumble around in bewilderment had taken their toll on the robotic zeitgeist already.

      Pushing back from him, Nora looked up into Charlie7’s eyes. “Can we try again? There’s no Mitch to get in the way. There’s no project to consume you. It worked. I gave too much of myself to science; I want something back. We’ve earned it. Let’s have another child.”

      Charlie7 sighed.

      Nora Prime swatted him on the chest. “I get it. You don’t have to patronize me. We’re robots without genitalia. But I asked my share of questions during that interview including what Holly’s niece was doing acting as Frankenstein’s Igor. Robots have been raising cloned human children for the past five years—legally, anyway. Pairs, 18-year commitment, I got the whole story including the existence of genetic samples from the project team.”

      If only modern life were so simple. Find a girl. Start a family. Live the biological dream.

      Charlie7 had responsibilities. Then again, his access to various committees and computer systems had been so vastly curtailed by the Special Investigative Committee for Historical Crimes that it felt like an amputation.

      The investigation itself was a bigger issue with planning eighteen years into the future. “You may have noticed I’m in a bit of a compromised position politically at the moment.”

      “To hell with them,” Nora Prime said with a fervor that no Nora archetype had ever shown. “If there’s one fact that’s unavoidable: those smug ingrates owe you everything. None of this would exist without you. This body, this mind… it’s all your design. Everyone else was just helping with the project, whatever else they might claim.”

      Dr. Nora Maxwell-Granger had been a primate biologist. She’d been responsible for the health and welfare of the chimps that had been the brain scanner’s first test subjects. The chimps had been completely unharmed. Project Transhuman’s methods were non-invasive, painless, and brief. Nora had played a part in driving Charles Truman to ensure all those conditions had been met.

      Without her—without any single one of them—Charles Truman would have eventually succeeded. “But I only finished in time because of all of them. This wasn’t my sole success. There was the whole war. The end of life on Earth. There was—God, more than I can sum up. I have a lot of baggage since that scan of yours happened.”

      Nora Prime stepped back. “It’s too much. You’re not the man I knew; is that what you’re trying to tell me? I can’t even imagine. A thousand years… do you even remember us?”

      “Like it was yesterday,” Charlie7 replied truthfully. It was ever ensconced in his database that his final meal as a human being was a raspberry Twisty-Bar and a bottle of off-brand orange soda. His last glimpse of Nora had been of her driving off with two chimps in the back seat of her car, trying to evacuate ahead of the alien toxin billowing across the globe.

      “Well, that’s the only way I remember you,” Nora Prime replied.

      The five seconds of silence that passed between them would have seemed like an eternity to another robot—one who hadn’t been convinced she was a human yesterday, at any rate. That was time enough for Charlie7 to review the entirety of his relationship with Dr. Nora Maxwell-Granger during the Human Era.

      It had all started with a late night during primate trials of the brain scanner. She had been touched by how gentle he was with the chimps; he’d merely been taking care not to damage his prototype. All the same, it had resulted in drinks and a shared motel room while her husband was away on government business.

      They became an open secret in a lab where professional passions and personal lives sloshed together too often for anyone to find them especially scandalous. What Nora couldn’t recall was the fallout from her pregnancy. Charles Truman hadn’t been the most understanding lover; he’d seen the issue as black and white. Divorce Mitch Granger, and Nora became just Nora Maxwell again, free to move on—with him.

      Over the months that followed, the two of them had fought and reconciled multiple times. One particularly nasty spat resulted in Charles admitting he was worried about passing on genetic conditions he’d never told Nora about. She terminated the pregnancy before Mitch ever found out about it.

      When Mitch returned from overseas, the two of them went to couples therapy. Charles Truman had never gotten a straight answer out of her as to whether she’d told Mitch about their affair.

      But in the midst of it all, Charlie7 remembered that he’d been happy—possibly even content. If Nora had gotten her way, and he’d paid more attention to her than his work, humanity would have been buried and forgotten. Cephaloid alien creatures would have called Earth their home. He’d been right to choose Project Transhuman over blissful domestication.

      Why not?

      Charlie7 was being marginalized in every other aspect of robotic society. Surely his political opponents would be more than happy to see him spend the next twelve or thirteen years—since no child of his would need eighteen years until emancipation—settling down and enjoying a quiet life.

      “I think I’d like that,” Charlie7 said. “Whose DNA? Yours or mine?”
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      On April 15, 3098, a male human specimen was removed from artificial neonatal gestation and took his first breath. His parents named him Alexander Leonardo Truman, after his maternal grandfather, a famous inventor, and history’s greatest scientist, in that order.

      Genetically, Alex was virtually identical to the human once known as Dr. Charles Truman. However, modern science had cleaned up his genome, removing all traces of heritable disease and abnormality, predisposition to heart disease, asthma, and several forms of cancer.

      “He’s perfect,” Dr. Nora gushed upon first holding him.

      Charlie7 smiled. She had no idea.

      Among the small group of friends in attendance, the new parents accepted well-wishes and tidbits of misguided but well-meaning advice. That circle was smaller than it might have been a year prior, but Arthur19’s persecution had taken its toll. Charlie7 might have been exonerated, but he hadn’t been widely forgiven. Legalese didn’t patch up friendships.

      “You’ll be great parents,” Eve assured them.

      Plato clapped Charlie7 on the back. “Yeah, if any robot can imitate a human, it’s a couple who still remember being human.”

      As the newborn cried, the robotic couple continued to accept congratulations and social blandishments promising they’d be excellent parents. Charlie7 joked and laughed with the segment of robotkind’s elite that was still speaking to him. Dr. Nora was beside herself with joy, unable to form complete sentences without going off on tangents. Most of the guests were humans or robots from among the awakened Twenty-Seven—the other six had taken poorly the news that Charlie7 had excluded them from his mechanoid utopia.

      “Of all robots,” Toby22 remarked, one of the few mixed robots to attend, “I had never figured you for a father.”

      Charlie7 placed a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “I’ve been to the edge of the solar system. I’ve been to the bottom of the ocean. This is my biggest adventure yet.”

      Abbigail Fourteen, who had been quiet and attentive all through the birth and its immediate aftermath, spoke up. “He doesn’t seem to be happy to be born.” She stood on a chair by the incubator console to peer into Dr. Nora’s arms at the bawling newborn.

      “That’s normal,” Dr. Ashley assured the girl. The former surgeon was the closest the Twenty-Seven had to an obstetrician. She spoke with a hint of a Spanish accent absent in her robotic namesakes. “His lungs need exercise. He’s never used them before today.”

      Abbigail frowned. “I know that. I mean he doesn’t look happy. When I got to see Paul30 and Janice71’s baby, he cried lots too. But this baby seems angry.”

      “C’mon, squirt,” Plato said, scooping Abby from her perch and seating her atop his shoulders. “Let’s go outside and find some bugs.”

      Abby sighed. “They’d better be good bugs to be better than a new baby.”
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      Two years later, Charlie7 and Dr. Nora were visiting Paris with young Alex. Eve and Plato’s home had a palatial garden and vast stretches of drone-manicured lawn to play on. Toby Prime—whose honorary doctorate had been a matter of debate, granted mainly to ease the nomenclature problem of non-numbered robots—attended as well, having latched onto the family as a sort of uncle. As the original version, he’d come pre-programmed with a puppy-dog devotion to Charlie7.

      Despite full run of the grounds, Abby kept Alex herded within earshot of the adults’ conversation.

      “Wish we got to see more of you two,” Dr. Nora said sweetly. “But it feels like raising a toddler takes twenty-five hours a day.”

      “It’ll be easier to get together once Alex starts school,” Eve said with a shrug. “I’m assuming you’ll want to move closer to Oxford rather than commuting from North America.”

      Leaning back and watching the two young children kicking an inflated ball back and forth, Charlie7 chimed in. “Well, the Boston Restoration Project is something we’re both enjoying. Not sure it’s worth putting on hold for years just to cut down on travel times.”

      “Alex good in a skyroamer for an hour each way?” Plato asked. He slurped lemonade through a straw.

      “Oh, he fussed the whole way,” Dr. Nora assured them. “But we don’t plan on a school commute.”

      Eve scowled. “You’re not considering—”

      “Yup,” Charlie7 said. “Going to homeschool him. Oh, don’t look at me like that. He’ll get plenty of opportunities to play with other kids. But frankly, I think it’ll stunt him socially.”

      Plato scratched the back of his neck. “How you figure? Oughta be the other way around.”

      Charlie7 shook his head. “Let him play sports and active games with kids his age and size. Nice, level playing field there. But if you put him in a classroom environment with his physical peers, he’ll humiliate them, ruining his social relationships. Put him in with his academic peers, and he’ll be surrounded by adolescents while he’s still got all his baby teeth.”

      Eve sighed. If there was one worry she had about Charlie7 as a father, it was that he was raising a clone of himself. Ego shouldn’t get to operate in a closed loop like that. “He’s only two. You can’t make those sort of gross extrapolations based on vocabulary and grammar usage. There’s always—”

      Eve’s statement was drowned out by the horrid buzz of the gardening drones roaring to life a few meters away.

      “What are you doing, Abby?” Plato demanded sternly without slipping past the borderline into anger.

      That phrase, What are you doing, Abby?, had become the theme song of their marriage. Eve and Plato both sang it in the same voice, tinged with a mixture of skepticism and worry. Abby’s answers ranged from innovating ice cream flavors or teaching the dogs to sing to building homemade fireworks, attempting to fly a skyroamer, or programming a drone to pierce her ears.

      Chocolate bubblegum ice cream had turned out to be palatable. Jimbo and Russels had recovered from severe stomachaches from excessive positive reinforcement. The explosive precursors had been confiscated. Eve had instituted encryption on the skyroamer controls. But occasionally things slipped through.

      Abby still had pierced ears of her own doing.

      “We’re going to play checkers,” Abby said as the drones mowed a grid into the lawn, varying the grass height to create light and dark squares. A moment later, another drone rolled out of the house carrying red and black plastic platters still warm from the Protofab.

      Eve leaned over to Charlie7 and shielded her mouth from the children. “Does Alex know checkers?”

      “Probably his idea,” Charlie7 replied. “The strategic layer of chess is still a little too abstract for him.”

      The adults watched while Abby laid out the plate-sized checkers. She took the red and made the first move. Alex showed no sign of confusion, toddling over and moving one of the black checkers in a standard opening.

      Though he obviously understood the game, Alex lost handily.

      “Don’t let her double-jump you,” Charlie7 advised. “Think ahead.”

      Alex lost the second game.

      And the third.

      Midway through a fourth game, Abby blocked him in such a way that any move he made would result in getting two of his pieces taken in a single turn. After looking at the lawn-based board from both sides and finding no moves, Alex dropped one of his pieces on an invalid square.

      Abby hustled over immediately. “You can’t do that!”

      Alex burst out crying and ran for Dr. Nora.

      “I’m sorry,” Abby shouted after him. “Don’t cry. It’s just a game.”

      “It’s all right,” Dr. Nora assured her. She pulled down the boy’s pants and pulled out a portable machine she carried with her in a duffel. “He’s just soiled himself.”

      Alex didn’t wear what anyone would have considered to be a diaper. Instead, he was protected from his own excretions by what appeared to be the short-shorts version of a space suit. As the boy stood squirming and sniffling, Dr. Nora hooked up a hose from her equipment to the mechanical diaper, giving the connection a quarter turn to lock it in place.

      The device hummed. Within the hose, water rushed in a gurgle. An indicator light switched from red to green, then Dr. Nora unhooked the apparatus. “There you go, darling. All clean.”

      Eve watched the boy return to checkers, where Abby had already undone his illegal move and awaited his return. “So it wasn’t the losing that brought on the tantrum? It was just the messy diaper… thing?”

      Charlie7 chuckled. “He’s used to losing. Don’t want him thinking he can do no wrong. I never go easy on him; I just tell him how I beat him so he can do better next time.”

      Dr. Nora looked from Eve to Plato and back. “Do the two of you let Abby win at games?”

      “No,” they said in unison.

      “Abby doesn’t like playing against Eve,” Plato explained. “And I can’t beat her at anything that doesn’t involve being twice her height and fifty times as strong.”

      Charlie7 cast a sly glance at Eve. “By the time he’s six, I bet Alex will give even you a run for your money.”
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      On her fourteenth birthday, Abbigail Fourteen stood in front of the Emancipation Board. Last year, she had convinced them that another year of adult supervision wouldn’t stunt her professional career. This year, she’d taken more drastic measures.

      Her mother wasn’t present, as usual, having recused herself from the board’s decision. The rest of the board was familiar to Abby and not just because she was seeing them for the fourth consecutive year. These were Eve’s colleagues. Some were even friends.

      “As usual, Abbigail, your academic credentials are spotless,” Nora109 stated. The head of the Earth school system took on the leadership role in Eve’s absence. “This is your third year in independent curriculum, and I’m happy to see that you’ve broadened your interests outside of the sciences.”

      Abby shrugged, slouching in her chair opposite the semi-circle of experts on human development, education, and psychology. “What can I say? It’s like jogging up a down escalator. Science advances as fast as I learn it. Plus, it’s not like the planet needs another paleontologist or metallurgist. And genetics creeps me right the fuck out.”

      Nora109 frowned and cocked her head but didn’t comment on Abby’s cursing.

      Go on. Let her say something. Let her scold Abby on the record during her emancipation hearing.

      Before the silence in the hearing room could grow uncomfortable, Phoebe stepped in. “Life skills testing is a mere formality at this point, despite my suspicion that this year’s burnt teriyaki tofu was an intentional miscue. I submitted a report on last August’s lobster bisque as evidence that you can cook for yourself.”

      This time, Abby kept her cursing to herself. She should never have let Mom talk her into helping cook for the reunion. Aunt Phoebe had stabbed her right between the braised ribs.

      Ashley390 took a turn as well. “You are physically and emotionally sound. Your parents did not consent to brain scanning for you, but you show all evidence of superior intellect and emotional stability. There is no medical case for your continued dependency.”

      Earth had little in the way of a legal system. Nothing like the Human Era films and historical records. Any appeal of the Emancipation Committee’s decision would revert to the Human Welfare Committee, where Eve would again recuse herself, and Abby’s appeal would fall to largely the same group she sat before now.

      If she were to make a stand, it would be on her own two feet.

      “Does anyone even care that I don’t want emancipation?” Abby asked the room at large. “Society at large doesn’t need me. Humans are superfluous. Any career I pick, I’m at the back of a system with no retirement queue. A Human Era scientist might start out in the shadow of a luminary of the previous generation, but eventually she’ll take over the mantle of preeminent expert in the field. But if I went into polymer science, my great-grandchildren could die of old age before Arthur35 stepped down as foremost expert. Robots. Don’t. Retire.” She omitted Charlie7 from her argument since no mention of him was liable to earn her points with the board. “Training and retirement are two sides of a coin. Human Era society relied on both.”

      Nora109 laced her fingers together and fixed Abby with a disapproving glare. “You don’t get to opt out of adulthood simply because the current system doesn’t meet your expectations. It’s unfair to your parents to remain responsible for you now that you’re clearly capable of looking after yourself.”

      But Mom had always said it was no burden at all. Abby had been a wonderful child, she’d said.

      That nagging worry returned like a boomerang she couldn’t throw away. If Abby had been such a joy to raise, why hadn’t Mom and Dad ever adopted another baby? Robots had done it. Theresa and Pisces had three, and they were humans. Eve and Plato, heroes and icons of the Second Human Era, could have had as many as they liked.

      And yet, they’d opted to raise Abby as an only child.

      “They don’t mind,” Abby said lamely.

      Phoebe leaned across the table to draw just a little bit closer to Abby’s seat. “They’d be horrible people to say otherwise.”

      Nora109 looked up and down the arc of seated Emancipation Board members. “I trust that we’ve all heard enough here. All in favor of approving emancipation for Abbigail Fourteen?”

      The word “aye” rang like a gong in Abby’s mind. The vote was unanimous. 11-0, with a lone abstention by the absent chairwoman.

      “Congratulations, Abby,” Nora109 said formally. “You are no longer a child. You are now entitled to all the rights and responsibilities of a citizen of Earth.”

      Hooray…
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      Lazy clouds floated overhead. As Abby walked beneath them in a daze, they remained merely water vapor, as if the whimsy required to conjure them into turtles and sea monsters had been snatched from her imagination along with her childhood. Walking alone from the Emancipation Board meeting was a rite of passage. There would be a ceremony next week for a public coming out, but the immediate aftermath was a demonstration of freedom.

      No one was going to tell Abby what she had to do, where to go, or what to do with her life.

      It was terrifying.

      A gleaming, Kanto-new skyroamer waited for Abby on the concrete pad just off London Commons. It was hers—Earth’s gift to the newly emancipated. All her life, the world had been a roving bubble that surrounded her parents or teachers. Now, she had the means to get anywhere on Earth, and the only place she wanted to go was home.

      Not that she technically had a home at the moment. That afternoon, Abby had an appointment before the Housing Committee to pick a place to live. She’d get a temporary apartment in Paris that she could either turn into a permanent residence or simply bide her time until one could be built to her specification.

      Circling her new skyroamer, Abby pondered what to do with it. Dad had made her learn to pilot one, so it wasn’t as if she was unsure how to operate the craft. She just hated being the one to do the flying. With the autopilot disengaged, the controls were perfectly happy to let her slam straight into a mountain or building. Abby didn’t enjoy the power of the machine for its own sake the way Dad did or appreciate globe-hopping like Mom. The responsibility for her own safekeeping was a burden she’d have preferred someone else bear.

      Still, as she ran her fingers down the sleek contours of the vehicle’s exterior, it was kind of cool to have one all to herself.

      The interior still smelled of chemical cleansers and outgassing plastics. Sitting with the canopy open, Abby fired up the air circulator full blast.

      Beside her, the passenger’s seat was empty. If it weren’t for the fact that all skyroamers were at least two-seaters, she’d have taken that for another symbol of emancipation. She wondered if Eve and Nora109 realized the irony of providing a passenger seat to a girl—a woman now, she supposed—whom they’d just cut adrift.

      More likely, it was simply a disconnect in messaging between the Emancipation Board and the skyroamer production line at Kanto.

      As the circulator continued to churn air and filter chemical residue, Abby ran a hand along the steering yoke. “I am a bird cast out of the nest and asked to fly.”

      Somewhere deep down, she knew that Eve and Plato weren’t the sort to let their little bird lie broken on the forest floor to become a meal. That didn’t make the fall any less terrifying.

      Resigned that the factory odors would die away with time, Abby closed the canopy. It locked shut with an air of finality. With five hours to kill before her appointment with the Housing Committee, she fired up the thrusters and took to the skies with no destination in mind.
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      Two years later, a different applicant stood before the Emancipation Board. Reed thin and with a mop of unruly hair plastered into submission by petrochemical adhesives, Alex Truman wore a suit styled after his father’s preference in evening wear.

      Eve presided over the hearing. “Alexander, we are gathered today to consider your application for emancipation. Thus far, you are the youngest applicant we’ve agreed to interview. Please understand that we have some concerns about emancipating someone as young as yourself.”

      “I understand,” Alex replied in a high, prepubescent voice that did nothing to lend credence to his case for adulthood. He’d have used a voice modulator, but no one would have been fooled by it. It would have just made him look more insecure than he already was about his lack of physiological age. “Were the situation reversed, I might not have found it worth my time to hear the case of a ten-year-old. I appreciate the board’s time and consideration.”

      Flattery. Anticipate their objections. Meet them head on. Gratitude.

      “Of course,” Eve said, gesturing to Nora109 beside her. “Your academic ratings are impeccable. No one here would question your ability to understand your circumstances, plan a career, maintain a schedule.”

      Alex raised a reassuring hand. “I can do all that, easy.”

      Self-assurance. Confidence. Calmness. Affability.

      “I would like to mention a pattern I’ve noticed,” Nora109 said. “Your affinity for science and history has shown a systemic interest in war and weaponry.”

      The flavor of the room soured. Alex could pick up on robotic emotions as well as any human could imagine. Mom was an open book, a control in his every experiment, but puzzling out Dad’s feelings had honed his sense of the clandestine and duplicitous to a scalpel’s edge. He needed to tread carefully lest he snap the line he’d played out for this school of fish.

      “My father was a hero,” Alex said. “And war holds a certain dread fascination. It showed off mankind at its best and worst. It removed complacency as an excuse to stifle creative scientific inquiry. It gave mankind something worse to fear than the ‘what if’ of a failed experiment or wasted resources. And for all the horrors of the wars themselves, the benefit to the species is clear. Flight, space travel, satellites, plastics, gunpowder, computer networking, synthetic rubber. War got mankind off its collective backsides and thinking. Nowadays, war is obsolete, but I can’t help admiring the people who got us this far.”

      Rational. Thorough. Civic-minded. Touchstones.

      Ashley390 smiled. Forced. Expected. Polite. “Physically, you’re in perfect health. None of the chronic issues that plagued Dr. Charles Truman have re-emerged since the cleansing of your DNA prior to cloning. However, you have shown certain predilections toward anti-social behavior that are cause for concern to the board.”

      “I have plenty of friends,” Alex replied instantly. Thoughtless. Unplanned. “And I know what you mean. It was a childish lapse in judgment that I don’t expect to repeat. I know how to learn from my mistakes.”

      Contrite. Self-aware.

      “It was two weeks ago,” Nora109 pointed out.

      That bastard Bart was going to cost Alex his emancipation? Like hell he was. “No one else was hurt. While I admit that physical violence was an inappropriate response to the situation, my founding objection was born out. Bartholomew was using a computer to help him win the junior chess championship. If I had it to do over again, I’d have let the judges adjudicate and removed myself from the proceedings.”

      Contrite. Self-aware. Need something else. Humor?

      Alex smiled and spread his arms. He wished the bruises from Bart’s fists hadn’t healed already. “And if I don’t learn that lesson, it’s a self-regulating problem. I’ll get my butt kicked every time. I’m not exactly Plato.”

      Chuckles. He’d gotten through. Eve wasn’t laughing. Sore point. Bad move. Should have drawn the contrast to Charlie7 instead. Phoebe wasn’t laughing either. A miss. Gear shift. Unanimity not the only acceptable outcome. Cut losses.

      Alex bowed. “However, it’s not my place to say whether I’m ready for emancipation or not. The decision rests with this esteemed panel.” He bowed and sat back in his seat to await a verdict.

      Uneven. Sloppy. Redeemable? Remained to be seen.

      Alex had prepared for months for this hearing. History books would be written about his life, and he wanted them filled with firsts and bests. All the Madison clones had been emancipated young but none before puberty. Alex was riding a wave of new clones coming of age. There was a competition among them as to who would be first.

      Much as he played along with the juvenile contest, Alex’s only competition was posterity.

      He waited in studious silence, forcibly controlling the pent-up energy that threatened to bubble forth at any moment. Part of him wondered how much of the board’s deliberation was taking place on their little private corner of the Social versus how much was idle chitchat waiting to see if he’d have an outburst to disprove his worthiness as he awaited their decision.

      By their shifting into more formal positions in their chairs, Alex knew that a verdict was at hand. The robots and humans of the Emancipation Board bore down their gazes upon him, and Alex withstood their weight like Atlas himself. They would not cow him with their fixed attention.

      “We will vote on the emancipation of Alexander Truman,” Eve said evenly. “All in favor?”

      Silence.

      Conspiracy. Incorrect result. Mistake? Trick?

      “All opposed?” Eve followed up.

      “Nay,” the committee spoke in discord like a crowd of gallows hecklers.

      “I regret to inform you, Alex,” Eve said formally. “You will remain a dependent of your parents until such time as this board convenes again to review your next application.”

      Alex knocked his chair over. “What’s wrong with you people? Did my father—? Never mind. Forget it. Thank you all for your time.”

      Shame. Rage. Injustice. Victim.

      He stormed out of the hearing chamber.
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      Alex steamed across the manicured lawn of London Commons, glaring over at the vacant landing pad where his new skyroamer ought to have been waiting for him. Couldn’t they at least have parked one there to hint that he’d been given a fair hearing? Common decency would have dictated they put at least a modicum of effort into maintaining the ruse.

      Reaching into his pocket, Alex pulled out his pocket computer and hailed a transport. Being that this was London and not some backwater stretch of wilderness, it arrived in seconds.

      “Oxford,” he told the six-passenger flying box.

      If he’d been emancipated, he could have told the drone to deliver him anywhere on Earth. It was far slower than a skyroamer, but it could have taken him to Australia or Siberia if he’d wanted. The Emancipation Board would have made a quick update on the Earthwide, and every system on the planet would have treated him as a person.

      For children, Oxford was one of the few places they were allowed to travel without prior authorization. The transport didn’t care that he wasn’t a student there. Oxford was the epitome of adult supervision. Normally, Alex avoided the place like it was infectious, but he had friends there.

      The transport left him at the student dormitory before Alex had even registered the trip. All his vast mental faculties were devoted to unscrambling the nature of the conspiracy against him.

      Up a flight of shallow stone steps and to a faux-ancient brick wall he stormed, slamming open the swinging door that was too primitive to get out of his way on its own.

      He checked his pocket computer again, having neglected to notice the time while hailing the transport. 10:38. Too early for lunch. They’d be in class.

      The rec hall was a well-worn locale in a student dormitory. He racked up a set of billiard balls. When he failed to find a stick to his liking, he ducked out to the maintenance room and Protofabbed one.

      Alex enjoyed the crack of the balls impacting. He enjoyed watching them ricochet around the table. Conservation of momentum, elastic collision, angle of incidence, friction, spin, and every once in a while, gravity sucked one of the balls downward. The game itself, he hated. Perfect eyesight allowed him to size up each shot. He could do the calculations in his head for exactly how he wanted the balls to move—could see the result in his head before the shot.

      His body always betrayed him. No matter how perfectly he prepared, he couldn’t execute. As a growing boy, the complex matrix mathematics of biological kinematics was always shifting. Unstable variables required constant updating. The numbers always came out wrong.

      “Hey, Alex,” Tiffany called out from the doorway as she entered. He hadn’t seen her in months. She’d been on holiday with Brent68 and Jocelyn111 at the time. In that span, she’d changed. Taller. Signs of puberty beneath her school sweater. It only served to remind Alex that she was two years older and still not emancipated.

      That gave him a shred of solace.

      Tiffany came at the head of a pack of students fresh from class. Half a dozen of them rioted into the rec hall, calling out greetings and asking how his emancipation hearing had gone.

      Fools. If he had a skyroamer, Alex would have either been outside the building powering the thrusters as loud as he could without taking off or—more likely—a thousand kilometers away by now.

      “Denied,” Alex said, slamming the cue ball into the thickest grouping of colored balls he could find just for the satisfaction of the sound. “All because of that stupid fight with Bart—or so they claim.”

      Commiseration. Camaraderie. Peer bonding. Factionalizing.

      Anthony shrugged. “Hey, you’ve still got two years to be youngest ever.” He was the same age as Alex, raised from a military test pilot’s DNA by Dr. Sandra and Dr. Mary. Taller and brawnier than Alex, the proper strategy would have been maneuvering him into fighting Bart instead of doing it himself.

      Alex gestured with the pool cue. “That would be fine if my only goal was being youngest. But I want to be emancipated. I don’t need this.” He waved the cue around to indicate the campus in general. “I need a lab space and a skyroamer, access to the whole Earthwide, and a share of the drone labor pool.”

      Tiffany smiled and maneuvered around the dangerous end of the pool cue to lay a hand on Alex’s shoulder. “Next year. They can’t hold you back forever.”

      Though he’d known logically from a young age that he wasn’t predisposed to height, it still rankled Alex that she was several centimeters taller than him. He pulled his shoulder away and found a rack to store his new cue. “Not the point. They just stole a year of my life.”

      Zach snorted. “What’s it matter to you? Your parents let you do whatever you want.”

      If only.

      Charlie7 and Dr. Nora gave Alex a great deal of leeway, at least insomuch as these plebeians understood the term. But there were limits Alex didn’t dare test. A dog could get farther on a slack leash by not tugging it taut. Pull too hard and the leash would reel in. The inattentive hand holding it would overcompensate.

      “Alex,” Dr. Nora called out, voice announcing her arrival even before she entered the rec hall. She was decked out as if she’d been expecting a celebration today. “There you are. Oh, sweetie, I’m so sorry.”

      Spreading his hands with a shrug, Alex plastered a soldier’s smile onto his face. “Hey, we can but try. It was a long shot anyway. Where’s Dad?” He headed for the door without a goodbye to his friends. They knew the way things worked. Alex was caught, and it was time to be the perfect son again.

      “He stayed in Paris,” Dr. Nora explained sheepishly. By Freud, the woman was an open book. “Said he knew you’d get rejected.”

      “Oh,” Alex said. Much as he tried not to let them, the words punched a hollow, sensitive spot in his stomach that he couldn’t protect.

      “But he said he had a surprise to make up for it,” Dr. Nora said brightly as she led the way outside to her waiting skyroamer, kicking off a fresh wave of jealousy and indignation. “A new science that no one else is studying.”

      Skepticism. Optimism. Eagerness? Tentative forgiveness.

      “I’m listening…”
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      Abby reclined on the chaise couch in Dr. Ashley’s office. Having been supplanted ages ago by mixed-personality surgeons, the former neurosurgeon had turned to a growing field in the Second Human Era: psychiatry. And today, the patient who’d come to her office was testing those skills.

      “Even Plato couldn’t tell me how old he was,” Abby said, fighting to maintain her composure. “But he was a parrot! They’re supposed to live practically as long as people.”

      Dr. Ashley studied her with inscrutable robotic eyes. “You’re feeling guilty because you were caring for Spartacus. He had been your father’s friend. Plato trusted you to take care of him. But he was genetically modified. There was no way to predict his lifespan.”

      “I killed him,” Abby said, covering her eyes and wiping her hands down her face. “It’s my fault he’s dead.”

      “Just take a deep breath,” Dr. Ashley advised. Odd advice, seeing as she hadn’t taken a breath since waking up in a robotic chassis. “Living things are ephemeral. You need to focus on the good memories of your time with him.”

      “Is that out of a book?” Abby snapped. She shook her head. “I can’t do this.” Rummaging in her pocket, she pulled out a cigarette rolled by a machine she’d made herself, filled with leaves she’d grown in her own hydroponic garden. A laser tool dangling from a chain around her neck lit the end. She took a puff and waited in silence.

      “Spartacus was a unique animal,” Dr. Ashley said after Abby had settled back down. “I’m sure he would appreciate your grief on his behalf.”

      “Sapient animals get the short end of the stick,” Abby said, shaking her head and taking another long drag from her cigarette. “Cages, restrictions, distrust, rules, training… control, control, control. At the very least, they shouldn’t see death coming. They shouldn’t understand it enough to be afraid at the end.”

      “The grieving process is difficult. The human population isn’t old enough, nor medical science primitive enough, for you to have experienced it firsthand. This is what it’s like when people die.”

      “Well, it’s awful,” Abby said, flicking ash on the floor for one of the cleaning drones to worry about later. “And if I wasn’t such a fuck-up, maybe he’d still be alive.”

      Dr. Ashley’s smile emerged from hiding. “So, that’s what’s really—”

      “No!” Abby snapped. “I’m crying because my damn parrot died!”

      The robotic therapist waited out Abby’s rant with a long pause that tantalized her to begin anew. When Abby declined in favor of catching her breath, Dr. Ashley continued. “You feel like you’re not competent.”

      “He was a parrot,” Abby said. “He had a vocabulary better than my dad’s. He could tell me when he was hungry or bored or sick. How hard should it have been to take care of him?”

      “Would you have felt better if you’d left him with your parents?” Dr. Ashley asked. “Maybe if he’d died under someone else’s care, you’d have spared yourself this guilt.”

      “Anyone but me,” Abby said. “Everyone was all gushing about how brilliant I supposedly am, but seven years of caring for a parrot who should have lived fifty and—”

      “It’s not the parrot,” Dr. Ashley said. Before Abby could object again, she put up a hand. “I know. Your grief and sadness are genuine. But your reaction tells me that this is merely a trigger for an underlying issue.”

      “You’re not supposed to interrupt me,” Abby said bitterly. “You’re a shitty psychiatrist.” She took another puff. If the robot couldn’t take a little criticism, she didn’t belong in the profession.

      “This isn’t a reflection on whether you’d be a good parent.”

      “Swing and a miss,” Abby said. “I don’t see any reason to raise kids. Let a robot do it. They can do everything. Science. Math. Engineering. Construction. Let ‘em do everything. You don’t even measure up in their book since you’re a single personality, complete with baggage from a past life.”

      “I admit, the career change was abrupt,” Dr. Ashley said. “But I adapted. You have too. You merely fail to appreciate the value of your contribution.”

      “Please. I write ham-fisted plays and ear-cringing music. There’s a fine line between being talented and being humored. Robots are wonderful at humoring humans.”

      “I’m not humoring you, and I regret the implication,” Dr. Ashley said, crossing her legs and leaning back in her chair. “I enjoyed Factory Lane, and I thought the score was original.”

      Abby rolled her eyes. “Originality. The bar of my success has been set a hairsbreadth above plagiarism. All I’m really doing is whining vicariously through a bunch of volunteer actors about the iniquities of the Second Human Age. If I did the same thing at a coffee shop in 1950, I’d have been called a beatnik and told to find a job. Or a husband, I suppose, given the times.”

      “But times are the issue,” Dr. Ashley replied. “You may not see it, but as someone who remembers the twenty-first century, I can see the contrast you bring out between the society we last had as a species and the imitation of it we play-act now.”

      A long exhalation of smoke curled from Abby’s nose before she replied. “Really? You’re not just being nice to the girl with dead parrot, are you?”

      “Temporary boosts in mood aren’t my goal,” Dr. Ashley replied sternly. “I could lie and fill you with platitudes, and next week you’d be back here angry with me when the reality sank in. I want you to deal with your problems, and underselling your own talents is your biggest one. Your mother’s name and legacy are destined for the history books, but your works will live beyond your days. Every age gets one—a Homer, a Voltaire, a Twain. With so few of us in the world, it would well be that the name Fourteen is remembered for a singularly talented playwright more than the first of the new humans.”

      Our kind, she’d said. With the edge taken off her sorrows, Abby picked up on that slip. Dr. Ashley Arroyo still thought of herself as human, not a robot. It had been fifteen years since the mass activation of unmixed Project Human scientists, and that hadn’t been long enough to chase away the ghosts of that old life.

      “I just write lousy plays,” Abby said with resignation.

      Dr. Ashley smiled. “There are few things the mixed robots aren’t good at. It’s the same problem with having too small a gene pool in an organic population. They lack for artistic creativity. None of them possess it—not that I’m any better, mind you, being one of the contributors myself. They can’t conjure it from nothingness. Your kind owns the monopoly on art.”

      Abby stood and forced a smile to cover one she might have meant in earnest. No point in letting Dr. Ashley get an overblown sense of her contribution here. After all, Abby had come in grieving over the death of Spartacus, the parrot that had stolen her father’s name.

      She blinked.

      “Well, thanks, Ashley,” Abby said, resisting the urge to take a quick puff before departing. “I may not feel any better about letting the foul-mouthed little imp die, but I think I’ve found the inspiration for my next play. See you next week.”
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      The only light in Alex Truman’s lab was the active display monitor of his computer terminal. All other sources of illumination had been extinguished in the name of science. From the darkness, power coils and inverters hummed, their echoes hinting at the size of the unseen room. There was no one on hand to tell him what to do or how to do it.

      Today was the big day.

      Yesterday, the Cutting Edge Science Committee had certified his setup as safe to operate. Allowing them admission to his lab was the greatest concession he’d made during the ramp up to the culmination of his life’s work.

      Two years had passed in both the blink of an eye and an eternity of painstaking scientific labor. Alex had performed more calculations in that time than he had in the entirety of his education. If only those fools at the Emancipation Board had seen fit to grant his petition at ten instead of thirteen, he’d—

      Focus. Move forward. Those lost three years aren’t coming back.

      Had someone asked him as a boy whether mathematics would be easier if he made up his own rules, Alex would have found the question endlessly amusing. Of course, made-up math would be easy. But when dealing with dark energy, Alex had been forced to posit his own hypotheses, develop his own working models, and invent a branch of mathematics that strained his imagination like a dam during a flash flood.

      With calculations double-, triple-, and quadruple-checked, Alex flipped on a bank of lights over his test rig. The sudden brightness stung his eyes, but he needed to go over the equipment before powering up everything. If it worked, the whole system ought to be reusable. If something went wrong, he might need to rebuild it from scratch.

      Power relays… connected per specifications.

      Circuit breakers… open as a precaution.

      Organic medium… well, it was there. Whether it works is as much a mystery as any part of this experiment.

      Emitter… Alex checked with laser measurements… aligned.

      The software he’d simulated ad nauseam. It was junk science—more engineering than anything—based more upon guesswork than knowledge. That would change. Today he’d gather real-world data.

      Shutting off the lights, Alex made his way by memory through the maze of equipment to the blast-proof room next door. There, he sat down at a console that cast a sheen on the optically neutral pane of transparent steel separating Alex from the experimental rig.

      The system was prepped and waiting for him. Alex had even designed a huge red mushroom-headed button. He slammed his palm down and felt the button thump into place.

      The console went dark. Out in the lab, a lone digital display shone with a countdown. Alex counted along with it… after a fashion.

      10… “Archimedes,” he said softly, the oldest inventor worth remembering.

      9… “Gutenberg.”

      8… “Da Vinci.”

      7… “Galileo.”

      6… “Watt.” He remembered to pull down a pair of goggles designed to filter the visible spectrum.

      5… “Bell.”

      4… “Edison.”

      3… “Tesla.”

      2… “Turing.”

      1… “Truman!” Alex shouted, raising both fists in the air as the display went blank.

      Even through the steel wall, he heard the clack of the power electronics kicking in. The floor resonated.

      A thin beam of light, pale purple and barely visible even with the goggles filtering out extraneous wavelengths, stretched from the emitter array to the brick target he’d set up.

      Time passed.

      The light remained steady.

      A timed relay switched off, and the room beyond the protective wall went dark once more.

      “That’s it?” Alex asked aloud. He tore the goggles from his head and threw himself down in front of the console, chair creaking in protest.

      If nothing else, he’d gathered plenty of data. From visual recordings to nanosecond readouts of power usage along every circuit in the test rig, he could pick apart the thirty-second experiment down to its particles.

      But little had happened.

      The violent, columnating cascade reaction that his father’s dark-energy rifle produced had failed to do anything more than shine a flashlight for a few moments. He’d wasted 99.94 percent of the energy used by the system. The apparent violations of the first law of thermodynamics—at least to standard observation—produced by the alien technology were entirely absent.

      “It should have worked,” Alex muttered accusingly at the data. “At the very least, it should have failed. This… nothing… is unacceptable. This is a valid setup. That was dark energy. Why did it fail to behave like every other dark energy reaction created by alien tech?”

      He knew the answer, at least the superficial answer. The data he needed was unavailable. Working examples of the principles at work were locked away in an undersea alien dome that should have been a bastion of science instead of a sealed tomb.

      In the gloom of the computer display monitors, he found his goggles on the floor and kicked them across the room as hard as he could. “This isn’t fair. We shouldn’t have to start from scratch. The alien tech works. We just need to tear it apart to find out how. The Cutting Edge Science Committee wouldn’t think this was too dangerous if those aliens showed up again tomorrow.”

      Alex had never believed his father’s assurances that Earth was safe. For all anyone knew, those cephaloid creatures had colonized half the galaxy and were only just starting to worry what happened to their Earth colony so long ago. Or maybe that wasn’t the only hostile alien species out in the infinite cosmos. Either way, humans and robots ought to have been working together to ensure military superiority once the inevitable second encounter came.

      Instead, Alex had invented a dark energy cat toy.
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      Quelle Suprise was a Parisian cafe located at the hub of the city’s residential center. It was an authentic replica of a classic outdoor coffee shop circa the early twentieth century with one major exception. No one worked there. Through a combination of self-service and drone automation, the only ones who ever visited were patrons. Today, that meant a circle of four human friends.

      Abby sipped her cafe con leche as she commiserated with her friends. The azure sky and its array of stringy clouds were hidden by the umbrella stuck through the table center. A fragrance of fresh flowers failed to penetrate the exuberant aroma of coffee beans.

      “Sorry about Sparty,” Rosa said, sitting across the table with her legs folded beneath her in the chair. “You going to… you know… have a service or something?”

      Abby shook her head. “I don’t know. I didn’t know what else to do, so I called Toby22 to come take care of… you know.”

      Billy cringed and held out his hands with fingers spread wide. “Eugh. I can watch anything on a screen if I know it’s fake. Computer images and actors going home to their families afterward. But any news footage or anything without a screen in the way just makes my skin crawl. Bad enough eating non-factory meat but to just keep letting things die?” He let loose a long sigh. “I was born too soon. Let the robots work out the kinks, and let me back onto Earth in another hundred years.”

      Rolling his eyes at his companions, Nigel sipped from a teacup, pinkie finger extended. “Really. You’d think we were brought back into the dark ages sometimes. You get used to the world working a certain way, then it slides back into chaos without warning. Abby, dear, if you need any comforting, I’m at your beck and call.”

      “Thanks, Nigel,” Abby said dryly. “But I’ll pass. And can we please talk about anything else? I called you all to cheer me up, not remind me of Spartacus. Or proposition me… but thanks for thinking outside the box.” She cast Nigel a playful glare.

      “Well, I’ve been working on frog houses,” Billy said. “I’ve yet to stumble on a design that’ll convince them to move in, but I think I’m getting some inkling as to what the domestically minded frog-about-town is looking for in a domicile.”

      Abby listened politely, same as her friends did about her plays. Billy had been building animal habitats since his emancipation, having been denied an apprenticeship in city planning. She’d never been sure whether his vocation was an absurdist protest of Paul208’s decision not to expand his mentorship program or simply an alternate outlet for his architectural urges.

      Rosa cocked her head. “What if frogs don’t want houses?”

      “Birds, beavers, foxes, bears, and snakes have all taken to human-designed housing. I won’t force anything on an innocent frog, but I’m not giving up on them prematurely,” Billy said earnestly. “Frogs didn’t ask to be cloned. This is a huge and terrifying world for them. If I can offer them the comfort and security of a custom habitat to make them feel a little safer, it’s a small price to pay.”

      “Hear, hear,” Nigel said with a nod over his teacup.

      Billy tipped his chair back and leaned toward Rosa. “Have you ever considered clothing for animals?”

      “Please,” Rosa replied with a delicate sniff. “I have my hands full dealing with human fashion. I’d be here in my latest creation if it wasn’t such a warm day.”

      “You simply can’t dangle a morsel like that without details,” Nigel insisted. “Do tell.”

      Rosa tapped on her personal computer and, with a flourish, displayed it to the group. It showed a mannequin in digital wireframe wearing a giant fuzzy dress.

      Surreptitious glances passed among the other three at the table.

      “What?” Rosa demanded when no one made a comment. “It’s a crossover between Victorian formalwear and Viking outerwear. I was thinking we could have a winter ball in a snowstorm. It would be magical.”

      “I might look dashing in a men’s version,” Nigel said sportingly.

      “Possibly,” Billy agreed.

      Rosa interposed herself in Abby’s view. “Well? What about you?”

      “Not if you uploaded my brain and reprogrammed it,” she stated bluntly.

      Rosa’s eyes shot wide in stunned surprise. Nigel and Billy spluttered laughter at her expense. But Abby just didn’t have it in her today to humor her friends’ pointless hobbies. She was having trouble even justifying her own.

      “I’m sorry,” Abby said wearily. She set her coffee cup down and pushed back her chair with a scrape of iron on brick. “I’m just not up for being social today.”

      She fled the cafe. Her only concession to propriety was using the gate instead of hopping the thigh-high wrought iron fence that separated the eatery from the pedestrian portion of the sidewalk.

      Paris passed by in a blur, more skeleton than city still, with Charlie7’s Arc de Triomphe rising like a blight in the center. Abby ran without intent, but her feet carried her home anyway. Tears streamed down her face. The three Cs of dealing with existence had failed her: caffeine, cannabis, and camaraderie.

      Slamming shut the old style wooden door behind her, Abby slumped to the floor in her foyer and wept.

      What was the point?

      She was trapped in a cycle of ennui where she could do anything she liked but nothing that mattered.

      Personal connections suddenly felt phony and contrived.

      Her house was too quiet without Spartacus yakking at her. That grating, witty, irrepressible voice should have been the first thing she heard when the front door had opened. Instead, silence.

      A hard, cold floor spurred Abby to adjourn to the living room couch, where she found enough relief from physical discomfort to cry herself to sleep.
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      Alex had planned a party for the day following his experiment. With the abject failure of the test rig to perform to his satisfaction, he could easily have justified canceling. Everyone would have understood.

      Waste. Pity. Loss of stature.

      There was no point in letting all that planning rot on the vine simply because the initial purpose had been subverted by the whims of chance. As the guests arrived, Alex greeted each with a handshake and a cryptic promise to reveal the experiment’s results once everyone was there to hear at once.

      He was the only human living in Copenhagen. The population swelled to three if one counted the preserved statues of Hans Christian Anderson and Soren Kierkegaard. One day, Alexander Truman would have statues like theirs, except the world would build them far and wide. For now, humility served him better than envying his neighbors.

      Gerry Marvinson shook his hand, beaming. “Can’t wait to see the rig, Alex.”

      Leslie de Saito kissed him on both cheeks before presenting him a case of home-brewed lager. “Simply wouldn’t be a party if we can’t get good and drunk. And this stuff kicks like an orbital booster.”

      When Dr. Toby arrived, it was with a sheepish smile and an apology. “If I’d have known it was an eating kind of party, I’d have stopped at Agrarian Station Ninety-Seven on my way here.”

      Alex clapped the unmixed robot on the back with a hollow clang. “Don’t worry about it. There’s plenty for everyone.”

      If he ever considered taking on an assistant himself, Dr. Toby would have been his first choice. Never needed to eat or sleep. Wasn’t uppity like the mixes or bereft like the unmixed robots. Plus, he was a sort of family heirloom, being Charles Truman’s assistant so long ago. Though he’d had a decade and a half to learn, Dr. Toby hadn’t embarked on any grand new scientific endeavor. He still thought of himself as second fiddle no matter which orchestra he played for.

      Irene Spence, Wendy Chang, Xander Paulson, and Stephen Ginason rounded out the guest list, all grins and well-wishes as they poured into Alex’s home. And once inside they all obeyed an unspoken accord not to bring a drop of color inside the chic, Second Age modern decor of the mansion.

      The floors gleamed white. The furnishings were black and silver, cold, hard, and functional. Of artwork or decoration, there were only charcoal portraits of great scientists—as much a checklist of competitors as inspiration. Even Alex himself wore not a scrap that existed outside a continuum from black to white. The lone concession to personal style was the motto emblazoned across his chest: I may because I can.

      Clean. Crisp. Controlled. Nothing amiss.

      “Thank you all for coming,” Alex announced loudly enough to cut through the private conversations that had broken out among his friends. “Let me preface what we’re about to see by reminding you all that the greatest advances in history have often come disguised as failure.”

      Gerry guffawed. “You blew it. Didn’t you?” His own black shirt bore the symbol of the atom, with the caption: the heart of the matter. It had become a trend among his social circle to express their inner being or philosophy in pith. Alex only continued following it because he’d been the first. The rest of them would follow as long as he stayed the course, and he’d yet to see what he could not convince them to imitate.

      “He was trying to blow things up, idiot,” Wendy scolded. Her shirt proclaimed: Agreement is intellectual impotence. “He’d be dancing if he’d produced a catastrophic explosion.”

      Alex doubted that. Even in his greatest moment of triumph, he wouldn’t have danced.

      “I assure you, the results were enlightening,” Alex said. “If not what I had aimed for. But enough showmanship for one night—”

      “I’m waiting for any,” Leslie quipped.

      Alex bowed, pretending not to have noticed the interruption. “Let us adjourn to the lab.”

      The elevator was designed for hauling equipment to the lower reaches of the complex, so there was plenty of room for the eight of them to fit inside without crowding. Alex took great pride in calling it an elevator instead of a lift like everyone else. It was a matter of pride in his American heritage, even if it had been his father who’d popularized the alternate term.

      Twelve stories deep, the shaft sank beneath the Danish landscape. He’d used up a year’s worth of drone time-share getting it excavated, borrowing against future use and eventually having to slyly borrow from Charlie7’s illicit workforce to sink his lab deep enough for Alex’s liking.

      Soft music played over speakers built into the elevator car’s ceiling, melodic yet meaningless. An algorithm from a childhood programming project generated soothing noise to drown out the rumble of motors and vibration of the shaft guides. The whole system ran on magnetics, and a few of his guests preferred not to be reminded that it was Alex’s own design and not the standard Safety Committee–approved paradigm.

      The elevator stopped at the lab level and disgorged its occupants. Alex breezed through the staging area for newly delivered equipment and vectored for the dark energy lab. “Right this way.”

      “You’ve spruced the place up,” Wendy observed, scanning the array of unmarked doors that led to Alex’s other single-purpose labs. “Last time I was down here—”

      “It was a mess,” Alex finished. “I’d just received a shipment from Kanto and wasn’t at liberty to discuss its contents.”

      Control the narrative. No distractions. Tease the reveal.

      “But that’s nothing compared to what you’re about to witness.”

      Motion detection recognized Alex and brought up the lights in the dark energy lab. Without a test imminent, there was no reason to wallow in the darkness. Consoles gleamed in anticipation of use. Cables and wires ran circuits through a maze of electrical and data connections. Bulky metal frames housed purpose-built computer equipment and the mysterious workings of the dark energy emitter. And as a monument to failure, a neat stack of cinder blocks stood unscathed in the path of the dark energy beam.

      “Nice place you’ve got here,” Dr. Toby observed. “I get around to a lot of labs, and this is one of the nicer ones.”

      “So which is it?” Gerry asked, ducking and crouching to look around the setup. “Did you clean up and reset for a second demonstration, or is this how it looked post-test?”

      “The latter,” Alex admitted.

      Acceptance. Forthright. Unashamed.

      “But if you’ll all follow me into the blast-proof observation room…”

      Wendy snorted. “It make a lot of noise or something? Doesn’t look too dangerous out here.”

      “Much as I despise the nanny-bot Safety Committee, if they found out I’d let you in the room with an experimental dark energy emitter while I activated it from inside a bunker, that’d be the end of my career.”

      Melodrama. Exaggeration for effect. Lead by example.

      With a spread of her hands and a roll of her eyes, Wendy joined the group already filing for the far exit of the lab. “Fine. You win. I’ll hunker down like a good little robot.”

      Dr. Toby cast her a quick glare but said nothing.

      Alex noticed and suppressed a smile.

      Once the door closed, it was eight of them crammed together in the observation room meant to be spacious for one. Heat radiated from biochemical reactions. A faint odor of sweat wafted. Alex took his seat at the control console. As everyone shuffled to arrange themselves with a view of the emitter, a pair of breasts pressed against his upper back. Without looking, he guessed it was Leslie, whose clumsy advances he’d been dodging for months.

      Hormonal attraction. Sex. Entanglement. Distraction.

      Charles Truman hadn’t sidetracked his life with family or tawdry biological hedonism. His focus on robotics and brain upload had saved humanity. For all Alex knew, his life’s work could turn out to be just as crucial.

      “I’ve only got one pair of goggles,” Alex explained. “I’ve seen it already. So pass them around.” He dangled them from a finger, and Leslie leaned over him to take first dibs.

      Without further warning, Alex killed the lights. Out in the lab, the countdown started. Though he kept it to himself, he still counted down the names of the scientists he hoped to one day surpass. Unlike last time, he had no illusions that his ascension to greatness would be today.

      10… “What’s with the countdown?” Gerry asked. “We aren’t going to see explosions.”

      9…

      8… “Shut up, Gerry,” Irene scolded. “Just watch.”

      7… “Goosebumps,” Leslie said, wrapping her arms around Alex.

      6…

      5…

      4… “This better be good,” Wendy said cynically. Alex could envision her with her arms crossed and that glorious scowl plastered across her face.

      3…

      2… “Here it goes…” Alex said.

      1…

      The snap and hum of the power converters kicked in. Alex squinted to see, but any evidence of the dark energy beam was merely his imagination filling in the details of what he knew was there.

      “Flying…” Leslie said breathlessly. After eleven seconds, she shifted against him, and the goggles passed to the next viewer. Alex was glad of the darkness as he squirmed in his seat, failing in his efforts to resist reflexive reactions to the feel of her against him, even through multiple layers of cloth.

      “The flyingest,” Gerry agreed, finally shrugging off his teasing tone. “You really did it. More of a flashlight than a weapon or a power source, but it’s proof of concept for sure.”

      “Give ‘em here,” Stephen said.

      “I’m next!” Wendy protested.

      “Fascinating,” Dr. Toby said so softly that the words barely registered above the argument over the one pair of goggles.

      “You can see it?” Alex asked. “You can view the beam?”

      “I knew what I was coming here for,” Dr. Toby replied. “I adjusted my optics to compensate. It’s… remarkable.”

      Alex shut down the emitter, and the lights sprang on. The guests cringed at the sudden intrusion of light and the end of the scant entertainment Alex had provided, grumbling amongst themselves.

      “It would be remarkable if that pile of cinder blocks was a pile of dust,” Alex said. “I was able to duplicate the base conditions from the data on file. But those files are intentionally incomplete. I reviewed everything last night, and I can only conclude that some keystone piece of information was left out, whether by ingenious surgical removal or the luck of a leprechaun. I have exactly enough to tantalize without producing anything remotely dangerous or useful.”

      “How long to reverse engineer the keystone?” Wendy asked, quieting the room.

      Right question. Goal-focused. Respect.

      “With my current equipment,” Alex said, “possibly ten years. Maybe a lifetime. I’m playing guessing games with an alien species capable of interstellar travel. Who knows how long it took them to come up with the solution.”

      Gerry sighed dramatically. “Well, so much for our big party. Anyone still up for getting drunk, at least?”

      Alex held up a hand and fought back a smirk.

      Timing. Emotional reverse.

      “Hold on. That’s only with my current equipment. I think if I had access to a working model, it might not take long at all with what I already know.”

      “How you planning on getting ahold of one?” Irene asked dubiously. “If there’s one thing every committee with oversight has, it’s that the dark energy arsenal is closed for anything short of an invasion.”

      Wendy scowled. “You’re not planning on faking an invasion, are you?”

      “Your father kept one,” Dr. Toby stated somberly. “That’s it, isn’t it?”

      Alex aimed a finger at the robot. “Not a bad thought but not as far as I know. Nothing Charlie7 does can ever truly surprise me but no. I have a simpler solution. We find a working weapon. We just sneak in and take it. There’s our model.”

      “There was a lot of first person plural in that statement,” Gerry noted. “Who’s ‘we’?”

      Set up. Took bait. Segue. Predictable.

      “Anyone who wants to be a part of the scientific revolution of the thirty-second century. The 31st was all about the maturation of genetic engineering. We’re all here thanks to that. But unless we’re hoping to take transhumanism in a direction that, frankly, I’d rather not see come to fruition, the next revolution in scientific advancement is up for grabs. If we don’t take history by the horns, some robot is going to reap the accolades.”

      Leslie leaned over to Dr. Toby. “No offense.”

      “None taken,” the robot replied. It was no secret that he was a misfit part, a three-quarter inch wrench in a world of metric bolts. Dr. Toby was a human in a Halloween costume.

      “This whole notion of snagging an alien weapon sounds chipmunks to me,” Stephen said, taking a step back despite there being no room behind him to retreat. Having the discussion in these cramped quarters was part of the plan.

      Nothing said we’re all in this together like being stuffed into a closet. There was no space to gain the sort of physical separation that committee-meeting chambers relied on to give an air of independence.

      Co-dependence. Pack mentality. Convert camaraderie to conspiracy.

      “You enjoy watching news feeds filled with the same twenty-seven names?” Alex asked. “That’s the future if we sit on our hands, let them force us to play by their rules, take the scraps left over when the robots are done inventing our future for us. Right now, the Earth is at a population level unseen since the last Ice Age. Never has there been a generation in such a position to shift the course of history—not since mankind first grasped the concept of history.”

      “You’re making being chipmunks sound glorious,” Gerry said.

      “History is littered with despots and kings, scientific giants and crackpots,” Wendy said, squeezing through the crowd to stand at Alex’s side. “The difference is winning versus losing. Success and failure. He’s right. No one’s getting ahead if we fly their speed.”

      “What if we get caught?” Irene asked, gnawing her lower lip and staring down at a shirt that read: If not now, then when?

      Unintentional humor. Impatience transmuted to pessimism.

      Alex smirked. “Caught? By whom? The whole system is rigged, and my father rigged it. It’s designed to shield privacy from invasion, and no amount of tinkering by the nannies can keep that from applying to us.”

      He pulled up his sleeve and showed the scar on his wrist. He didn’t need to tell his friends what that meant. They’d all been tagged with a safety tracker as kids—a well-meaning initiative if one were of a generous disposition.

      To Alex’s mind, it was merely a collar to keep him on a chain.

      “You pulled out your tracker?” Irene asked.

      Gerry grabbed Alex’s forearm to take a closer look. “You did this yourself, one-handed? Idiot!”

      Alex snatched his hand back. “Of course not. I programmed a machining center with a half-millimeter bit, then pried it out with some forceps I Protofabbed.”

      “That’s some Rasputin-level tough-guy action,” Stephen said in awe.

      “Please,” Alex scoffed, tugging down his sleeve. “The pain was fleeting, and I’ve felt free ever since.”

      “What if you get lost?” Dr. Toby asked. “Wouldn’t you rather have the peace of mind knowing rescuers could locate you?”

      For all his good intentions, Dr. Toby still thought like a robot at times. He still gave the mixes too much credit. He still trusted the committees.

      “No,” Alex stated bluntly. “And anyone who wants in on my plan will do the same or this is the last they hear of it.”

      Silence greeted that proclamation.

      Miscalculation? A step too far?

      “I’m in,” Wendy said. Her fingers dug into the flesh of her forearm, kneading at a lump buried beneath the surface. “I hate feeling this thing inside me.”

      Gerry huffed. “Fine. I’m no coward. I can take a little pain.”

      Soon the whole group had come to an agreement in principle.

      “But what’s this about a plan?” Irene asked. “Your experiment was just yesterday. How much planning could even you have done since then?”

      Acknowledgment of superiority. Tacit acceptance of leadership.

      Alex had hoped someone would ask that. “Months. I don’t plan for failure; I plan against it. I’ve had a backup plan all along. You’re forgetting who I am and who raised me.”
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      Abby lay in bed, limbs leaden and eyes like bricks in her skull. A homemade intravenous pump cycled, injecting measured amounts of saline solution into Abby’s bloodstream. As medical advances went, her invention was nothing extraordinary, merely the best cure she’d found for a hangover.

      As the pump brought her back to the land of the sapient, Abby watched news feeds on the screen in her bedroom. A tornado formation broadcast live from the Tulsa Meteorological Observation Center. Geneticists in Brazil had released a non-stinging insect capable of pollinating flowers. Students at Oxford had put on a stage performance of The Tempest.

      Abby shook her head. At 1,487 years old, that play was still being shown. Her own works were lucky to garner a second rehearsal.

      “This isn’t working,” she muttered, and she didn’t mean the pump. Once again, it had worked marvels in blunting the worst of her own ill-considered indulgences. “I can’t keep living like this.”

      She pulled the needle from her vein and tucked the end into the miniature autoclave attached to the device. Yawning, she stretched and tried by physical means to shrug off the shackles of her own expectations.

      “You become a reflection of those closest to you,” she quoted the ancient proverb. There was no science behind the phenomenon, but the power of social pressure made it sound plausible. Better yet, it was actionable.

      Tucked beneath the edge of the bed, where Abby recalled tripping over it, she found her portable computer. Blowing aside a loose lock of hair, she flicked through screen after screen of acquaintances in her Social network.

      Nigel, Rosa, and Billy were fine friends, but they didn’t bring out the best in her. Abby enjoyed spending time with them but always seemed to regret it later. They’d become a habit, she admitted to herself.

      “Habits are best reinforced or broken,” Abby said, quoting her mother. Eve had never liked stagnation. Abby wallowed in it like a duck in a rainstorm. She knew herself all too well. Self-awareness was as much a curse as a tool.

      Even a rusty tool had its uses.

      Abby tried a connection with Jessica de Wilkes, hoping that the budding nutritionist could take time from her busy day to at least talk.

      CONNECTION > TEXT

      Abby scrunched her nose. Well, text was better than nothing.

      HEY ABBY. WHAT’S NEW?

      If there had been anything new, Abby would never have thought to reach out. “Oh, nothing much,” Abby tapped back. “Just realized that I’d been a little out there. Wondering if I could reel myself back into the solution with the rest of the world.”

      HAHA, IF YOU’RE NOT PART OF THE SOLUTION, YOU’RE PART OF THE PRECIPITATE. RIGHT?

      “Something like that. So, what’s new in the world of food?”

      YOU DON’T HAVE TO BE LIKE THAT. ENZYMATIC BALANCE IS A REAL SCIENCE. I’M NOT A SHORT-ORDER COOK.

      Abby clenched her fists. She’d remembered the precipitate joke. Why couldn’t she recall that Jessica was sensitive about her vocation being a scientific field?

      “Sorry. Never mind. I’ll let you get back to doing real work.”

      Abby closed the connection before she could further embarrass herself.

      Closing her eyes, she envisioned a world filled with people and endless shopping centers of friends and acquaintances. It was Human Era Earth again, and Abby was just a student playwright working in Old New York—an oxymoronic name that brought a smile to her lips. Friends had been so much easier in those days. Among billions, there were guaranteed matches out there in temperament and interests.

      The Second Human Era was short of friends for the misfits and the mildly misanthropic.

      It wasn’t Abby’s fault. She’d been raised by humans. And while Eve and Plato had seemed like wonderful parents at the time, after her emancipation, Abby noticed that she’d been ill prepared to accept her fellow humans without complaint. There was always something missing, some broken trait she felt compelled to fix, some quirky behavior that rankled her.

      Stop.

      Abby had to quit blaming Eve and Plato for leading her to believe she was perfect. She wasn’t. Abby was as flawed and idiosyncratic as anyone. Overcoming the belief that she was the default state of normality was a journey she could only take if she forced herself to believe it wasn’t the truth. She needed someone to challenge her, to show her another path, to stretch her outside her comfort zone.

      She needed someone to accept her calls.

      After five other acquaintances—she would have called them friends if intellectual honesty hadn’t barred her way—all found reason not to take the time to catch up, Abby turned to family.

      The next call connected on video after the briefest of delays. It was like looking at her own reflection in a rippled pond.

      Phoebe bit her lip and sized Abby up over the video connection. “Damn, you are one fine-looking lady.”

      Abby smiled. It was the same joke that most of her genetic twins used. Even if, in socio-familial terms, Phoebe was her aunt, they shared the same genome. At twenty-one, Phoebe would have looked just like her. “Hi, Aunt Phoebe. How’s everything but work?”

      “That comprises sleeping, eating, and mini-marathons of Pulcher and Creek,” Phoebe said. “The other twenty hours a day are work.”

      Abby briefly considered seeing if Phoebe wouldn’t mind a little company, but watching Pulcher and Creek was a line she’d drawn somewhere in her head. The comedy was lowbrow and often lewd. The story lines were trite and predictable. Acting had been invented by the time it was filmed in the mid-2030s, but to the cast, it might as well have been Damascus steel, an art lost to the ages.

      “You… OK, sweetie?” Phoebe asked when Abby’s response wasn’t forthcoming. “You seem a little outside yourself.”

      Abby blew a long sigh. This was why she liked her aunts. None of them pulled punches, and all of them could read her facial expressions. At times, that bothered her, but right now it meant that her introspection could be partly outsourced.

      “I’ve had a rough couple days.”

      “I heard about Spartacus. I’m sorry.”

      “The house is eerie quiet without him,” Abby said. “I didn’t think I was such a creature of habit, but I can’t think to write. And it’s not just grief. I want to write about him. I’m thinking of a play about how he stole Dad’s name.”

      Phoebe grinned. “I’d watch that. Need me to build you a new playhouse? You could help design it.”

      A pang jabbed at Abby’s stomach. Putting on performances at the site of Shakespeare’s old theater or Broadway as the subject matter dictated had been a point of pride, a connection to the past even if it was a replica built by robots seventy years ago. “No. I like the theaters I’ve got. But thanks.”

      “Try something new,” Phoebe advised. “Get out of the house. Anywhere. You never build anything; take some of your unused drone credits and make yourself a vacation home. Or take your sketchbook and have some of your drawings made into sculptures.”

      “Thanks, Aunt Phoebe. Maybe I will.”

      She ended the call and slumped into bed. Phoebe always suggested getting out and building something. That was her panacea. Abby was more abstract in her recreation.

      Or was that the problem?

      Abby studied her hands. Smooth. Soft. She used an ointment that Rosa had come up with to keep her skin moist and pliable. Historically, that would have marked her as an idle creature too good to sully her hands at labor.

      Was she?

      Abby wrote, played, sang. But she avoided stringed instruments because of the calluses. Also, the asymmetry. If she could have played left-handed as well as right-handed, she could balance out the effects of her fingertips growing hard and rough. But the idea that the tips of her left fingers would be different from the right would have kept her awake at night.

      “God, I am so broken,” she muttered.

      Before she could think of a good reason not to, she picked up her computer and tapped in a formal request to appear before the Transportation Committee. Abby needed to go somewhere, to do something new, something that would inspire her. She needed to kick herself from the doldrums of grief and loathsome self-reflection and inject fire into her veins instead of saline.

      She needed to go someplace where humans weren’t meant to tread.

      And, since Mom would kill her if she pulled a Plato, she determined to get the proper permits to do so.
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      Two hours later, Abby stood with her hands clasped behind her back in the Transportation Committee boardroom in Prague. Her arriving on a day when the committee met in person was half luck, half the fact that the Transportation Committee came together more often than most. They had more work to do.

      Abby stood patiently, her name an addendum at the bottom of the day’s agenda, and waited through aerial zoning updates, Kanto build requisitions, and updates to the agrarian delivery routes. It turned out that one of the latest batches of emancipated teenagers had decided to move to Antarctica, throwing the efficiency of the global traffic network off kilter.

      In her head, Abby floated words back and forth, trying to come up with song lyrics for the story of Plato and Spartacus. Twice she caught herself humming a tentative melody aloud and hushed herself before it distracted the committee.

      In time, it was Abby’s turn before the committee.

      “Miss Fourteen, welcome,” Janet20 said, extending a hand toward the opposite end of the table from where she sat at the head. The room’s decor was so similar to other committee boardrooms that Abby could easily have imagined herself in Shanghai, Paris, or Kanto. Only the view of restored medieval architecture of a distinctive Eastern European flair kept the illusion from taking root. “What can we do for you today?”

      It was a formal request, for the record. Abby hadn’t been coy about her desire when seeking a spot on the agenda.

      “I’d like permission to enter one of the restricted areas,” Abby said, remembering her posture and bearing. Some robots took offense to slovenly behavior in humans, and she didn’t want to lose any votes on a topic she suspected might not garner universal support.

      “Which one?” Dr. Kabir asked in that wonderfully melodious accent so unlike any other robot’s. Abby found herself wishing that his reply had been less economical with words. Kabir3 was on the Transportation Committee as well, and with that same voice, but had thus far not found reason to speak during the meeting.

      “I’m not picky,” Abby replied. “Any of them ought to do.”

      Why make things harder by narrowing her choices? If the committee were to object to a particular destination, she might lose her chance. By opening up the possibilities, surely there had to be one they’d allow.

      “I don’t understand,” Dr. Kabir asked. “Why would you want to go somewhere that is off limits if you don’t know the reason?”

      “Oh, I know the reason,” Abby said. “I need inspiration. I’m not finding it in the humdrum of daily life. I need a fresh perspective. A room with a view. I need to experience a place that no human eyes have grown bored with.”

      Arthur80 snickered. “You’re stir-crazy.”

      “Am I? Perhaps,” Abby allowed. “But I’m also feeling creatively stifled. New output requires new input. My imaginative engine is starved for fuel.”

      The smile on Janet20’s face was patronizing. That was an Eve smile, and Abby knew it well. Without knowing the specifics, she knew the flavor of the next words about to come.

      “You know, Earth has over five hundred million square kilometers to explore. Surely there are other—”

      “No, there aren’t,” Abby snapped. She didn’t put up with it when Mom talked down to her. She wasn’t going to let a mid-level committee chairwoman do so, either. Getting her petition rejected was preferable to accepting a pat on the head and kick to the behind to dismiss her. “Blank landscapes might inspire a painter. Mountains and rivers are pretty. The crystal caverns beneath Mexico inspire awe. But no one watches a play about a landscape. If they wanted to sit for two hours and stare at a rock formation, everyone’s got a skyroamer to do so. The only songs about places are meant to fill the wayward soul with memories of home. Humans only share a few common memories of home, and Earth doesn’t need another song about Paris.”

      “And you think one of the restricted areas—regardless of which it is—could provide a backdrop for a dramatic performance?” Janet20 asked. “Is that the long and short of it?”

      “Maybe not a volcano or anything but yeah.”

      “Too dangerous,” Kabir3 said, and Abby’s heart melted a little. In life, Kabir had only been thirty-one when scanned. It wasn’t scandalously older than her. But there was no biological version of him running around to make that little fantasy come true. “There are reasons those sites are off limits to humans. Too few humans walk the Earth to risk them on foolish ventures.”

      “Oh, give her a chance,” Arthur80 said. “I’ve always thought creating restricted areas pushed the boundaries of our charter to begin with. We should be making travel advisory zones, not forbidden ones. Nothing forbidden ever gets respected anyway.”

      “The dangers are real,” Janet20 pointed out. “And this committee has created travel restrictions for the safety and welfare of humans and robots alike. You don’t get to serve on a straw man committee you’d like to have formed. You’re on this one.”

      “We’re overlooking our own best interests,” Holly110 said, adding her opinion to the mix. “If there’s one field in which humanity is light-years ahead of robotkind, it’s in the fine arts. If we want avant garde art, we need to allow creative freedom. Abby could have followed a long family tradition of ignoring protocols and just headed off on some half-baked adventure.” She paused to wait for titters around the room, mainly aimed at Abby’s father’s expense. “But instead, she’s asking permission. I say, if we want to let the arts thrive, we figure out a way to help her do it safely.”

      “What?” Janet20 asked. “Are you suggesting a babysitter?”

      Abby cringed and took a step back. “I… uh… think the point would be to experience the real essence of a forbidden area. Not get carted along in an engineered bubble by a robot.”

      Holly110 shook her head. “Not that. A guide. Someone who can watch out for the dangers. I’ve already sent a Social inquiry on the committee’s behalf, just as a contingency.”

      “You what?” Abby demanded.

      Janet20 rapped her gavel on the table. “Petitioner is out of order. Holly110, can you clarify? Who did you contact?”

      Holly110 graced Abby with a conspiratorial smile. “Olivia. She’d be more than happy to guide her niece wherever she’d like to go.”
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      “I hope you’ll forgive my late cancellation,” Alex said with an apologetic smile. On the screen, the image of Jason90 stared back at him. “I just can’t bring myself to leave my current project at this crucial point.”

      He sat back and spread his hands along with a shrug. The office from which he did all his at-home videoconferencing was purposely devoid of anything that might show up in the background. The camera only broadcasted Alex in his black shirt from the shoulders up set against a matte gray wall. The ambient lighting was aligned to eliminate shadows. Off camera, anechoic fabric lined the rest of the room, ensuring that no errant sounds escaped.

      The outbound signal was also filtered through a roughing algorithm before being reconstituted for transmission. If anyone ever accused Alex of doctoring a video, it would be hard to prove ill intent. He tampered with every qubit of data that left his house.

      “Suit yourself,” Jason90 replied. “It was a courtesy invite anyway. Your carbureted engine designs are still decades behind the rest of the club. Might spend a little more of your spare time refining them.”

      Alex forced his smile to broaden and take on a more congenial aspect. “Yeah. I’ll consider that.”

      He cut the transmission before things got ungentlemanly.

      “Smug bastard,” Alex snarled beneath his breath. He opened the door and allowed the ambient sounds of the household systems to enter once more. All his friends were out there, scattered and bustling about their preparations.

      Almost all. Wendy was waiting just outside in the hall, arms crossed, not doing anything but pacing as she stood watch for him. “How’d it go?”

      Anticipation? Anxiety? Difficult to tell. Female reactions unreliable.

      “Fine,” Alex said dismissively. “I’m off the menu on every social calendar for the next two months. After that, I’ll have to make up some new excuse.”

      Gerry breezed in from the kitchen carrying a sealed plastic crate. “Why not just clear further ahead?” he asked on the way by.

      Second-guessing. Insubordinate. Reminder that my position is tenuous.

      “Because I’ve got better things to do than spend all day on the Social changing plans with every robot I know,” Alex snapped. Of all his father’s lessons, the one he most wished he could unlearn was the currying of favors for possible future use. His schedule wouldn’t be so cluttered if he just ignored his robotic colleagues.

      Footsteps pounded up the stairs from below. Irene panted for breath before reporting in, finally providing an island of competence amid the sea of nagging and flippant advice. “I’ve got the food acceptance system hooked into the bio recycler. It’ll look like you’re eating the food that comes here.”

      “Digestive ratio?” Alex prompted.

      “I programmed it to vary from 65 to 87 percent,” Irene stated confidently. That sounded reasonable, though Alex had little use for the wet sciences. He’d trust that she’d chosen a range that wouldn’t raise suspicions if analyzed.

      Alex rubbed his hands together. It was all coming together. He’d programmed the power usage himself. The house would simulate daily living by matching the ebb and flow of Alex’s typical activities.

      “Automatons are ready too,” Stephen reported. “They’ll respond adaptively to the power usage to make it look like they’re helping with whatever mirage-you is up to.”

      This was all coming together. “Are the skyroamers ready?” He hated being at someone else’s mercy for transportation, but for this plan to work, he couldn’t let his own personal skyroamer out of the hangar.

      “You’re flying with me,” Leslie said matter-of-factly.

      Possessive. Alpha female. Irritation.

      One of these days, Alex was going to have to decide whether to indulge his reproductive urges or risk losing her as an ally. Her fixation was understandable but highly counterproductive.

      “Fine,” Alex said brusquely. “But let’s get a move on. The longer we linger here, the greater the chance someone disrupts the ecosystem we’ve set in motion.”

      Lie to mask impatience. Will anyone challenge? No. Compliance.

      Everyone murmured their assent, and the group headed for the skyroamers.

      Alex liked compliance.
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      It wasn’t quite the same sitting at Quelle Suprise without her friends, but Abby sipped at a chai tea latte and waited. There was a brisk chill in the air, and one of Rosa’s hand-knit shawls helped keep the breeze at bay.

      She could have waited inside. The quaint, retro interior held a certain time-capsule charm. However, since Abby was trying to make a good impression on her aunt, braving the outdoors was a small price to pay.

      There was no warning whine of skyroamer engines to herald Olivia’s arrival. When a hand rested on Abby’s shoulder, she jumped in her seat, spilling her drink with a startled yelp.

      “Wow,” Olivia said as she slipped into the seat across the table. “Not a lot to work with. You’re more skittish than a doe.”

      Abby wiped the front of her dress with a napkin. “I didn’t hear you coming. I figured a skyroamer and a cloud of dust would be plenty of warning.”

      “I hiked over from Phoebe’s place,” Olivia explained as she tapped a beverage order into the concealed console in the table. “Hadn’t seen her in months.”

      “You mean while I waited two hours for you to get here, I could have just met you at Phoebe’s place?” Abby asked through a scowl.

      “No,” Olivia explained patiently. “If I’d wanted to meet you there, I would have said so. I don’t like crowds.”

      Only Aunt Olivia considered three people to be a crowd.

      “Well, I assume you’ve come with a plan to take me to one of the restricted areas.”

      Olivia looked Abby up and down. “Not dressed like that.”

      Abby studied her own attire. She wore a sundress and sandals. Not exactly spelunking gear. “I assumed I’d head home to change once I knew the climate we were heading for.”

      Olivia set her jaw. There was little argument on the subject. Of the twenty-three designated zones that were off limits to unauthorized personnel, climate and hazards varied wildly. “OK. Let’s settle on a locale then and get on with it.”

      An automaton waiter delivered black coffee, which Olivia scooped up and tilted back in one smooth motion. She winced as she gulped the steaming liquid.

      Inwardly, Abby sighed. There was just something about being raised in a mad robot’s laboratory that toughened a girl in ways no parent would ever sanction. Abby had been coddled, pampered, and indulged her whole life. While she would never envy the original Eves their horror-movie childhoods, Abby often wished she’d somehow turn out like them anyway.

      Olivia gasped as she set the empty cup on the table. “So, little missy, where you want to go? I’m thinking a few days hiking the Outback, getting in touch with your hunter gatherer roots, might warm that tree sap in your creative veins.”

      Abby blinked. “Project Hammond? How about we don’t go camping in dinosaur country?”

      Olivia rolled her eyes. “They’re not really dinosaurs. They’re just Elizabeth56’s best guess. More birds with reptile DNA than anything authentic.” She grinned. “But I’d still love to see them up close.”

      “Wait. You haven’t? I assumed you’ve been everywhere.”

      “Restricted areas are restricted,” Olivia said. “I don’t tinkle in the Transportation Committee’s fuel cells.”

      “So you were willing to take me into a bleak wilderness filled with dinosaurs—”

      “Dinosaur-esque creatures.”

      “Whatever,” Abby snapped. “Without ever having been there yourself?”

      Olivia sighed and crossed her forearms on the table. “Look, I get it. You were hoping for the safari version. All the jungle and savanna from the comforts of an animal-proof jeep, with a guide who’s lived there her whole life. Newsfeed update: there’s no such thing. If you want to tour restricted areas, you’ve got two options. One: I go as your guide. Two: you try to convince the Transportation Committee to let Charlie7 or Plato take you. They’re the only two fools with the free time and lack of self-preservation to guide you.”

      “I hardly think Charlie7 is lacking self-preservation,” Abby pointed out.

      “Well, he’s also not getting released from surveillance and trusted in a restricted area.”

      “Maybe my dad…”

      Olivia pinched the bridge of her nose. “Yeah. Drag poor Plato out into dino country. You’d both be kibble.”

      Abby pursed her lips but couldn’t argue the point. Dad had been on the decline for years. He meant well, and if she asked, he’d almost certainly agree to escort her. That meant it was incumbent on Abby never to ask him. Her conscience wasn’t built to handle that kind of guilt.

      “What about Mars?” Abby blurted. Unless there was a geneticist who’d not only created life on Mars but taught it how to live without a breathable atmosphere, there would be no wildlife to worry about. “There hasn’t been a human on Mars since the First Human Era.”

      “Good reason for that,” Olivia replied. “No one wants to go.”

      “But you’re an adventurer,” Abby pointed out. “We could get someone to make a habitable spaceroamer. Or maybe refit a mining vessel.”

      “Actually, good point,” Olivia said. “There were humans on Mars. Dale2’s hybrid army. Pass.”

      Abby scowled. “You’re afraid of space travel. Aren’t you?”

      Olivia’s silence cooled Abby’s latte. “You want to go to Mars? Fine. But you’re on your own.” The metal legs of Olivia’s chair scraped against the ground as she stood.

      Abby lunged for her aunt and caught her by the sleeve of her jacket. “No! I’ll pick someplace else. There must be someplace that’s both exciting and free of human-eating monsters.”

      Olivia tugged free of Abby’s grasp and shoved her hands in her pockets. “I’ll take you anywhere on Earth.”

      Abby’s mind whirled. So many options. She’d been hoping to lean on Olivia’s expertise to select a destination but didn’t dare dodge making a decision of her own. Olivia might just give up on her rather than pick Abby’s adventure.

      “The city.”

      “Which one?” Olivia asked wearily. “Pompeii? Chernobyl…?”

      “Atlantis,” Abby said firmly. Though unofficial, it was the name that had stuck for the alien dome beneath the Baltic Sea.

      “Not exactly getting in touch with your cultural roots, is it?” Olivia said with a smirk.

      “How is it not?” Abby countered. “What’s one subject that no one from the Human Era ever wrote about?”

      “No such thing. Ten billion people managed to address every topic just through sheer numbers and boredom.”

      “Wrong. Extinction. Sure, some guessed, but no one covered the event itself. I want to taste for myself the city of the things that killed our ancestors.”

      Olivia bit her lip and frowned. It was like watching Mom think. Abby did it too. Some hard-coded bit of brain tissue linked decision-making and lip-biting in the Madison line of clones. She took it as a sign that Olivia was giving the matter due consideration.

      “Fine. I’ll bounce it off the Transportation Committee to make sure—that was probably the last place they expected you to pick—but I imagine they’ll agree. Go home and get packed.”

      “What should I wear to explore an alien city?”

      “Hiking boots and a portable air supply,” Olivia stated. “I’ll take care of the rest.”
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      A thousand kilometers away, beneath the floor of the Baltic Sea, an expedition of a different sort was already underway.

      Dust from the drilling drone clogged the tunnel and appeared as a fog in the glow lamps the explorers carried. Alex watched through goggles, breathed through a filter, and felt through the fabric of gloves. It was almost as if he weren’t there in person at all.

      If not for the presence of other humans, reacting and interacting all around him, he might as well have been handling the excavation by remote.

      “How much farther do we have to drill?” Gerry asked. His voice came out muffled, echoing inside his breather before being transmitted on weak-signal radio that wouldn’t penetrate the rock above them.

      Alex referenced his portable computer. “Another ten meters and we break through.”

      One of the humanoid automatons that’d been toiling on this job for months came by with a wheelbarrow to haul away another load of the rubble. The humans all made way for it. They were merely biding time until the drone workforce finished. Real labor was needed, and none of them begrudged the machines the job.

      “Should we slow down?” Xander asked. “What if they have acoustic sensors? Seismographs?”

      Alex grinned behind his mask. “That’s the irony, isn’t it? They don’t. If you believe my father’s version of the events between the fall of mankind and the rise of robots, the alien invaders couldn’t tell resistance forces were tunneling up right beneath them. That same blind spot is going to get us inside the city undetected.”

      “How do you know?” Gerry chimed in. “What if they catch us down here?”

      “Do you remember who I am?” Alex demanded. At times it felt like they didn’t. With a quick punch of a few commands, the automatons paused in gathering the rubble. The drill ground to a halt. Alex tore the mask from his face to let them hear this from his own voice, not some digital broadcast from a meter away. “You think these robots are a threat to us? I made them. They’re my creations, and if you think I’m scared of them finding out what we’re doing, you can crawl back home and play lab assistant to someone who has the vision and drive to make real scientific breakthroughs.”

      Wendy sneered. “I think you’re confusing being a clone of Charles Truman with having actually been Dr. Truman.”

      Leslie snatched the mask from Alex’s hand and shoved it in his face. “Put that back on! The air down here isn’t safe.”

      “Safe. Safe…” Alex muttered, shaking his head despite it making it harder to fit the mask back over his face. “That’s all everyone harps on. Did you know that life wasn’t safe in the Human Era? People got cancer and died. They got hit by ground vehicles. They murdered one another in fits of anger.”

      Dr. Toby had been lurking along the carved tunnel walls this whole time. Now, he spoke up. “All true, sadly. But there were ten billion people. There was a margin of error for—”

      “For greatness,” Alex interrupted.

      Ganging up. Need to drive narrative.

      “You tell me there were ten billion people, but I’ll counter that when you boiled the fat from the bone, there were only thirty-three that mattered. Why? Because they had the vision. They had the drive. I’ve read the project files. The news feeds of the day. There were death threats. Synaptically challenged crusaders accused them of playing God. Any of them could have saved themselves the hassle and just gotten a cushy university post. Taught undergrads. The greats take the risk.”

      “But there aren’t ten billion spare humans anymore,” Wendy pointed out. “We’re worth more.”

      “We’re worthless,” Alex snapped. “We are worth the sum of our accomplishments. None of us has done a damn thing.”

      “Yet,” Gerry added. “Our value includes our potential future successes.”

      Alex stabbed a finger at him. “Aha! Exactly. We’re only worth the things we will do. We’re taking out an IOU against future greatness. We dare because we will wrest the secrets from the closed fist of the universe. And anyone who stands in our way will be judged by history.”

      “Big gamble, if they catch us,” Gerry pointed out, idly poking at the rubble with one booted toe.

      “Gamble?” Alex echoed.

      Use his own word. Turn its meaning. Come up with gambling metaphor.

      “I was born with aces up my sleeves. I have the genes of the greatest scientist mankind ever birthed. I was raised by the robot who holds that man’s memories and a thousand years’ experience on top of that. I’m not just the heir to Charles Truman, I’m Charles Truman reincarnated.”

      Skepticism. Disbelief. Alienation. Attempt inclusion.

      “All of us are gods reborn,” Alex rambled on. “Handpicked from the finest genomes the Human Era left behind. Pruned like bonsai trees of any imperfections. Raised with the weight of an entire civilization’s resources behind our education. We will shape this planet not with our bare hands but with our minds.”

      “How ‘bout you turn the drones back on and get this over with?” Wendy suggested dryly.

      Chuckles. Tension broken. Do they see themselves as newborn gods? Too early to tell.

      “Sure,” Alex agreed amiably. With a flourish, he reengaged the drilling and hauling.

      Machinery rumbled to life. It wouldn’t be long before they were inside the alien city.
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      Less than two kilometers away, in a far older tunnel, two women who could have been mistaken for sisters stood before a giant airlock. The younger one hung back with her fists clenched at her sides while the older one accessed a console, tapping in a passcode supplied by the Transportation Committee. Both wore padded protective suits as a precaution. In the sixteen years since the revelation of the alien fabric’s existence, it had been replicated but never properly explained.

      “You ready?” Olivia asked, sounding a little nasal. The air in the alien city had been deemed non-toxic, but that didn’t mean the air quality was sustainable for human exploration. Both Olivia and Abby wore oxygen tubes that ran over both ears and under their noses, with a spigot supplying clean air directly into their nostrils.

      Abby swallowed, then gave a nod. “Do it.”

      With a final command from Olivia, the gateway to the undersea alien dome opened. Bathed in eldritch light, the city spread before Abby’s disbelieving eyes like a wonderland of imaginary structures.

      She stepped forward, mouth agape. Pictures and computer models were no substitute for the rising dome she entered. A thousand years had passed since cephaloid creatures had massacred humanity—including the very woman Abby herself had been cloned from. And yet, Abby could imagine one of the creatures rounding a corner from a side street.

      If anything in this place could be called a street.

      The domed city resembled a snow globe version of a habitat. The buildings all stood there as if posed for a picture. There was no sign of the purpose behind any of them. Twisting spires and trough-like walkways hinted at how the inhabitants might have traveled around it, but as to function, Abby was completely at a loss.

      “Kinda something, huh?” Olivia observed.

      Abby had nearly forgotten her aunt was there at all. “They were here. They walked where we’re standing now.”

      “Slithered, more likely.”

      “Right. Of course.” It was a struggle to remember that the inhabitants of this structure had been both intelligent, independent creatures and, at the same time, utterly unlike any human or robot of Earth. It was all too easy to fall into the trap of thinking that any intellect would result in human-like thinking. “I wonder why they came.”

      Olivia grunted. “Who cares? Plenty of robots bitch about Charlie7, but he got rid of the things that built this place and exterminated our species. I think if everyone got a tour of this place, maybe more robots would forgive him.”

      An idea flashed in Abby’s mind. That was it. That was Abby’s project. She needed to convey this place in a way that no existing medium had. There was no way the Transportation Committee would open the gates and turn the cephaloid city into an amusement park. But if Abby could bring it to life in the robotic and human zeitgeist of thirty-second century Earth, maybe Charlie7 would look less the villain.

      After all, if Abby had the choice between stepping on a few toes and letting an alien menace occupy Earth, she’d have done the same. Those mixed robots had been created without memories of the invasion. The original thirty-three all had been scanned before the invasion except for Charlie and Toby.

      I need to interview both of them.

      “You just going to stand there?” Olivia asked. “Thought you were here to explore.”

      “Right.”

      Abby moved her feet with little input from her brain. The latter was struggling to process the scope of the world around her. In one sense, it was smaller and denser than Paris. In another, it was an entire world all its own.

      Wandering toward one of the spires, Abby placed a gloved hand on the surface. Scowling at the unsatisfying lack of sensation, she pulled off the glove and touched it with bare skin.

      Closing her eyes, she imagined that she was one of the creatures, that her hand was a tentacle, that this was a part of her everyday existence.

      What must it have been like, living cloistered on an alien—to them, at least—planet? At one time, the atmosphere in the dome would have been regulated to sustain cephaloid physiology, undoubtedly toxic to human life. By that logic, the whole surface of the Earth would have been lethal to them.

      How claustrophobic. How terrifying.

      Abby glanced over at Olivia, watching her from a few meters away with crossed arms and a bored, resentful expression. Would Mars have been like that for them? The outbound trip would have been in a small vessel with a self-contained atmosphere. Both the vacuum of space en route and the thin atmosphere of Mars would have been unable to support human life. They’d have been trapped and at the mercy of their air supply.

      Even now, Abby had to remember not to breathe in through her mouth. But on Mars, safety wouldn’t have been a dash back to the tunnels away.

      To keep from Olivia’s chastisement, Abby kept moving. Belatedly, she donned a pair of goggles and set up a video capture.

      Then a minor nagging at the back of her mind came to the fore. “Is there a humming down here?” she asked.

      Olivia rolled her eyes. “Blame Charlie7. He set up a bunch of equipment down here. If you like your archeology pristine and undisturbed, you’re late by a thousand years. The only reason you can see in here is the generators he left going. Hate to explore this place by hand lamp.” She shuddered.

      Abby tried to envision such a venture. Climbing spires twisting up and out of sight beyond the limit of the illuminated beams. Weird shadows cast the alien towers in a sinister aspect. As it stood, Abby could picture this place as a vast artistic playground created by human sculptors. By lamp light, that self-deception would have failed in the face of shadowed terrors lurking behind every spire and in every trough.

      “Might convey the horror of what the aliens did,” Abby suggested.

      Olivia shook her head and fell into step as Abby resumed her exploration. “Nope. Well-lit, you’ve got a guide. Come down here like it’s Halloween in a mausoleum, and you’d need to find someone else to show you around.”

      Olivia was a legend among modern humans. She barely used technology, preferring to make her home in the wilderness and understand a way of life ancient even before humanity went extinct. She stalked animals in pantomime hunts and went months without talking to another person—human or robot.

      Abby had always imagined that Olivia wasn’t afraid of anything. In a way, it was comforting to find out that not all of Mom’s sisters were as stoic and fearless as her.

      Together, the two of them entered a handful of buildings, climbed the inside of one of the spires, and took in the view from a hundred meters up. Olivia kept prompting Abby as to how much longer she needed to spend getting a sense of the place.

      “Fine. I think I’ve seen enough,” Abby said with resignation as they exited the ground floor of the spire they’d climbed. What had gone on inside had been an utter mystery but of the most glorious sort. She could fill in almost any detail she liked for the stage adaptation. “In a way, it felt like the aliens were still here, watching, lurking. I mean, I know they weren’t, but it made it a safe sort of exciting. Like a horror movie.”

      “I hate horror movies,” Olivia grumbled. In an undertone Abby wasn’t sure she was meant to hear, she added, “I grew up in one.”

      “Come on,” Abby said, switching off her video capture and checking the directions on her portable computer. “Let’s get back to the skyroamer. I’m hungry.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex slowed the drill to a crawl the instant the tip broke through to the city. The final few meters at an upward slope had been a test of patience and willpower. Charlie7 and a team from the Scientific Safety Committee had been the last ones to visit the dome, and while Alex had assured his friends that everything was clear, he couldn’t be certain that his father hadn’t planted a surveillance device to watch for intruders.

      That was consistent with his father’s modus operandi, after all.

      A low grumble persisted from the drill as Alex’s disciples hauled rocks from their path to be the first to see inside. This was a bank robbery on an epic scale. This was Egyptology if the alien visitor theory had ever held a grain of truth. But instead of looking back at golden relics and mummies’ curses, Alex looked forward into the eyes of the universe.

      Science is the god man makes for himself.

      “Stand aside,” Alex ordered just as Xander stood poised to be the first through the hole.

      Authoritative. Stern. Paternal. Don’t let them hear a hint of request or suggestion.

      The knot of would-be scientific giants untangled, and Alex climbed through the hole. He emerged into the private arsenal Charlie7 had hidden away in case the Earth was ever again threatened from outside invaders.

      Or inside invaders, Alex amended. Though Charlie7 never admitted as much to the world, his actions told the story when Kanto was threatened. When his secret cache of old data was threatened. Those dark energy rifles weren’t reserved for alien invasions then. Dale2 had died on a live broadcast, his head obliterated by a blast of energy that no robot fully understood.

      Alex would be the first.

      “Come on,” Gerry goaded from below. “Up or down. Don’t just stand there blocking the way.”

      Alex lingered in the opening a moment longer.

      Dominance. Dissociate complaint from action. Don’t let them think that you can be ordered around.

      After a suitable pause to vex Gerry, he stepped up and put both feet on alien-smoothed rock.

      High on Alex’s list of projects was an environmental system. There would be long years ahead down here below the Baltic Sea, and he wasn’t about to wear a stupid filtration mask the whole time. It was bad enough wearing it now, with the dust and airborne debris finished. But the air quality was low down here. Stale. Musty. Unhealthy.

      “Shh,” Dr. Toby radioed despite not needing a breath filter. Everyone else heard him over comms. “I hear something.”

      Irene clutched Gerry by the arm. “Are there aliens?”

      Alex didn’t bother justifying the remark with a rebuttal. “Patch it through,” he told Dr. Toby.

      The quality was low. The voice scratchy. But no one on Earth could mistake the voice of Eve Fourteen, who seemed to be on every other article to come across the news feeds.

      Of course, the preponderance of Madison Maxwell-Chang clones made unique identification nearly impossible. They all sounded exactly alike.

      “Look at this place,” one of the Eves remarked. “You could almost see it as a surrealist painting.”

      Someone else responded in an identical voice. “You think some of those old masters might have been in contact?”

      Alex raised an eyebrow. He saw the resemblance as well but dismissed the notion.

      Fanciful. Distracting. Irrelevant.

      “Who are they?” Wendy asked. “Any chance Fourteen is down here trying to open the place up to the public? Maybe Phoebe with her?”

      Alex struggled to lay a template over the two women that would fit them as a particular Eve variant. Evelyn11 had purposely varied them for experimental purposes. Anyone who knew them well enough could have picked them out over the course of a long-enough conversation.

      “Wouldn’t that be something?” the first Eve asked, clearly delighted by the idea. “A hundred year head start, and no one realized. That’s almost too much to believe, but it might make for a good story.”

      Alex’s lip curled. “Abbigail,” he said with certainty. If there was one Eve who’d wasted her potential, it was that one. The Eves were supposedly smarter than any of the mixed robots. They held all the potential in the world. That one decided to squander her life on reviving the Broadway arts.

      “You sure?” Gerry asked.

      Skepticism. Misplaced. Remediate.

      “Of course I am. My father is still friends with Eve Fourteen. I saw her plenty until she was emancipated.”

      But the question was: what was Abby doing here of all places? And which of the other Eves was with her.

      Alex’s blood simmered as Dr. Toby continued relaying the women’s conversation as they explored the alien city on a lark, like Human Era tourists snapping photos at the Great Wall or posing mid-kiss in front of the Eiffel Tower. It was clear this was merely a holiday for them, not any serious endeavor. And bit by bit as Alex and his friends listened, they put together the story of Abby’s trip.

      So, the Transportation Committee knew they were here. Restricted areas only applied to scientists. Prove yourself sufficiently harmless to society and they’d let you in. Time revealed that Abby’s companion was her sister/aunt Olivia, another who’d rejected society to fritter away her best years trying to relive a dead civilization.

      “New plan,” Alex said softly, even though the breathing masks muffled his voice. “We won’t get any work done with them here anyway. Fan out. Record everything you can. Don’t get caught.”

      “Where are you going?” Leslie asked, following Alex as he headed back down the tunnel without so much as taking a quick loop around the city.

      “Like I said, I have a new plan. There’s more than one way to gain access to this city for my research.”
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      Back in Copenhagen, Alex set about undoing all the ruses that he and his team had set in place to simulate a prolonged sabbatical from public life. He shut down the power utilization program, deactivated the automaton set to mimic his daily movements, and ate from the delivery of food that arrived from Agrarian Station Ninety-Seven.

      In his mind, a circuit diagram formed of interpersonal interactions. Society worked by different rules than electricity, but the same analytical tools could represent its functions. Each human or robot was a bit of wire. It had its own resistance, its own thermal load, its own connection points. World events applied voltage. Ingenuity supplied the current.

      Resentment was a capacitor ready to discharge.

      At first, Alex saw only a part of the completed circuit, but as he mentally assembled the pieces, the larger system came into view. This wasn’t going to be a mere comeuppance for an entitled artist who leaned on family connections to bend rules for her. That was merely a battery in Alex’s sociological schematic. The grand scheme held so much more.

      Archimedes once said that given a long enough lever and a place to stand, he could move the world. Well, Alex had found his lever, and now all he needed was to stand back while his friends helped lengthen it.

      The place to stand was as far from the initial fray as possible.
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      The real world rushed in around Abby as she stepped inside her Parisian home and discarded the protective alien garment like galoshes on a sunny day. What had seemed humdrum and pedestrian just that morning held the value of knowing what it took to achieve it all.

      Earth, barren and desolate, occupied by an implacable enemy with no regard for human life.

      A lone survivor, a mind aboard a robotic escape pod, left to decide what to do.

      Imagine the courage, the willpower, the vision. Frankly, Abby allowed, the blinding arrogance to take on that foe singlehandedly. What more could she ask for a heroic protagonist than the lone survivor of humanity, digitally resurrecting a handful of scientist colleagues and marching off to war for the fate of Earth.

      So what if there was a bit of treachery at the tale’s conclusion. Let someone else write the tragic tale of heroes falling into quarrels that escalated into murder. Abby had known Charlie7 all her life, and near as she could figure, that one blemish ought not tarnish the entirety of a thousand years’ work.

      If her play had any part in the matter, it wouldn’t.

      Abby sat down at a replica of the writing desk that Emily Bronte had once used. Stylistically, the two of them had nothing in common, but Abby found a kindred spirit in that they were both pioneers of their age. Abby didn’t face the sort of gender skepticism that Bronte had. If anything, she experienced the reverse.

      Since the emergence of Eve Fourteen into public life, she had been held aloft as the oracle of humanity. Smarter, tougher, hardened by the brutality of her childhood, Abby’s mother had integrated into a robotic society of centuries-old machines and earned a reputation as their equal.

      Abby was just a dilettante playwright, composer, and actress—the latter merely due to a shortage of willing bodies. While Bronte had been derided for aspiring beyond her gender’s limitations, Abby was wasting her potential.

      “No great act of art was created by seeking permission,” Abby muttered as she opened her dictation program. Let the world think of her what they would. This wasn’t for them. This was for her. Even Charlie7 was merely a bystander in Abby’s desire to create a truly original story unique to the Second Human Age.

      She cleared her throat. “Opening scene: Earth, 2065. Insert note: where was Project Transhuman based? Resume dictation: Laboratory setting. Word arrives of an alien invasion, and panic sets in throughout the project team. One man stands firm, poised upon the doorstep of greatness and unwilling to cower even in the face of certain doom. Instead, he steps through it. Enter: Dr. Charles Truman…”

      Sitting down at the piano, she tickled out a melody that felt appropriate to the tale, melancholy and thoughtful, played in a minor key.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex fidgeted in his seat, unable to still the excitement welling within him as he watched the news feeds. Down in the lab, his equipment lay idle, reinstalled and functional but ignored in favor of more immediate gratification. What was the point of toiling in the dark shadow of alien science when the eggshell of committee repression was showing its first cracks?

      On the screen in his living room, crude video played on a loop. It showed Olivia and Abbigail skulking through the alien dome city like burglars on safari. There was no audio feed to go along with the footage, but Marvin227 was acting as newscaster.

      “This video was submitted anonymously but is 99.992 percent likely to be genuine based on known image alteration protocols. The identities of the violators have been confirmed as Olivia Seventeen and Abbigail Fourteen.”

      The computer in Alex’s lap was open to a public Social channel, where the news had drawn an instant and visceral reaction.

      SchroedingersLion: IF OLIVIA IS LOOKING AFTER ABBIGAIL, WHO’S LOOKING OUT FOR OLIVIA?

      K9friend: THAT’S NO PLACE FOR HUMANS.

      Paradox42: WE SHOULD HAVE EITHER BLOWN THAT THING UP OR CLEARED IT OUT. NOT SAFE.

      Evolvedcaveman: WHAT MAKES ALL THE EVES THINK THE RULES DON’T APPLY TO THEM?

      One of the great mysteries that still vexed Alex was why robots couldn’t express candid opinions under their own name yet still felt compelled to share them. Silence, he could have understood. Boldness likewise held an admirable quality to it. Yet robotkind felt compelled to craft elaborate networks of anonymous identities, false names, and convoluted trails that no one would ever bother following—all to disguise the minutia of personal opinion.

      Whether he understood the underlying dynamics or not, Alex was more than happy to make use of the fact that anonymity was less suspicious than voicing an attributed opinion on a major news story. However, the leading voices in this cry for answers were all human. Gerry, Leslie, Irene, Wendy, Xander, and Stephen were rabble-rousing like the political hucksters of old. Even Dr. Toby raised a few points of concern despite voicing misgivings about their methods.

      Reluctance. Barrier of compliance.

      Alex had overcome the most critical of his underlings’ objections. The margin of that victory was irrelevant now.

      The video on the main living room screen shifted. Janet20 appeared, seated behind a desk, hands clasped in front of her. “Thank you all for your attention and for bringing the issue of human transportation safety to the fore of public discourse. However, despite the claims on the Social, neither Abbigail nor Olivia was in violation of Transportation Committee guidelines. Special dispensation for restricted area travel was both sought and given.”

      “And I bet you have the committee records to prove it,” Alex said to the screen. What good were committee records when it was simply a matter of getting a dozen or so robots to agree to falsify a limited-access database in order to make them say whatever they wanted?

      The video from Janet20 continued. “I regret that our decision has led to worry on behalf of concerned humans and robots alike. I will be adding an item to the next Transportation Steering Subcommittee meeting to address the issue of timely public notification for matters that may cause undue stress upon the larger community.”

      Alex just shook his head. This is what passed for leadership in modern times? Where were the visionaries, the commanders of men? Charisma was a lost art. Responsibility had been abdicated in favor of blame-sharing, deflection, and promises of future committee tinkering. When Harry Truman had said “the buck stops here,” little did he realize that “the buck” would rarely escape into future generations at all.

      Already, the beginnings of a rebuttal formed in Alex’s head. The robots didn’t even realize how badly they were botching the handling of humanity. How blind he’d been, having myopically focused on his own struggles against the spider web bonds of bureaucracy as they clung to him even as he tried to fall back and regroup.

      He ambled up to the screen and stood within arm’s reach of Janet20’s image. “History has all the blueprints. You fools. You think you’ve outgrown leadership, charisma, ambition? You’re just piling wood on your own funeral pyre.”

      Dry tinder was about to meet its match.
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      Notes of violin music filled Abby’s home. Eyes closed, she danced and twirled in slow motion, absorbing the atmosphere as words to the stage play flitted within her left prefrontal cortex. The melody was her own composition, played back in simulation of a twelve-piece string orchestra by her home sound system. Acoustics designed by Phoebe and Paul208 gave the room nearly as wonderful a sound as a concert hall.

      Everything was coming together beautifully. Hunger and exhaustion gnawed at her bones, but Abby couldn’t have been happier. Aside from a few brief personal contacts with members of the Original Thirty-Three for factual details, she’d cut herself off from the outside world completely. Her Social account was a backlog of unread messages. The video screens across the house were dark and silent, black mirrors with nothing looking outward into the wide spaces of Earth.

      Abby liked it that way.

      She felt bad for enjoying the isolation. Rosa, Billy, and Nigel would be upset with her, no doubt. Mom and Dad wouldn’t have understood, both being such creatures of the public eye. But this was heavenly.

      Making her way to the desk, Abby jotted down a few notes on paper before they slipped along the synaptic rivers and out to sea to disappear forever. Soon, simple biology would lay siege to her workday in the name of hypoglycemia. After dinner, she’d turn the rambling, incoherent notes into the scene where Charles Truman and Tobias Greene activate the first robot beneath a sky darkened with the aliens’ extermination gas.

      The set design would need a glass fish tank and a blower to simulate the view out the laboratory windows as the deadly gas swept in. She needed robots with no visceral memories of that day to feel an empathic clenching in guts they no longer possessed.

      “For this day, and for all to come, I name you first of my name: Charlie2,” Abby intoned reverently. It felt odd putting words into Charlie7’s mouth, but he’d declined to put his stamp of approval on the dialog. In lieu of historical accuracy, Abby tried to capture the essence of a pompous yet brilliant scientist simultaneously on the verge of mortality and immortality.

      The door alarm chimed the Westminster Quarters. Abby let the whole melody play out before answering. “Come in.” The home security system took that as the command to unlock and open the door.

      Mom burst inside. “Abby, where have you been? You haven’t been answering on the Social or your personal computer.”

      “Busy,” Abby replied with beatific smile in the face of her mother’s angst. She wasn’t going to let anger and the paltry demands polite society placed on an emancipated woman intrude on her creative trance. “You’re going to love this new play I’ve been—”

      “Have you seen the news feeds?” Mom demanded, grabbing Abby’s portable computer from the table and accessing her account. She waved the tablet in Abby’s face.

      Blinking at the sudden chaos of colors and letters, Abby recoiled until they resolved themselves into words and pictures on the small screen. Snatching the computer away, she swiped through the top stories. “I don’t understand. We had permission and everything. By the book. Neat and tidy.” Tossing the computer across the room to land on the couch, Abby dismissed the brouhaha that had sprung up in her name. “Bored busybodies with nothing better to do.”

      “You need to get out in front of this,” Mom insisted.

      Abby waved a hand. “Relax. Totally on the up and up. Promise.”

      Mom was dressed in her committee meeting attire. All black. No style. Trim. Business. This was Mom’s trying-to-look-robotic getup. Only the fire in her eyes separated her from them at times like this. She stormed over to the couch and retrieved the discarded computer. “Look at this. Read what they’re saying about you. This isn’t about visiting the alien dome anymore. This is about how and why you went.”

      Abby gave in. It was one thing powering through fatigue buoyed by the euphoria of pure creativity. Suddenly the weight of nearly thirty hours without sleep pressed down on her shoulders. But as the embers of that creative fire burned low, reading the news accounts and excerpts from the Social kindled anger in its place.

      As Abby skimmed, she murmured snippets aloud. “Reckless disregard for safety … illicit use of political connections … frivolous waste of committee time. Who are these people? I bet they wouldn’t be so snide and condescending if they put their real designations on their comments.”

      “You’re assuming they’re all robots,” Mom said with a raised eyebrow. “I imagine that most aren’t.”

      “You’re not thinking…”

      “No, not your friends,” Mom said. There was an implied “probably” that Abby heard despite Mom’s careful omission. “Check the press release by Alex Truman.”

      Abby swiped around and found the item in question. There was a video, but the last thing Abby wanted just then was to hear herself derided firsthand. A text transcript at least put the barrier of the written word between her and the hurt she anticipated.

      “Not long ago, I approached the Scientific Safety Committee about gaining access to the subterranean alien habitat in the name of science. As many of you know, my preferred area of scientific pursuit is the exploration of dark energy technology. We know almost nothing of the alien sciences, afraid of closeted horrors from ages long past. The modern age holds those ancient conquerors in twisted reverence, despising them yet elevating their creations as relics of a sainted age.

      “My request was, perhaps unsurprisingly, rejected. I retreated to my laboratory to toil with scraps of information gleaned from notes and sketches. My task to move a mountain reduced to plucking away with tweezers. The earthmover that would make a breakthrough within my lifetime all but inevitable sits idle within easy view. Yet, my rejection was understandable. The Scientific Safety Committee was merely applying the rules uniformly. I took my rejection in stride; my hope had been a long shot. After all, who was I to be the lone exception to a decades-long embargo?

      “Thus, imagine my surprise when Abbigail Fourteen shows up in my news feed traipsing around like a schoolgirl on a class trip. Imagine my outrage. So many voices rose in concern for Miss Fourteen’s safety. Not mine. Why would I fear for her safety when my intended destination had been the same with no fear for my own? No. My outrage was that the leading edge of scientific discovery wasn’t reason enough to make an exception to the ban on visiting the alien city. As the foremost researcher into dark energy—human or robot—I had the greatest cause to go there. My entire field of study rests on technology that already exists within that undersea habitat.”

      Abby felt where this was heading. She dreaded the words she could sense on the march with pitchforks and burning torches, come to lay siege to her in her home. Yet she had to go on.

      “So who, in their wisdom, does the Transportation Committee allow inside? Abbigail Fourteen. What sort of system are we living in when the relentless march of science is made to stand aside for an aspiring artist with pretensions of being the next Shakespeare? What are we humans to infer except that our robotic overlords value us for the off chance one of us adds color to their dreary existences more than for the very real possibility of contributing to the esteemed body of scientific discovery? By positive reinforcement, they train us to be their dancing monkeys rather than aspire to be their equals.”

      The computer clattered to the floor. Abby covered her face with her hands. “I can’t read this. I can’t deal with this. I was in the middle of a beautiful world, and it just popped like a soap bubble hitting a fan blade.”

      Eve wrapped her arms around Abby and attempted to soothe her with a hug. But Abby wasn’t five years old anymore. A hug couldn’t just fix everything.

      She shrugged her mom away. “What did you make me read that for? I don’t think I’ll be able to find that reverie again for weeks now. Oh, God. I feel unclean now. I didn’t even know Alex was trying to get access to the city. And who the hell videoed us? Did someone tap into a dormant security feed of Charlie7’s? No. Don’t answer that. Just go.”

      “Abby, you need to—”

      “I don’t need to anything!” Abby shouted. “I just want peace and quiet.”

      She squeezed shut her eyes and waited for the door to open and close. Mom had honored her request.

      Alone once more, Abby collapsed onto the couch and fell asleep crying.
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      Three days after his news feed speech, Alex Truman stood on the steps of El Castillo overlooking a crowd who’d gathered to hear him speak. As more and more filtered in, he kept a count. Thirteen … twenty … thirty-five. The population of Earth wasn’t as large as it had once been. This was an incredible turnout.

      Curiosity. Dissatisfaction. Listlessness.

      These were people looking for answers that their own lives weren’t providing. Why were they unfulfilled? Why, if they were so perfectly crafted and educated, were they mere cogs in a world run by electronics?

      His own coterie was, of course, mixed in with the audience. None of them would have dared miss this, though Dr. Toby had stayed away for the sake of optics. This speech wasn’t going to place robotkind in a favorable light, and Alex didn’t want Dr. Toby compromised.

      “Welcome, everyone,” Alex announced. His voice carried over the assembly of humans without the aid of amplification or speakers. The echo from the other monuments of Chichen Itza told Alex that he was projecting sufficiently. A wall of jungle plant life would act as a baffle to keep nosy robotic primatologists from overhearing. This ancient Mayan city had become his amphitheater.

      “The only reason that any of you are here is because you heard my rant on the news feeds. Like me, you were born with a universe of promise and given a shoe box of knickknacks instead.” He hated using the Human Age metaphor, but Gerry had data that showed an affection for the anachronistic among tonight’s attendees.

      Nostalgia. Vivid imagery. Bait and switch.

      “I struggled, like you, to find the root of this disparity. Time and again, I kept coming back to myself. I wasn’t smart enough. I wasn’t clever enough. I didn’t match up to the great minds of the Human Age. That’s what I was meant to think. We have two choices, though. We can choose to believe that the robots who rebuilt Earth from rubble and loose organic proteins, who can travel the solar system, transfer minds as easily as swapping Mealfab cartridges, and craft animals with missing genomes from extrapolation… that they can’t figure out a way to teach the greatest genetic prodigies from the First Human Age how to function in the Second.

      “Or—and this is my personal belief—we can choose to believe that we’ve been held back. We’re trophies. We’re zoo exhibits. Humanity existing was a goal practically hard-coded into the programming of every mixed robot. But beyond that, they’re threatened by us. We’re more adaptable, more ambitious. The unmixed robots scared them, showed them how real humans think. But with only thirty-two of them—not counting my father—they were hardly a threat.

      “Make no mistake. We. Are. A. Threat.”

      Pause. Hushed murmurs. Processing. Maintain control.

      “Why is there a Human Welfare Committee?” Alex asked. This time, he genuinely wanted answers from the crowd.

      “To protect us,” Gerry shouted back, his response preordained in the speech-writing process.

      “Because without the committee, the robots might take advantage of us,” Harry Sheldon called out.

      Unplanned. Still acceptable. No need to rebut.

      “To ensure we have rights,” Wendy added, angling back toward the planned remarks.

      Three comments. Ideal number. Enough interruptions.

      “Why isn’t there a human government?” Alex asked, resuming before Leslie could chime in with a better segue to his next point. Better to have the pacing than the smooth transition. Might even help counter claims that the responses were coordinated. “There are over two hundred committees with varying overlap in purview and membership. One half of one percent of the Earth’s administrative overhead is devoted to human governance, and only insomuch as it deviates from robotic norms.

      “Is that what we are? Are we eight or ten years of schooling and an emancipation review away from being robots? Why are prenatal genetic defects and civil rights handled under the same committee when robots have two different committees just for overseeing production of crystal matrices?”

      The murmuring during this next pause was louder with undertones of anger.

      Alex paced laterally along the step, watching the eyes of the crowd track his movement. They were all rapt in attention.

      “I’ll answer that for you. It’s Eve Fourteen.” Conversations broke out as the crowd reflexively objected to the blaming of their greatest champion. “Oh, I don’t blame her, as such. She’s fallen into an easy trap. She’s gotten cozy with the robots. I suppose when you’re born into a world where it’s just you and robots, it’s an adaptation of necessity. As more and more humans were brought into this world, she sided with them, not us. Sure, on the surface she protects our rights, looks out for our safety. But hasn’t the world progressed beyond that? Don’t we need a little more than a pat on the head at emancipation and a promise that no one’s going to jam spikes into our skulls and try to upload to our brains?”

      “I don’t want spikes in my head,” Irene called out.

      Noise. Chaos. Not part of the script.

      The comment drew uneasy titters from the audience. He was suddenly on the verge of losing them as the tone shifted abruptly to comedy.

      “And no one will put them there,” Alex snapped. “That’s a straw man argument, a relic of a squashed conspiracy before many of us had even been born. But the specter of a return to those dark days allows robotkind to lord over us as protectors, even when it was their kind, not ours, that was the threat. Eve Fourteen was supposed to look out for us, to shepherd and guide humanity into the new age. But she’s settled into the status quo. She is the hammer that the robots use to keep all us new nails down.”

      Silence. New light cast on Eve.

      Alex watched with eyes like plasma cutters burning into the stunned humans as they tried to process. Humanity wanted Eve Fourteen to be their protector, but these listeners couldn’t find the hole to punch in Alex’s accusation.

      If Alex had been a salesman, this would have been the remark to close the sale. “It’s time for new leadership. Not just of the Human Committee but of all humans on Earth.”
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      Around the same time Alex’s speech was wrapping up, across the Atlantic Ocean and up the Seine River, Abby was sitting at her computer terminal, staring. The words were hers. She remembered the fact of writing them, but the sentiments felt alien. Another Abby had taken over, the one with all the answers and creative energy. Now, she struggled to put meaning to simple sentences as words jumbled in her thoughts.

      Abandoning her efforts to resume script writing, Abby picked up a violin and tried playing the score to “The Tale of Robot One.” Rote muscle memory kicked in. The notes wailed from the strings as Abby lost herself in the feel of the song.

      Carried away on the lilting notes, it wasn’t long before she realized she was no longer playing her own composition. Somewhere along the way, she’d slipped into Bach’s “Fantasia and Fugue in G Minor” without even realizing.

      Sudden fury swept over her. Gripping the instrument’s neck in a clawed fist, it took an act of will to set the violin down gently on her writing desk instead of throwing it across the room.

      Even her own music was derivative. What a fool she’d been to think she was creating anything new. How could Abby bring new thoughts into a world filled to overflowing with genius already? Bach… Bach of all people. How could she have ever imagined that she’d come up with those melodies herself?

      Before anything else rash came to mind, Abby fled her house. The Parisian air was crisp through the thin fabric of Abby’s blouse, but the heat from her rage kept the cold from bothering her.

      Streets became a blur as she entered the city proper. So much emptiness. So much pre-planned, contrived effort to return the city to a glory that had died along with mankind. Modern technology integrated with nineteenth century architecture like a monkey wearing clothes.

      Why couldn’t Paul208 see the grating anachronism built into the city’s design? Why hadn’t Aunt Phoebe said anything about the visual dissonance it created?

      Abby tore open a door on one of the quaint office buildings, a simple three-story structure on the corner of Rue de la Verrerie and Rue Saint-Martin. A double-take made her realize that this was Dr. Ashley’s office. In her state of distress, she’d arrived by pedestrian autopilot.

      Letting the ground floor door swing shut, Abby dug her portable from her pocket and tapped in a message to Dr. Ashley. “Could use advice. Can I schedule an appointment?”

      Dr. Ashley’s advice was all business: OF COURSE. SEE CALENDAR.

      The message was accompanied by a link to a privacy-sanitized listing of available consultation slots. Abby knew that many of the humans who lived in Paris did so because of proximity to this office. Her friends all visited Dr. Ashley for advice that parents were no longer obliged to provide to emancipated children. Some might have had real issues to work through, but that seemed to cover most of the anecdotal visits they reported on.

      Abby had real problems though. Upon discovering that Dr. Ashley’s office was free right now, she signed up for an appointment for which she was already six minutes late. Then she headed upstairs.

      Dr. Ashley was already seated in her consultation room when Abby arrived on the third floor. “I can see you had something urgent to discuss.”

      Abby offered a weak smile. “Sorry,” she said, collapsing onto the chaise. “I thought I was wandering Paris aimlessly. My feet brought me here.”

      “Why do you think they did that?” Dr. Ashley asked. The robot was wearing the same overstarched getup as always. The persistent lack of imagination galled Abby to the point where she was almost ready to say something about it to the robot.

      But today was about her own problems. “I’m a fraud.”

      “I see,” Dr. Ashley replied calmly. There had been a time when you could get a rise out of almost any of the unmixed robots. But over time, they’d edited out those quirks and become more robotic. “Can you tell me how you came to this conclusion?”

      “I visited Atlantis.”

      “I’ve kept abreast of current events. Go on.”

      “Why me?” Abby asked, spreading her arms, then letting them go limp off either side of the chaise. “Never occurred to me that I might get rejected. Even getting a hard time from the Transportation Committee came as a rude surprise. That slick-talking punk Alex Truman couldn’t get in, and he’s made studying that alien tech his life’s work. He’s the one who saw why. I’m Eve Fourteen’s daughter. He’s Charlie7’s son. Mom’s got political pull. Charlie7 is persona non grata with 90 percent of the population. Politics, pure and simple.”

      “That doesn’t sound like a fraud to me,” Dr. Ashley said in that unbreakable calm voice of hers. “You’re merely coming to grips with the doors that your name and genome open. The Madison Max—”

      Abby’s finger shot up in warning. “Don’t finish that. I’m not defined by my DNA donor’s reputation.”

      “Everyone with your genome has turned into a respectable member of the community,” Dr. Ashley pointed out, avoiding only the actual name of Abby’s clone precursor. “Alex has a strike against him in the same manner.”

      “Charlie7 is a hero,” Abby insisted. “He’s saved my mother’s life more than once, and he created… well, everything. The churchies at Notre Dame should be singing songs about him. If I wasn’t such a worthless fraud, I’d have them singing his praises on Broadway.”

      “But you are a fraud,” Dr. Ashley said. It was a statement voiced with no confidence behind it. Abby wondered, and not for the first time, whether that robotic brain was coming up with custom algorithms to piss her off until she gave the answer the therapist was looking for.

      “Yeah, I’m a fraud,” Abby snapped. “I just realized that my score for my new play sounds just like Bach. I only got access to the setting because of robots wanting to keep in my mom’s good graces. Hell, I couldn’t have less to do with this process if I removed myself from it entirely.”

      “There is no such thing as complete originality,” Dr. Ashley replied evenly, no longer passive aggressively fishing for deeper insight. “Every word of language has been spoken before. Every note has been played. Modern creativity is rearranging and reimagining. You’re showing the world your view of it.”

      “My view…” Abby echoed. “My views are like quicksand. I used to think I had an idea where I stood, but recently I’ve realized that I’m a dairy cow.”

      Dr. Ashley rocked back in her seat. Finally, Abby had managed to shock the robotic psychiatrist. “Care to explain how that is?”

      “Put a cow in a pasture. It eats grass. It gives milk. And for the rest of the time, no one cares what it does. Same for me. Society gives me a home, feeds me, and once in a while it milks me for my creative efforts. A new play occupies two hours of a robot’s interminable existence, but it’s still better than not having those two hours. Plus, wait a while and maybe I’ll do it again.

      “I’m trained—no, conditioned—to want to express myself. Oh, God. Now that I think about it, the whole school system was just one long brainwashing session, encouraging me to entertain the ruling class. Artists are the modern serfs. A newly mixed robot is given a laboratory and a choice of assignments suited to his or her talents. An emancipated human is given a house and a skyroamer. No job. No guidelines. No expectations.”

      “That’s called freedom,” Dr. Ashley pointed out as Abby ran short of breath.

      “No. Freedom is choice. I’ve been programmed just as thoroughly as any mixed robot.”

      Dr. Ashley swept a hand in Abby’s direction. “Current evidence to the contrary.”

      Abby sat up, a dangerous squint in her eyes. “And what do you do if I buck the system? Methylphenidate? Fluoxetine? Chlorpromazine?”

      “Why would you assume a pharmaceutical solution?”

      Mouth suddenly gone dry, Abby swallowed. “Because this all sounds crazy. Doesn’t it?”

      “If you’re hoping I can prescribe pills that will make you fit into the role society expects from you… well, I suppose I could. But I’m not going to.”

      “You’re not?”

      “Your struggle is uniquely human. One of the reasons no mixed robot can do this job worth a damn is because the mixing process removes all the flotsam from the resulting personality,” Dr. Ashley said. “But I had the same struggle when I was around your age.”

      “You did?” It was hard to envision Dr. Ashley as a human over a thousand years ago, but she’d lived in that archived movie set of a world. She remembered humanity.

      “Straight As in my undergraduate psychology curriculum,” Dr. Ashley confirmed. “But I delayed graduation for a year adding a second major in biochemistry. I was paranoid I wouldn’t get into the medical school I wanted. But I started wondering whether it was my choice to become a surgeon or what my parents wanted from me. Had I been taught my whole life to pursue this path toward not just medicine but a surgical specialty?”

      “Yet, here you are,” Abby said. “Neurosurgeon turned Project Transhuman researcher turned robot.”

      “I accepted that I was on a particular path,” Dr. Ashley replied. “I considered how far down it I’d already gone and whether I was happy being there.”

      “Were you?”

      Dr. Ashley flashed a fleeting smile. “I realized that I took pride in my accomplishments. That mattered more to me.”

      “So… no.”

      “The point is: no one is making your decisions for you. Take stock. Look inward. If you’re unhappy with the path you’re on, take a new one. Unlike the Human Era, you’re not in any risk of starving or becoming homeless. And your parents will love you and be proud of you no matter what.”

      Abby may have been assured of her parents’ love, but she knew at least one of them might never be proud of her.
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      Back in Copenhagen, Alex and his cronies were busy loading everything he owned into a borrowed agrarian hauler. There was a chance that some of his furniture would wind up smelling of pasture for a while, but expediency was the order of the day. Opportunity didn’t always knock. Sometimes it tapped the door alarm and ran.

      Automatons carried out a couch, a desk, a table and chairs. Anything that could be replaced by a work-order to a home goods factory was theirs to shepherd onto the ship. But when Gerry emerged from Alex’s house, he was lugging a mock-up dark energy rifle—non-functional but built to the specifications of the one Charlie7 had cobbled together from alien parts. Dr. Toby gingerly carried a proton accelerator from the lab and all the way to the hauler. Wendy took custody of Alex’s electronics tools. Leslie took it upon herself to ferry his wardrobe.

      This wasn’t just his moving crew. This was an occupation force.

      Tomorrow or the day after, it would be Gerry’s turn. Irene had called dibs on the third spot. Alex hadn’t been sure whether the ancient ritual of “dibs” was one he wanted resurrected in the thirty-second century, but it went over well with his followers so he allowed the informal reservation to stand.

      Accommodating. Benevolent. Giver and taker.

      Let them see him as someone willing to indulge their quirks and foibles when it didn’t impact Alex’s broader plans.

      “Careful with that,” he scolded an automaton wobbling under the bulk of his Protofab. “I use that thing all the time.” Getting in queue for a new one would be more difficult after stepping on a few toes. And Alex’s current plan was nothing if not a parade march across as many committees’ toes as he could think of.

      “Shouldn’t we install a ventilation system first?” Xander asked as he passed Alex carrying his kitchenware. Alex rarely cooked but kept a full culinary assortment of gleaming metallic tools at the ready just in case. They had an efficient elegance to them that completed the visual tableau of a home.

      Alex waved him along. One of the automatons could have carried the contents of the kitchen for all he cared. Xander was just passing time and both of them knew it. “Ideally, perhaps. But men who traffic in ideals let the world trample them.”

      “I’m not wearing a breather all day every day,” Irene stated firmly on her way back into Alex’s house for another load. “We’re putting in a proper air conditioning and particle filtration system before I move in.”

      Alex smirked at her back as Irene continued onward. Not all the modern clones were perfect. Irene still suffered from allergic reactions to mild environmental contaminants. A pity. Given his pick of women, she’d have been his first choice as a genetic partner.

      Maybe with a little post-conception tinkering…

      Distraction. Chemical reaction. Cease counterproductive line of extrapolation.

      Alex had no time in his life for the grinding halt of interpersonal entanglement. He held his friends at a comfortable length, and he liked them right where they were.

      But the notion that one day he’d pair off with one of the limited population of human females in his age bracket wouldn’t be dismissed so easily. A warring sector of Alex’s brain reminded him that his budding interest in politics might demand a more conventional lifestyle. Few high-profile politicians lived as bachelors. He’d already be challenging a number of social norms as part of his platform. Perhaps it would be easier to simply—

      Distraction. Politics serve science. Necessary evil. Ruts in the road never lead anywhere new.

      It took hours to pack and secure all of Alex’s belongings. When he took the helm and piloted the agrarian hauler off the ground with Dr. Toby by his side, a small fleet of skyroamers joined him.

      As they flew above the Baltic Sea, the hauler’s communications display lit with an incoming call. The preview stated that it was Janet20.

      Why not?

      Alex tapped the button to connect the call. “Hello, Janet20. What can I do for you?”

      “You can turn that convoy around and stay away from the alien dome,” Janet20 replied with a scowl that carried menace even in flat digital form.

      “I’d prefer not to,” Alex replied evenly.

      “That wasn’t a request!”

      Alex shrugged, not bothering to check whether the communications camera was positioned to catch the gesture. “I wasn’t really looking to do you any favors, either. It was simply a matter of social protocol.”

      “You are not authorized to enter the alien dome city, nor are any of your companions,” Janet20 pointed out.

      “Then authorize me,” Alex countered. “If the discrepancy is what bothers you, rectify it on your end. I’m not changing my plans.”

      “It’s not safe for humans,” Janet20 said. “We allowed one brief visit by Abbigail and Olivia, but they weren’t there to touch or experiment on anything. You most certainly are.”

      “Granted,” Alex said magnanimously. “But I’m emancipated. I’m responsible for my own safety. Rest assured, I’ll be taking all available precautions.”

      “This is all about that little speech of yours,” Janet20 said accusingly. “You’re just doing this to stir resentment.”

      “No. I’m doing this because I shouldn’t have asked permission in the first place. No one else is studying dark energy unless they’re doing so in secret. We have at our disposal a technology far beyond what we’ve previously known. No one understands it. No one wants to waste decades trying only to fail. I’m the only one willing to make it the goal of my life to understand how the alien technology works, and I’m not going to remain beholden to ill-considered committee hand-wringing.”

      “Have you watched even half the old movie archives?” Janet20 asked in a surprising rhetorical shift.

      Caught off guard, Alex had little choice but the truth. “Not remotely. Idle amusement only lasts its own duration. I prefer more lasting interactions.”

      Janet20 sneered. “You think you’re so clever. Watch Jurassic Park. Better yet, take the extra time and read it. Read Frankenstein. Watch The Terminator. We have a long, esteemed history of warning about science preceding understanding.”

      “My father made sure I read Asimov,” Alex argued. “You exist in defiance of that cautionary tale. Now, unless you have a more compelling argument to make, I’m afraid this momentary diversion is at an end. Good day.”

      Without waiting for Janet20’s reply, Alex shut off the connection.

      “Was there a reason to wind her up?” Dr. Toby asked as he piloted the ship toward the ocean’s surface.

      Was there? Alex couldn’t be certain. It was a whim to take the call. The conversation, unscripted and unplanned, had just felt right. Had just felt righteous.

      “Toby, you were there when the world was about to end,” Alex said.

      Dr. Toby nodded but said nothing.

      “If someone told you right then that you and my father would put the world back together from scraps and start over, would you have wanted it run by a bunch of squabbling busybodies blindly following rules they wrote without ever considering the consequences?”

      “I don’t suppose that I would have. I’d have imagined we could have done better than Earth managed the first time. Just listening to Janet20 reminded me of calling the Registry of Motor Vehicles about a ticket I got for violating a snow emergency ban—during a January heat wave with no snow in the forecast for weeks.”

      This was the difference between mixed and unmixed robots. The absurdities of daily living had been scrubbed from the minds of the Janet20s of the world. It wasn’t their fault. They were just AIs that considered themselves human. Dr. Toby, on the other hand, was as human as Alex.

      “Exactly. This is why we need to start showing these mixes what humans really are.”

      The agrarian hauler shuddered as it hit the surface of the Baltic Sea and dove beneath. It wasn’t public knowledge, but there was an airlock down there. Charlie7 had told him as much. A little research had been enough to discover the details, from volume capacity to access codes. The hauler would fit. The skyroamers would filter in over the course of three more cycles of the airlock.

      It was time to occupy the alien city. It was time for a revolution.
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      Abby stopped at home for a sweater and scarf before heading out once more. This time, her steps held clear purpose. Mind and feet acted in accord with an agreed-upon destination.

      The estate was just as she remembered it from childhood. Sure, the trees in the orchard out back had grown, and the flowers in the garden changed seasonally, but all else was just as it was every time Abby visited. Mom and Dad’s place was more a home to her than her own house ever would be.

      She circled around the building, hoping to find them lounging in the sunshine, chatting over lemonade and discussing the day’s events. When she found the back garden empty except for a grass-trimming drone, she instead walked up to the rear entrance and pressed the door alarm.

      “Mom, Dad, it’s me.” Despite bearing the same voice as every other clone with her genome, being an only child made her simple declaration unambiguous.

      “C’mon in, squirt,” Dad said over the intercom.

      Abby let herself in and headed straight for the kitchen. By the time Dad came down from the upper floor, she’d begun a snack of cheese and crackers and downed half a glass of Aunt Phoebe’s wine.

      “Sorry your mom’s not here,” Plato said, drying his hair with a towel. “You know how it is.”

      A rueful smile came to Abby’s lips. Of course, she knew. They both knew that Mom was committee first, family second. It wasn’t as if she were holding the family together like a freshly repaired vase with the glue yet to harden. At times, Earth was like that, though. She and Dad had spent plenty of meals together without Mom around.

      “How’s she been?” Abby asked. It was easier than asking Dad about his own ailments. With so little cause to anticipate illness and genetic disease, the world’s genetic engineers looked forward to perfecting their next creations. Plato was one of the poor souls who had been left broken in the footprints of science.

      And science never looked back.

      “Six directions at once,” Dad replied. “Never any time for looking after herself. But you’d never know it to look at her. Remind her to eat once in a while, and she can go days at a time without coming up for air. But never mind about your mom. Eve’s always fine. How about you? Not every day the news feeds cough up a hairball about you. If you need any sage advice, I’ve got plenty. Believe it or not, there was a time when I had almost every committee sore at me.”

      Abby giggled. The notion that anyone ever let her forget that her father was a notorious rabble-rouser struck her as absurd. Dad’s silly grin told her that he’d known she’d find the statement amusing. He always knew how to make her smile.

      But the mirth passed quickly. Abby threw back the rest of her wine in a gulp. Mom would have scolded her for it, but Dad didn’t make any comment. “I wish it were that simple. I’ve got Alex Truman holding me up as an example of unearned privilege. I’ve got Dr. Ashley hinting that I picked the wrong career. And just this morning I realized that I was plagiarizing Bach.”

      “He’s not going to complain,” Dad pointed out.

      Abby seethed through her nose. It came with a sting thanks to the alcohol on her breath. “That’s not the point. I’m trying to be this generation’s Voltaire, and I turn out to be its P.T. Barnum.”

      “Guy put on a good show,” Dad said calmly, fishing in the fridge for a beer. “Might even say it was great.”

      “Everyone’s right about me.”

      There. She’d said it. Worthless Abby had finally been exposed and could now be systemically chastised by everyone in her life. There would be no fresh start until she’d made amends to all the people she’d deceived, whose coattails she’d ridden, and whose trust she had misplaced.

      Dad popped the top on a can of beer. It made the same sound as in the movies. She wondered offhandedly whether some robot had puttered around with the acoustics to get the sound just right. Abby had no idea which robot had designed the brewery in Köln, but she wouldn’t have put it past a Jason or a Brent to get a nostalgic kick out of mimicking the noise a beer once made.

      “Most people aren’t right about anyone,” Dad said in a statement right out of the devil’s advocate handbook. The least he could have done was disguise the technique with a glimmer of artifice. His ham-fisted approach was insulting. “Your mom surprises me almost daily.”

      Let him try this one. “Dad, I’m a genetically bred cow designed to give entertainment for the mechanized proletariat. I’m the non-productive class by design. Top and bottom of the societal structure at the same time. I’m held aloft as some crowning achievement of genetic science, then shuffled off to my writing den to pen shabby masterpieces that bear the scant praise of being better than what the robots can write themselves.”

      “You remember when you used to fight dragons?” Dad asked mildly.

      Cheeks already warming, Abby pressed a hand over her eyes. “Not the dragon-slaying committee story, Dad…”

      “You were the cutest little knight ever,” Dad said, ignoring her request. “And I was your trusty steed. Didn’t matter that the dragons were gardening drones and tarps thrown over sections of fence. You read them their committee violations and charged in, broomstick lance leading the way.”

      “I was five,” Abby protested. “My cognitive development was incomplete. I bear no responsibility for the action of a—”

      “Never took prisoners. You either chased them off or killed them. When did you stop being a fighter?”

      “When I grew up.”

      Dad’s gaze veered to the floor.

      “Oh, don’t give me that!” Abby snapped. “I grew up. Deal with it. I’m not a little girl anymore.” She poured another glass of wine despite not really wanting one and drank deeply.

      “I know. You haven’t been a little girl since… well, since before you were a little girl,” Dad said. “From the time you could talk, you were a tiny grown-up. It was all I could do to get you to chase those dragons while you were still naive enough to believe in them. But when you did believe, you were willing to stand up to fight them.”

      “I always knew.”

      “Maybe. Doesn’t change much. You still had it in you to fight back.”

      “What do you want me to do? Challenge Alex to single combat?” Even as the words left her mouth, the spark of adrenaline shot through her veins. But violence was only a temporary catharsis. In the long term, it was worse than inaction. Besides… “It’s not like it’s his fault I’m Mom’s daughter, that my genome opens doors and his closes them. He made a valid point. Humans are second-class citizens, and it’s not a level playing field.”

      “If you don’t like it, change it.”

      “What? Change society? I’m a lousy playwright, not a sociologist.”

      “Who said anything about sociology?” Dad asked innocently, a sure sign he was up to something. Abby cringed in anticipation. “Go into politics.”

      Abby scoffed. “Politics? No such thing anymore. Best case, I could found the Musical Plagiarists Committee.”

      “Knock it off with that talk before you start believing it,” Dad scolded. “So your new song sounds Bachish. Big deal. Tweak it until it doesn’t. But there are real politics on the horizon. You can hear it in Alex Truman’s speeches. I got a transcript from someone who went. Right out of the First Human Era playbook. He’s starting a political movement.”

      “Good. Maybe he can get something done.”

      Dad raised an eyebrow. “Really? Alex? The kid with the eleventy-billion IQ who won’t let anyone forget he’s God’s chosen scientist?”

      “Never got the impression he was delusional.”

      Dad pulled out his portable computer and tapped away at it. When he tossed it to Abby, it contained a full transcript. “This has been making the rounds on the back channels of the Social. Toby22 ended up with a copy and forwarded it to me.”

      Abby read it in seconds.

      “He can’t mean all this,” she protested. “He just can’t. No one’s that blindly arrogant. No one with half a brain in his head.”

      “Oh, I don’t think he believes it,” Dad said, reaching a massive hand across the kitchen table to slide the portable back into his custody. “But I think the world could use someone willing to call him on his crap.”

      Abby aimed a finger at her own chest, incredulous. “Me?”

      “Why not? Change what you can’t accept, right? And you’re having a tougher time swallowing all this existential junk you dredge up than that wine you’re chugging. Politics is healthier than a liver cloning.”

      Abby rolled her eyes. “Truly the greatest compliment ever paid that esteemed profession. But I’m just not politically minded.”

      Dad snorted. “Like hell you’re not.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Comes right out in your plays.”

      “Nothing I’ve written is political,” Abby insisted.

      “Bring it on, kid,” Dad said sportingly, beckoning with a meaty hand. “I’ve seen everything you’ve put on stage.”

      “‘A Day Without Apples.’ What’s the politics there, huh?”

      Dad just grinned. “So, three friends want apples, but none have any in the house. They go to pick some, but the orchard automatons won’t let them. Apples all get loaded on an atmospheric hauler. They try the agrarian center, but they’re out of apples. When the hauler arrives, the apples get unloaded straight into processing. By now, everyone’s hungry. They give up and go home to settle for something besides apples. But when they get there—”

      “Their grocery delivery had already showed up including apples,” Abby finished for him. “It’s a farce. Cheap, slapstick comedy poking fun at humans who don’t understand how the world works.”

      “Or… it was a parable about dependence and the role of robots in society telling humans what’s best for them. It’s a send-up of the whole agrarian system, where three people who just wanted apples from a nearby orchard couldn’t just pick their own and eat them. It’s light Kafkaesque satire. You say you’re not a modern Voltaire, but that’s the stuff he’d be writing today… well, aside from he’d have written it in French.”

      Abby pursed her lips as she processed. Back in time, her mind replayed performances from across her brief career. Was “A Touch of Starlight” an ode to the dreams of space travel or a critique of the fact that none of the vacuum-travel robotic crafts had been made human-safe? Did “Committee Day” poke gentle fun at the absurdity of tangled bureaucracies or did it bemoan the time it stole from brief biological lives of people who might grow too old to have children before the paperwork was approved to raise one?

      Now that she analyzed her own plays in this new light, she could see the angles Dad hinted at. “But that was never my intention. I didn’t write them to be political.”

      “Can’t be helped. All politics is personal unless you’re trying to run the show. I love old documentaries, and you see it over and over again. Power plants and transportation systems blocked because Bob and Martha convince their neighbors it’ll be too noisy. A hundred gang members get shot, but no one lifts a finger to change the laws until a kid gets killed in the crossfire. You don’t operate on the level Alex is suggesting, telling everyone the whole system is broken. You show them every broken little piece in loving detail and with some funny dialog to ease the sting.”

      “You… really think I can be a politician?”

      “Pumpkin, you can be anything you put your mind to.”
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      Charlie7 hadn’t seen it all. He’d seen enough to know better. After a thousand years and more, he was inoculated against shock and surprise. Nevertheless, when his human son came to visit, he was once again reminded that there was even more out in the universe than his own mind could imagine.

      He looked over Alex in his imitation Italian suit, still warm from the Cloth-O-Matic. “Let me get this straight. You’re putting your scientific aspirations on hold because you need to engage in politics.”

      Alex was smug in his reply. “Actually, the best part is that between meetings, I can work on my dark energy research at home.”

      “Moving into the dome was a misstep,” Charlie7 told him. “I’m sure your friends were all cheering you on, but it pissed off a lot of committees.”

      “I think some of them are still debating, but I’ve gotten eleven formal protests thus far, and I’m facing sanctions on all fronts,” Alex said matter-of-factly. “But forget all that. I need your advice on a more pressing matter.”

      “You. Need my advice? Since when?”

      The last time Alex had asked for his help was before his final Emancipation Board hearing. He’d followed Charlie7’s map of land mine questions and how to best avoid them. Barring the revelations Charlie7 had provided, Alex might have gone mad with rage being denied emancipation year after frustrating year.

      Humans grew up, even when committees didn’t want them to.

      “I’m going before the Human Welfare Committee in a few hours,” Alex said, tugging on his shirt beneath the cuffs of his suit coat. “I need to know how to handle Eve Fourteen.”

      “What are they after you about?” Charlie7 demanded. “Aside from possibly the two upload committees, it’s hard to imagine an organization you’ve done less to offend—aside from personal insults, which of course aren’t actionable.”

      “It’s time for new leadership,” Alex stated.

      Charlie7 laughed out load. “That’s rich. Sorry, son, but the committee’s not going to step aside and put you in Eve’s place. You’d be lucky to get a seat on the committee.”

      “Funny, but I don’t see why there are robots on it at all anymore.”

      This was no longer a laughing matter. “Alex, those robots have done more good for humanity than you can imagine. Upsetting them won’t win you any friends.”

      Closing his eyes, Alex shook his head. “You can’t understand. You’re too far removed from mortality. I have one life. Maybe a hundred more years barring genetics advances that nobody is working on. I don’t have time to cultivate intimate interpersonal relationships with every thinking being on the planet. If nothing else, the population is growing too fast.”

      “Go into genetics, then,” Charlie7 advised, stating what to him was the obvious solution. “Fix your own dilemma. Small price to pay, don’t you think? Then you can work on whatever you want. That I have plenty of experience with.”

      “And if I don’t solve biological mortality, what then?” Alex asked rhetorically. “Oh, right. I’m dead and failed in two fields of science. No. I’ll trample toes and force my way of thinking into mainstream discussion. I’m not asking for anything unreasonable. Wars used to be fought over representation and independence. All I’m looking for is a vote.”

      Charlie7 paused. The kid had a point. Humans historically scrubbed out their political differences with a liberal application of blood. The sentiment was there. Could he trust that Alex wasn’t telling him exactly what he wanted to hear?

      “You want my help? Fine,” Charlie7 said. “Go ahead and flout conventions. Set up your lab in a restricted zone. Dare them to evict you. I don’t imagine there’s the political will to… well, engage in politics. The committees will see what it’ll take to remove you by force, and they won’t have the stomach for it. Put a human government in charge, and they might.”

      Alex drew back. “Not if I’m leading it.”

      “You’re presuming too much that relies on emotion and whimsy. Revolutionaries often don’t ever end up running their own creations. For every Castro, there was a Robespierre. For every Mao, a Caesar.”

      “Caesar wasn’t a revolutionary,” Alex protested.

      Charlie7 snickered. “He usurped the Roman Republic. Close enough. I think we bear a stronger resemblance to Rome or France than to the Cuba or China of the post–world war era. I know you’ve dabbled in history, but you’re not going to out-argue me. You think I didn’t reforge this planet with certain blueprints in mind?”

      Alex paused, eyes twitching in their sockets. If he was going to be any sort of public figure, it was a mental tic he was going to have to work on eliminating. Machinations ought never appear to be such. Answers should be ready at hand. New questions should be treated with deliberation even if the answer springs instantly to mind.

      People didn’t like to be governed by masterminds.

      “So,” Charlie7 prompted after allowing Alex two minutes of uninterrupted thought. “You still planning to go through with meeting the Human Welfare Committee today?”

      Straightening his tie, Alex gave a curt nod. “Of course. They’re expecting me. It would be rude not to.”

      “Has your reasoning changed?”

      Alex’s eyes gave nothing away to hint at the emotion behind his smile. “I wouldn’t have come if I’d been satisfied with my initial plan. Thanks, Dad.”

      With that, Alex inclined his head and turned to leave.
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      Separated by an ocean from Paris stood a modest brick courthouse of eighteenth-century design, home to Eve Fourteen’s Human Welfare Committee. Situated in a pastoral quadrangle of manicured lawns and cobblestone walking paths, it conjured feelings of a time when the rights of mankind had been foremost in political theory. From the exterior, it might have been mistaken for a relic dating back to the British colonies save for one stylistic change. The face of the tower clock had been replaced by a digital screen.

      Once past the foyer and its historically recreated decor, the meeting chamber of the Human Welfare Committee took on a more modern look. Member seating hugged the far wall, curling to follow the room’s oval shape. A half-height partition of new-growth wood rose to shield the spectators’ view of the members’ desks.

      At the center of the member seating, Eve presided over the accumulated affairs of the Human Welfare Committee since their last in-person meeting a week prior. At roughly the center of the room, a polished wooden table and chairs provided a spot for petitioners and witnesses alike to hold the entire committee’s attention.

      On occasions of controversy or historical weight, spectators would swell the rows of pew-like benches at the back of the room. These days, those seats stood empty more often than not, becoming little more than waiting areas for petitioners further down the day’s agenda. Today, the lone spectator was Alex Truman.

      Eve struggled to keep her attention on Kabir4, who was contesting the failed emancipation hearing of his daughter Sabi. The petition was more a gripe than a call for action. Its outcome would be no surprise. Sabi would go back to classes and try again next year.

      But what was Alex Truman up to?

      Eve had her guesses, of course. She’d read the transcripts from the news feeds and had gotten her hands on the private speeches he’d given to select humans.

      “I don’t feel it’s fair that Sabi be held back because of a shortcoming in Nora109’s curriculum,” Kabir4 said, standing behind the petitioner’s table as Kabir7 nodded along from the seat beside him. “Sabi’s lack of self-sufficiency is entirely due to the coddling of the Oxford faculty.”

      Eve didn’t have to say anything. Nora109 spoke up. “Kabir4, you need to understand that this isn’t a race. Sabi will be granted emancipation in due course. Once she’s ready. Not before.”

      A formal vote followed after a few pointless follow-up exchanges. Unanimously, the committee upheld the decision to deny Sabi Singh’s emancipation.

      As Kabir4 and Kabir7 left in matching huffs, Alex Truman stood to take their place at the petitioners’ table. He took Kabir4 by the arm on the way by and held a whispered conversation. At times like this, Eve wished that her ears were keen enough to listen in. Her bionically enhanced eyes zoomed to crystal clarity on the exchange, but Alex kept his lips carefully shielded from the committee.

      No lip-reading for Eve.

      “Next on today’s agenda: Alex Truman wishes to address the committee,” Eve spoke loudly enough that a room full of spectators could have heard. She was aware that all these proceedings were recorded for official records, and she kept her manner as consistent as humanly possible. “Mr. Truman, how can the committee be of service?”

      Her best guess was that he needed help untangling the knot of committee violations his habitation of the alien city had tied. While the Human Welfare Committee technically had no jurisdictional stake in what amounted to thumbing his nose at no fewer than eleven committees, it certainly fell within their purview to aid in his defense.

      “Thank you, Madame chairwoman,” Alex replied with an oily smile.

      Eve knew the face of Dr. Charles Truman from historical images. Year by year, Alex looked more like him. Knowing that the original version had turned into Charlie7, she wondered if the robot she knew would have been so plain-faced in his manipulation without robotic features to hide behind.

      “I have an issue that I think concerns all humanity,” Alex said, spreading his arms for a camera he had to know was watching.

      Eve remembered another failed emancipation hearing. Multiple hearings, in fact. Even now, watching Alex grandstanding, she wondered if he was still too immature to be on his own. It wasn’t that she expected him to starve or injure himself by careless risk-taking—even in his tinkering with dark energy, Eve’s instincts told her that he knew how to handle his science. It was the moral compass he seemed to lack.

      It was only after his successful emancipation that Eve had learned of Charlie7’s coaching. That wily old bastard had informed Alex of what the committee members wanted to hear. That was why the contrite and humble young man who’d spent a year cleaning up his act melted away like a snowman in the rain upon receiving the committee’s vote.

      Eve hadn’t bought the act. Something had felt off. But the rest of the committee had been taken in. Most emancipations were unanimous, but for Alex Truman, he bore the lifelong stain of Eve’s vote against him.

      And now, here he was, in trouble with committees across numerous jurisdictions, looking for help.

      “As you are all no doubt aware, I’ve recently made the alien city, colloquially known as Atlantis, my new home,” Alex said. His manner was less that of a petitioner for assistance as it was a choreographed showman. “Needless to say, hackles are up among committees worldwide. But that raises an interesting question: why?”

      “Because you violated committee edicts regarding the quarantine of Atlantis,” Toby22 said bluntly.

      “But what business is it of theirs?” Alex asked with a professorial finger wagging in the air. “No one was using the city. It contains invaluable data that could unlock a golden age of space exploration and energy production. It certainly wasn’t worry over my safety since that’s this esteemed committees’ sphere of concern.”

      Eve had intended to remain above the fray as much as possible lest she appear to hold a grudge against a young man who was emancipated over her objections. But this was a step too far. “I suppose we could vote on a measure condemning permanent occupation of a site with delayed access to food and emergency services. There’s been no study of the alien city to certify it for habitation.”

      Alex smiled from beneath cold eyes as he waited his turn to speak. “Well, aren’t you clever? Piling on instead of doing your actual job. You’re the Human Welfare Committee, not the Human Safety Committee or the Human Herding, Zookeeping, or Babysitting Committee. You should be standing up for my right to conduct research in my chosen field of study.”

      “You are perfectly able to conduct dark energy research without transgressing against committee edicts,” Nora109 said.

      “Says you,” Alex countered. “The Wright Brothers weren’t confined to a cave for their aircraft experiments. The Apollo Program wasn’t relegated to diesel fuel to get their spacecraft off the ground. No one told Oppenheimer: why don’t you try to achieve fission without those nasty radioactive isotopes? There are working prototypes in that city. There is extraterrestrial equipment on hand. There may be translatable data that plainly tells how all their technology works.”

      “Why are you arguing this here?” Eve asked, folding her hands and leaning across her desk. “Why not make these arguments to the committees who are opposing your research? Frankly, aside from the personal risk you’ve chosen to assume in this matter—which I agree, you’re allowed to take on—I don’t care what you do down there.”

      “Aha!” Alex said, index finger shooting high. “Exactly! You. Don’t. Care.” He turned and addressed the robots to Eve’s right without making eye contact with her. “You see? Eve’s not looking out for humans anymore. This is just a trophy appointment for her. She’d had it since the committee was formed, and she’s gotten lazy.”

      Eve banged a gavel she hardly ever used. Its very presence on her desk was meant to be decorative, a cultural touchstone to the Human Era. “Out of order. The petitioner will refrain from ad hominem attacks.”

      “Because they’re against you? Because there’s a General Oversight Committee guideline on committee conduct? Or is it just that my accusation struck a little too close to home?” Alex asked. “Frankly, I don’t care what the committee guidelines for hearing conduct say. I didn’t have any input. I didn’t have any representation.”

      Nora109 chimed in with dry sarcasm. “Those rules predate your birth by seven hundred years.”

      “Understandable,” Alex said, nodding along as if that simple fact were a profound revelation. “But what about now? Where do I go to make my opinion matter? I’m not on any committee. There’s a waiting list. Humanity is low on seniority around here.” He hooked a thumb at the door behind him. “Kabir4 had eight years on me. He could get onto the Human Welfare Committee before me. What sense does that make?”

      “We’ve had a seniority-based system since the first committees,” Toby22 argued. “The system works.”

      “For you, you old relic,” Alex snapped. “But not for humanity. Eve gets a pass. She put in her time. Time for her to step aside or be forced to make room for someone with more passion and fire for this job.”

      Eve banged her gavel again. “Out of order. Calls for a vote of no-confidence must come from a committee member.”

      Alex spread his hands. “How convenient. One human in charge. Sixteen robots to close ranks and keep her there. And for that matter, why are there still robots on this committee at all? It’s not like we don’t have enough humans to fill it. We should be looking after our own species. ‘Of the people, by the people, for the people…’ Do you robots even realize where you’re sitting? This was where the revolution in human governance took hold. Monarchies out. Democracies in. Who the hell decided committees were a government?”

      Eve banged her gavel. “Strike the petitioner’s remarks from the official record. None of this is relevant to Human Welfare Committee business. We are not a pulpit for personal gripes about the committee system. I suggest you take up your grievance with the General Oversight Committee.”

      Alex turned and headed for the exit. Without looking back, Eve barely heard his reply. “Oh, I’ll be taking this up with a higher authority, all right.”

      It seemed a curious break in his adversarial showmanship until Eve realized that he was facing the camera broadcasting the hearing across the news feeds.
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      Strawberry ice cream and tequila were the perfect remedy to Abby’s day. Dr. Ashley and Dad had given her a lot to think about, and her desserts had been carefully selected to postpone such deep, soul-exploring thoughts to some later date. On the video screen, a live-action rendering of Alice in Wonderland played out. Recorded in 2035, most film critics of the day considered it to be the authoritative version of the psychedelic tale.

      Abby preferred this edition due to Malcolm Voigt’s performance as the Mad Hatter. She’d have willingly drunk anything that man put in front of her, tea or otherwise. They didn’t make them like him anymore. Through a tequila haze, Abby wondered whether there was any record of that DNA on file somewhere.

      Too late, she decided. Someone ought to have cloned that body twenty years ago to have any chance at warming lonely nights.

      In the midst of her third playback of the tea party scene, Abby’s computer chimed with an urgent alert. She threw a couch cushion over it. The chime continued, merely muffled.

      If there had been any chance of an actual emergency, she’d never have dreamed of squelching the alarm. But Abby wasn’t the person anyone turned to when there was trouble. Plenty of rescue services were available for genuine trouble. Abby’s circle of friends tended to use the emergency setting for such frivolity as new pizza recipes and videos from the nurseries that were too cute to miss.

      On screen, an anthropomorphic dormouse depicted in lifelike computer animation spouted somnambulant poetry.

      The computer alarm continued. Designed for emergency functions, it refused to be simply ignored.

      Abby dug her portable out from beneath the cushions and stabbed the “dismiss” button with her finger. But her traitorous eyes, too quick for her peace of mind, drank in the meaning of the words in Billy’s message before the text vanished.

      EVE ON NEWS FEEDS CHEWED OUT BY ALEX. GOTTA SEE.

      Abby most certainly did not “gotta.” It was bad enough knowing that little know-it-all was spouting off about committee favoritism. She didn’t need to witness it firsthand as he danced on the committee table in mockery of Eve Fourteen’s work.

      Dammit.

      Abby’s fingers had already tapped back to find the lost message. She explored the link provided and routed the resulting feed recording to her video screen, chasing away the luscious images of Wonderland. In their place appeared the bland, modern committee boardroom at Independence Hall.

      The feed recording came with an advisory warning that the contents had been deemed unfit for non-emancipated humans.

      “What the hell did he say?” Abby wondered aloud.

      It wasn’t long before she got her answer. Not that she favored censorship in any form, but possibly it wasn’t the best news feed to be showing children. Certainly not the children of the committee chairwomen, who would have preferred not seeing their own mother eviscerated publicly.

      Yet Abby couldn’t stop herself. The images seemed less real than the hatter’s tea party. And as with the tea party, all the words made sense in isolation, yet their greater implications were a jumble. But this wasn’t a fanciful world conjured from an English gentleman’s imagination. This was Earth, and the Human Welfare Committee had only wrapped up their meeting a few minutes ago.

      Billy must have been keeping up with the live feed. How ghoulish of him. She tapped out a message in a private Social channel to tell him exactly that.

      “Oh, sweetie, you can’t take it personally,” Billy replied in voice recording.

      With a sigh, Abby connected a call. If she was going to hear Billy’s voice, it was going to be less awkward without the asynchronicity of trading recordings. “How can I not?”

      “You were just in the wrong place at the wrong time,” Billy insisted. “Alex would be birthing kittens over Rosa if she’d been the one to go spelunking beneath the sea.”

      “But Rosa never would have gone.”

      “If she’d come up with a new design for exploration wear, you bet your sweet dimples she would have.”

      Abby scowled. “It’s still voyeurism. You’re only watching for the spectacle.”

      “Am not,” Billy protested. “My grievances need airing too. I could be creating human-sized buildings instead of trying to solve an amphibian housing crisis.”

      Point taken. Alex wasn’t the only one whose career aspirations had been thwarted by the current system.

      “Ooh,” Billy said excitedly. “They’re broadcasting a live speech from the steps of Liberty Hall.”

      Abby hated herself for switching it on, but like Billy, she couldn’t resist the spectacle.

      Plus, it was newsworthy.

      Alex stood on camera, three steps above the small crowd of humans watching him. By the slight shudder in the image, the recording device wasn’t being held by a robot—or anyone who knew how to switch on a stabilizing feature for that matter. “Friends, I come to you as a man not defeated but hopeful. I think, perhaps, the worst the Human Welfare Committee could have done was to have disguised their true nature and convince the various committees I’ve offended that I deserved a free pass.”

      Abby sipped at her tequila—crinkling her nose at a drink never meant to be sipped. She could think of a number of worse outcomes for Alex Truman. Trussing him up and throwing him in front of the Scientific Ethics Committee, for starters.

      “But, to their credit, the Human Welfare Committee kept true to their nature. They are an organization by robots, for robots, and any benefit they currently provide to humans is either bland administration of common resources or a salve to assuage robotic consciences. They like knowing that they’re taking care of us, that we need them.”

      “What about Eve Fourteen?” someone in the audience yelled.

      Abby didn’t recognize the woman’s voice. She tapped in a text message to Billy, whom she assumed was watching, asking if he knew.

      WENDY CHANG. HOLLY19’S DAUGHTER. RUMOR IS SHE AND ALEX ARE A THING.

      Figured. Planted question.

      But Alex was already replying. “Eve doesn’t know what being human is like. She was raised thinking she was a science experiment, the only one of her kind. Sad story. I truly pity her childhood. But that hasn’t done her credit in representing humankind. She’s known robots all her life. She’s more comfortable with robots than with her own kind.”

      “She’s friends with your father,” Leslie de Saito called out. That was a voice Abby knew. Abby had spent a summer mentoring the girl when she still thought she might want to be a musician. One summer with Abby had cured the girl of that.

      Alex smiled ruefully. “Time was, everyone was friends with my father.” That drew chuckles from the crowd. “But Eve Fourteen is as much robot as she is human. Perhaps she was a fine choice to bridge the two species. Maybe she was always meant to be a temporary holdover until someone better came along. But over time, she’s taken on so many enhancements and upgrades that she can hardly be deemed human at all. Clearly, if anyone has crossed the line from human to cyborg, it’s Eve Fourteen.”

      Abby gaped at the screen. When her outrage ebbed to the point where she could think at all, she hurled her half-empty glass at the screen. Glass shattered. “How dare you! None of us would be here without Mom.”

      “Eve Fourteen could have been a true messiah for humans. She could have led by example. But how many humans have been born in the Second Human Age? Two. Neither is even emancipated yet. The rest of us were all vat grown. Eve could have given birth, even to a clone, to show that humans make humans. We should take the robots out of our species’ reproductive process. Even if it’s just full ownership of the cloning facilities. But as usual, Eve has fallen on the side of the robots.

      “I say she’s grown too comfortable in her position,” Alex said to a chorus of cheers.

      “I say Eve Fourteen no longer represents the humanity we wish to become.”

      More cheers. Abby’s stomach churned.

      “I say it’s time to shake up the Human Welfare Committee.”

      As the cheers echoed once more, Abby doubled over. The combination of outrage and tequila clashed in her stomach, and she vomited on the floor of her living room.

      Glancing up at that smug face on the screen as the heaving stopped, she spoke to Alex in absentia. “I won’t let you get away with this.”
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      Alex waved to the camera. It was time for the scheduled broadcast to end. The few who knew what was going on all filtered out of the crowd along with Gerry on the video recorder. Grassroots movements were hard enough to fake without loyal flunkies clustering around at the end to slap one another on the back for a job well done.

      His flunkies were better trained than that.

      But what Alex hadn’t been expecting was for Nora109 to burst out of the doors to Liberty Hall. “Alex Truman, what’s gotten into you?”

      The voice had the same effect on his nerves as biting an ice cube. Dr. Nora had that same archetypal voice. It belonged to her. Nearly a millennium of misuse by misguided mixes did nothing to change the fact that it belonged to the original. It was the voice he remembered from infancy, singing him ridiculous songs. The same voice had argued constantly with Charlie7.

      With a quick glance into the crowd to verify that Gerry had noticed the outburst and resumed recording, Alex fixed Nora109 with a patently false smile. “Civic spirit,” he replied with a lift of his chin.

      Nora109 came closer than polite discourse usually dictated, casting a shadow over Alex in the early afternoon sun. Her voice lowered to the point where he could only presume she meant for the exchange to remain private. “That woman has done more for you than you’ll ever comprehend, and I don’t want to hear about the capacity of that intellect of yours. It’s willfulness that blinds you to Eve’s contributions.”

      Opportunity. Exploit misplay. Privacy requires two parties.

      “Contributions?” Alex scoffed. “There are twenty-eight residents of the Sanctuary for Scientific Sins—a paradoxical name if ever there was one. What’s Eve done for them? She’s banned genetic treatments that might give some of them—perhaps all of them—a chance at a normal life.”

      In fairness, striking a blow at the sanctuary was an attack of opportunity. But Alex had come prepared. He and his staff had dug deep for points against Eve Fourteen and her allies. The Sanctuary of Scientific Sins was Nora109’s Achilles heel dating back to when she’d run the place.

      She wagged a finger in Alex’s face. “Those poor dears suffered enough without someone using them as lab rats. Every one of them is well looked after and as happy as we can make them.”

      Asymmetrical arguments. Errant focus on non-disputed issue. Punching at shadows.

      “But not healthy,” Alex replied. “The Human Welfare Committee requires consent for medical procedures—”

      “For which you should thank Eve.”

      “But the committee chairwoman holds the power of consent for the patients at the sanctuary and denies them treatment.”

      “They can’t understand the implications,” Nora109 explained as if Alex were somehow unable to grasp the concept.

      Condescension. Must look good on camera. Excellent.

      “It would be unethical to subject them to treatment that might upset them and which they can’t understand.”

      “Interesting logical loop, isn’t it?” Alex asked. “Abdicates the responsibility of evaluating medical treatments with an objective eye. Delete the requests as they come in, regardless of merit, dust your hands, and sleep well that night.”

      He waited to pounce when she pointed out that robots don’t sleep. To her credit, Nora109 at least knew to dodge that obvious trap.

      “I can’t believe your parents didn’t tell you about the horrors of human medical experiments,” Nora109 scolded.

      Very good. Scold more.

      This exchange would be a microcosmic view of human robot relations if Gerry was capturing the audio feed properly.

      “They did,” Alex said patiently. “They also instilled critical thinking skills and a willingness to evaluate situations on their own merits. Gene therapy isn’t monstrous because the patient can’t understand the procedures. Parents make decisions like that for their children all the time. What you ought to be asking is: if the patient were cured and of sound mind, would they take the risk? But that sort of empathic presupposition is simply beyond your programming—or you’re scared to engage in it.”

      “Eve Fourteen makes those decisions on a case-by-case basis.”

      Aha! At last.

      A comet streaked toward impact, and Alex had finally maneuvered Nora109 into the blast zone.

      “Really? All those poor, left-behind souls subjected to the whim and mercy of a woman who…” Alex took a deep breath, “Has been responsible for the terminations of at least eight robots, associated with the termination of two more, stole a chassis to activate a robot without Mixing Committee approval, allowed an infiltrator to work in the Human Protection Agency for months without noticing, falsified investigative records of suspected human cloners, covered up said scheme, used dark energy weapons inside Kanto, accessed files for which she was not authorized, and to this day uses the Human Welfare Committee to protect her own private agenda at the expense of general welfare.”

      Nora109 stood still as only a robot or a statue could. What must be going on in that processor of hers? Several of Alex’s statements were unprovable or contradicted by official records. But he had sources that few robots could boast of. He had more than genetics connecting him to Charles Truman. Let this robotic nanny pick at the threads and ignore the precarious weight suspended overhead by its scant grip.

      “You are mischaracterizing a number of events,” Nora109 said at last. She was complicit in several of Eve’s antics and held privileged information that couldn’t be used without bringing her own credibility into question.

      All roads led into traps.

      Pick. Argue. Refute.

      Mentally, Alex shrugged. Too disciplined to incriminate herself. Not clever enough to come up with a reply that wouldn’t. So be it. Her silence would serve him well enough. A trap with an escape route was no fit trap for the heir of the Truman line.

      “So this is the woman humanity should accept to make all our decisions for us, emancipated or deemed mentally unfit,” Alex said. “A woman whose own daughter struggles post-emancipation. You think she should be de facto mother to us all?” He didn’t wait for a pointless answer whether Nora109 voiced it or not. He turned to face Gerry’s video audience. “If we choose her, so be it, but I think it’s high time that all the seats on the Human Welfare Committee came up for election, starting with the chair. I’m calling for an election in six weeks’ time, whether this committee gives its approval or not. The voice of the people—the living, breathing humans you claim to represent—will not remain silent!”
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      Abby paced. She didn’t like to pace. She didn’t usually pace. But she felt caged in her own flesh, wanting to be in some other life where her mother wasn’t the target of a character assassination and she wasn’t a puppet of the attempt. Walking the length of her living room back and forth at least granted her the illusion of activity even if the exercise was pointless.

      That realization—without the willpower to act on it—only made her pacing more frustrating.

      “I’m going to kill him,” she muttered. “I’m going to be the first honest-to-goodness murderer of humans since Keith Dakota Smalls.” Since the dark impulse to end Alex’s life had crept in, Abby had looked up the name of the last person convicted of murder prior to the invasion.

      Various methods played about in Abby’s head.

      She could hack into one of the agrarian supply vehicles and tamper with a delivery of groceries destined for Alex’s plate. Dad might even help her with that. He was good with computers and probably as mad about the way Mom was being portrayed as anyone.

      No. Too scattershot. Might just give him food poisoning. Also, might accidentally kill a dinner guest.

      Programming an automaton to betray him had a sort of poetic touch. One minute it’s helping rearrange the furniture. The next, it has its fingers around Alex Truman’s throat.

      Abby rolled her eyes at the overwrought melodrama. Before discarding the idea entirely, she imagined the automaton croaking in a barely enunciated growl, “The Fourteen family sends their regards.”

      Pure drivel. Sad on the stage, worse in person.

      Of course, there was always the good old-fashioned duel. Cloth-O-Matic up a glove to slap him with and challenge Alex to a fight. Pistols at dawn might draw attention from robots who’d stop a lethal contest. But perhaps just the two of them alone in a room. Best she knew, neither of them had any formal combat training—Mom had taught Abby some kung fu stuff as a kid but nothing like fighting.

      Abby figured that being the angrier party, she’d have an edge.

      But all of this was idle musing. Abby wasn’t going to follow through on any of it. In fact, if she cared a whit about what the world thought of Mom, proving that her daughter had turned out to be a thug would justify everything Alex was saying about her.

      She couldn’t just do nothing, and pacing didn’t count.

      “I need an Abby-friendly solution.”

      Names flitted through her mental contacts list as she tried to come up with someone who might tell her what that could be. However, she’d already had the conversation she needed. Dad had told her that she can either accept something or do something about it.

      “I can’t accept Alex’s plan to smear Mom. I’ve got to do something.”

      Now that she’d said it out loud, it sounded less like a solution and more like a philosophical framework. For a guy named after a philosopher, perhaps that wasn’t too surprising. But Plato hadn’t been Dad’s original name. She couldn’t count the number of times he’d told the story of trying to teach Spartacus that his name was Plato, but the parrot kept repeating everything back verbatim and everything got muddled.

      The reminder of Spartacus hit her like a punch to the heart. Why did her best friend have to be a mutant bird with a shortened lifespan? She sniffled and fought back a scowl as she realized how irrational it was getting mad at him for dying. The house was just so quiet without him.

      Spartacus had sung along to her songs and even been persuaded on occasion to learn lines of a play to help her rehearse. Script writing hadn’t been the same without him.

      Abby blinked. That was it.

      She looked up to the ceiling with eyes focused beyond. “Thanks, buddy. I owe you a cracker. Remind me when I get there, OK?”

      Spartacus had been around as all her prior plays had come together, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t manage without him. More importantly, it was a reminder of the power Abby possessed. She couldn’t wrap committees around her pinkie finger or pummel her problems with her fists.

      But she could tell stories.

      Right now, the world didn’t need a story exonerating Charlie7 so much as Mom needed one reminding everyone who had devoted their entire adult life to the service of humankind.

      Rushing to her computer terminal in a manic state, Abby frantically tapped out the rough outline of a story she’d heard in bits and pieces her whole life. Dad loved to talk about rescuing Mom when she wasn’t around to object. Most of Mom’s childhood was stored in public records—disturbing as they were to look through. The events between Mom’s escape from Evelyn11 and the perceived death of Charlie7 were fuzzy, but what she couldn’t verify or research, Mom was just going to have to live with Abby making up.

      Abby was going to tell the story of a girl numbered Eve14.
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      A week after moving in, the dome looked almost cheery. Alien hues bordering on the ultraviolet range bathed in modern lighting. Even as Alex guided a tour through the subterranean city, aerial drones continued to work on the aesthetics. Breathable air pumped in from the surface through a new set of ventilation pipes. Any hint of sea salt was filtered out along with any impurities.

      His guests on the tour didn’t notice, but Alex for one was glad to be free of the breather he’d taken to wearing while down in the city. Robots one and all, the tour group didn’t comprise the usual mixed personalities that promulgated throughout the rest of Earth. Today, Alex’s task was to win over the original thirty-three. Twelve of them had come to explore the sea floor city of humanity’s exterminators.

      “As you can see, we’ve taken a place that was distinctly alien in design and function, and we’re slowly adapting it to human use,” Alex announced, raising his voice as if feeble human ears were listening.

      Treat them as human. No one else does. Relate. Win over.

      “Doesn’t look half as spooky as the documentaries,” Dr. Victor said with a slight Russian accent that marked him as one of the lost six. He walked with eyes upturned and a finger tapping against his chin.

      “Intentional, I assure you,” Alex replied, walking backward to face his audience. He’d practiced the route to be sure of his footing. A stumble would result in a loss of face. They’d laugh. Handling ridicule was a weakness Alex was keenly aware of yet somehow unable to overcome. “The exploratory team that recorded it used a number of Human Era movie-making tricks to ensure it appeared as menacing and unwelcoming as possible. But, as with any cemetery or winter forest, the light of day strips evil from its face.”

      “What do you anticipate for a population once it’s finished?” Dr. Arthur asked.

      Alex hid a smirk. The archetype most concerned with privacy had stemmed from this old recluse of a scientist. Arthur Schwarz didn’t want too many neighbors. “Oh, twenty to fifty, perhaps. Most of the structures are better suited to research than habitation. Think of this as an open archaeological dig. Except instead of clay pottery and jewelry, we’re looking for advanced technology. I suspect we’ll carve out a few areas of non-essential alien artwork or some public parks and set up housing.”

      “This is all impressive,” Dr. Jocelyn said. “How sure are you that the committees will let you keep it?”

      “Me? Keep it?” Alex asked with feigned incredulity. “I just plan to live and work here. I don’t own it. This is a heritage site in my eyes. A dark one, yes, but our kind always knew better than to let the lessons of history fade and repeat. People need to see this place. Whatever scant reparations these cephaloid monsters can make will come from what we discover.”

      “Makes you wonder why they kept it locked away so long,” Dr. Toby mused quietly. With perfect robotic hearing, of course, everyone would have heard him.

      “A good question to ask Dr. Truman,” Dr. Fred grumbled. “He kept this city secret from everyone for over a thousand years.”

      “Can you blame him?” Alex asked. “My father is many things, but none of them is a fool. Look how they’ve treated the dome since it was revealed. If there hadn’t been a human presence on Earth to stand up on my father’s behalf, they might have buried him down here, filled the whole place up with concrete, or just nuked it.”

      “It wasn’t humans who took Charlie’s side,” Dr. Dale said. “It was us.”

      What a strange creature, this Dr. Dale. There had been another of him, and he’d been the archnemesis of Charlie7. This one remembered none of the conflict personally. He’d seen the end result and been proud to have known Charles Truman. It put truth behind the meaningless old excuse: “you had to be there.”

      “You’re all human,” Alex said, pausing the tour and keeping his tone carefully somber.

      Sympathy. Seriousness. No hint of joking.

      They needed to know where they stood with him. “Humanity is a state of mind. Cut off my limbs one by one and replace them with mechanical parts, and I retain my humanity. By extension, you find ladies and gentlemen are humans with full robotic prostheses.”

      “By that logic, all robots are human,” Dr. Elizabeth argued.

      “Not at all,” Alex replied. He’d primed Dr. Toby to ask that one, but it appeared the old chap wouldn’t have to play the audience plant this whole time. “They’re artificial intelligences constructed from pieces of humans. Frankenstein did with flesh what Charlie13 and Rachel Eighteen do with minds. An amazing technological achievement but not human. Alive? Yes. Intelligent? Undoubtedly. But not human. It sickens me when mixed robots try to lump you all in with them.”

      Dr. Holly crossed her arms. “Do you think we’re fools? I can see where this is going. You want us to support you in your bid to restructure the Human Welfare Committee.”

      Alex blinked. “Fool you? I didn’t think to insult your intelligence by spelling it out. Of course I’m seeking your support. What I want is to make clear that any protections I seek for humans include all of you. Sure, there will be exceptions regarding reproductive biology and medical treatment, food sharing, and the like. But as far as government representation, basic human rights, and everything that makes a person free? You’re one of us. You are not a lost minority trapped between two worlds. You have a home, and it’s with the people whose very lives were made possible by the work you started so long ago. I was raised by original robots. I know the struggles.

      “I’m with you. Are you with me?”

      Earnestness. Bearing soul. Waiting. How long is appropriate for a reaction before prompting them?

      “I always have been,” Dr. Toby spoke up.

      Dr. Fred grunted. “Never voted back when I was flesh and bone. Never thought it mattered. Population this size, though? Yeah. Count me in.”

      “You do make logical points,” Dr. Holly said with a slow nod.

      Of the dozen original robots on the tour, Alex secured promised votes from every one of them.
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      That evening, after the unmixed robots had departed, a group of Alex’s loyal supporters crowded around a human table set in the middle of an alien chamber. What the aliens had used it for was still anyone’s guess, but it had been converted into a clandestine meeting hall since the city’s occupation.

      Alex lingered outside the door, hoping his footsteps had been quiet enough that he might catch snippets of their conversation before entering. None of them had any security devices set up. The city’s outer perimeter was secure, but inside there were no motion detectors, no cameras, no audio receptors to spy on the residents.

      “What’s the deal?” Xander asked. “He was supposed to be here five minutes ago. Politics should be punctual.”

      “Never was in the past, according to everything I’ve read,” Wendy countered.

      Xander made a rude noise. “We’re reinventing it, right? Neo-Human Era politics should include a rigorous adherence to schedule.”

      There was certainly an appeal in the notion, Alex admitted silently, ear poised just outside the doorway. Too bad that politics was primarily about herding the unwilling toward a common goal when a collection of individuals wouldn’t otherwise agree.

      “Nothing good has ever started with the prefix ‘Neo,’” Gerry said with a chuckle.

      Break tension. Divert from the core argument.

      Imitation was flattery, but he didn’t care for anyone using his own methods to manipulate his followers.

      “It’s basically trumpeting that you’re grave-digging some failed idea and trying it again. ‘Oh no, but this time we put Neo on the front of it.’ Nope. Same failed idea.”

      Alex scowled.

      Infighting. Potential factions. Prophylaxis required.

      “Hey everyone,” he announced. Striding inside, he set down a backpack that hit the table with a plastic clatter that hinted, erroneously, at its contents. “Sorry I’m late, but I think you’ll forgive me when you see why.”

      “What’s in the bag?” Gerry asked with no hint of his ire from just a moment earlier.

      Irene grabbed for the flap and revealed the contents. “Are these what I think they are?”

      Wendy pulled out a device the size of a cucumber fitted with two adjustable straps and a glove with some simple built-in controls. “Depends what you think it is.”

      “You got them working?” Xander asked.

      Quiet. Focused.

      Alex liked those traits in a minion.

      “Indeed,” Alex confirmed, beaming a saintly smile over his friends. “With these, no one is going to deny you your democratic rights.”

      Wendy blinked. “Huh? Does not compute. No one’s threatening anyone.”

      “Yet,” Alex said.

      He had their attention.

      “You think the entrenched ruling class is going to just shrug and walk away? ‘Bound to happen. Enjoy running half the planet.’ Not a chance,” Alex said. “Disenfranchisement is a time-honored tool of the powerful. Votes are weakened by dilution. Anyone who has a say in the current societal arrangement has a vested interest in keeping chairs away from the table. I don’t have enough of these things to pass one out to every human, so I’m entrusting them to you. It’s your job to ensure that humanity has a voice in the fate of Earth.”

      “By shooting them?” Leslie asked, holding one of the low-power dark energy emitters like a diseased carcass.

      Skepticism. Squeamishness.

      Not for the first time, he wondered if she was only in this movement for the company.

      Alex shook his head, choosing to ignore the more fundamental crisis Leslie was suffering. “Paradoxically, these wrist rifles will prevent violence. Without them, you’re liable to be carted off and locked up. Oh, the robots would never hurt you. They’ll be the first to tell you that. Humans are precious, like Chinese pottery or a pharaoh’s jewels. Lock ‘em up tight and nothing bad can happen. Just remember the first schools for the Eves.”

      There was uneasy shifting among the gathering. The primary and secondary schools at Oxford were jokingly referred to as prisons for the unemancipated. But that flying fortress where Eves 14 through 20 had been taken upon their discovery had been the real thing.

      “I don’t want to shoot anyone,” Leslie said, dropping the weapon to the table. Stephen, sitting where it was theoretically aimed, leaned out of the way.

      Alex slid the wrist-mounted emitter back toward her. “Then wear it. If you don’t, then someone else might have to use theirs to protect you. Think back to ancient times, when diseases still ran rampant. Vaccines prevented infection, but they only worked to eradicate the disease if everyone who could get them did. Weapons are like a vaccine against violence. You either carry one or you burden the rest of the population with your protection.”

      Gerry’s finger aimed at the weapons one by one in rapid succession. He was always quick to draw conclusions. “We’re short one.”

      Alex smiled without humor. “My burden is yours to bear. As the spokesman for the movement, violence against me would only help the cause. If I’m seen as combative, it might turn away recruits or turn off voters. I need to be vulnerable, a man of ideas and principle.”

      “Sounds like a double-standard,” Wendy said. She locked eyes with Alex from under a furrowed brow, but at the same time, she was fitting her hand through the glove of her wrist-rifle.

      Spreading his hands, Alex didn’t see a point in arguing the obvious. “It is. And I apologize if this casts any of you in an unflattering light. But the truth of the matter is, it’s best for me to appear to be the voice of reason. If you’re all unified behind me and appear vaguely menacing—even with no intention of causing harm—the mixed robots will be more likely to deal with me.”

      Gerry shook his head as he strapped on his own weapon. “Go figure. I’ve got a brain vat-tinkered to be one in a billion compared to First Human Era, and now I’m the muscle.”

      Discontent. Disappointment. Need to recast role.

      Alex snorted. “If I had half the brains I always claim, I wouldn’t be the one painting a bull’s-eye on my chest. Whether this movement is successful or not, history says there’s an even chance I won’t see the end of it.”

      Leslie came up and put an arm around him. “Alex, if it’s going to be so dangerous, why not just forget this whole business?”

      Weakness. Temptation. Emotional manipulation. Seeing it is beating it.

      Alex resisted the allure of just accepting the role the committees wished for him.

      “Because I will not accept half a life. I will win us the right to realize my, and your, own potential, and I’m willing to die rather than settle for mediocrity.”
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      Abby always got jitters but not like this. It was opening night. Three weeks to put together a play had been a microsecond. It couldn’t be any good. The role of Eve14, the numbered clone who would one day become her mother, would be a demanding one, and Abby didn’t know that she’d rehearsed long enough.

      Old acquaintances always liked to remark how much she looked like her mother. It was such a pointless pseudo-compliment. Of course, Abby looked like Eve Fourteen. They were genetically identical. Hairstyles and some worldly wear aside, she looked just like Phoebe, Olivia, Rachel, Sally, Theresa, and Uhura. Even little Jasmine Nineteen, twelve years old and prepping for emancipation testing, would look just like her one day soon.

      Tonight, for the first time, Abby was going to make proper use of that resemblance. Her role required little to no makeup. She shaved her head to get into character. Tiny steel studs, fresh from the Protofab, were dotted all along her bare scalp, glue itching as it dried to hold them in place.

      Three weeks had been too quick. The script had flowed onto the screen from Abby’s fingers with hardly a comment from her brain. She’d internalized the story so completely that she could imagine her mother’s frantic flight from captivity with her eyes closed.

      And so she had.

      A week to write. A week to tinker and check her facts. A week to prep the cast and hold rehearsals. Now it was opening night.

      Toby22 laid a hand on her back. “It’s going to be fine.” The robot had accepted the offer to play himself on stage. His role was minor enough that she trusted the neophyte actor to acquit himself. It wasn’t as if a robot risked forgetting his lines.

      “Define ‘fine,’” Abby said without looking back. She stared at the back of the curtains. On the other side, a scattering of robots would be there, just like her other performances, along with most of her friends—those who weren’t already backstage getting into costume.

      Usually her friends made up the bulk of the cast for any of Abby’s productions. A robot here or there would get the acting bug and pitch in, often playing a human role just for lack of actors. But tonight, the only one of her friends to be in the cast was Nigel.

      Abby had a weird cognitive dissonance every time she looked Nigel’s way, knowing that he was portraying her father. Times like this were when Abby wished she had a wider circle of actors to call upon. It had been a matter of choosing between him or Billy, and to call Billy unimposing was a criminal understatement. Nigel, while trim and tall with perfect teeth and a movie-star jaw line, at least maintained a physique.

      That was where the similarity ended.

      Abby had seen her father mad. There was footage. In fact, he was a case study on committee jurisdiction on human issues. Kind, gentle, and slow moving when Abby was growing up, there had been a Plato before there was a Plato Fourteen. Whether Mom had tamed him or whether physical breakdowns merely slowed him, Dad had once been a beast of a man. Quick, powerful, self-assured, he was an act of a vengeful god upon the robots who experimented on humans.

      Nigel enjoyed surfing and tanning.

      Still, what was acting if not donning a skin and making it your own for a few hours? , Once the curtains fell, no one expected a murderous Macbeth or a traitorous Iago. From rise to fall of that red velvet dimensional portal, audiences believed what they were shown and told.

      At least for the robots, Abby had managed to cast by chassis. James151 used the same 68.9 that James187 had. Jocelyn40 had an uprev model from Evelyn11’s 26.9 and had even altered her vocal modulator for the role.

      As for Charlie7, Abby had called in every favor she could think of to get an evening of Charlie13’s time. He still used the same Version 64.6 he had when Charlie7 had worn one to match.

      “Places,” Rosa called out. She’d been nominated director in Abby’s absence. While Abby had directed from on stage before, she’d never done it in a starring role. “Curtain in two.”

      Abby obediently scurried into position. The set was Creator’s laboratory, and Abby’s skin crawled just being on the fictionalized version of the test rig.

      When the curtain rose, Abby sat up and brushed a tangle of wires from her head. She burst into song as the opening notes of “This Cozy Little Life” played.

      From there, rehearsals and professional pride kicked in. After her ode to the simplistic, structured life that was all she’d known, Abby hustled over to a terminal that posed her a puzzle. The screen was hidden from the audience, but the set was designed such that the glow bathed her face with its light.

      Abby then moved to a workout routine that was far easier than anything Mom had dealt with but still conveyed the sense of the daily routine. As the orchestra played a suspenseful tune, the door burst open and Nigel charged in.

      The two of them sang a duet, one of those classic pieces where neither party seems to be aware that the other is singing despite playing off one another seamlessly. Nigel’s baritone was wrong for the character, but his singing voice was beautiful.

      Actually, the stark differences in voice between Nigel and Plato made it a little easier singing a shy infatuation duet with him. Dad couldn’t even sing, really. He tried, but his untrained bass was like a sack of words beaten against a brick wall.

      Scene by scene, Abby recounted her tale, until, at intermission, the lights came down.

      In the moment between her eyes adjusting to the darkness and the curtain blocking her view, Abby caught her first proper glimpse of the audience. A chill ran from her toes to teeth. Radio City Music Hall was packed to capacity. Though the replica had fewer seats than the original, that still meant hundreds of robots had been watching.

      Thunderous applause rained down as the curtain fell.

      “Fifteen minutes,” Rosa announced to the cast in a voice carefully calibrated to be heard by everyone behind the curtain and no one in front of it.

      Abby had fifteen minutes to gather her wits. She’d never performed in front of more than a few dozen, and those were her earliest shows when a play-writing human was still a novelty.

      Nigel sidled up to her. “Hey, we’re knocking ‘em dead out there. What say we do a little celebrating after the show? You know, still in character…”

      “Eww,” Abby said, pushing him away. “You’re playing my dad.”

      Nonplussed, Nigel shrugged. “Not biologically.”

      She punched him in the shoulder.

      “Fine. But keep up the great work out there. And the offer still stands.”

      Abby flushed the encounter from her mind. Lips moving, she ran through the words to “In My Three Days of Life,” hoping she could get through the whole of it without crying.

      Perhaps sensing the unrest in her star, as any good director should, Rosa called out. “Need a little help?”

      Abby turned to see the director in her turtleneck and beret, with high boots even indoors. Rosa was waggling a bottle of whiskey.

      Practically leaping for the bottle, Abby gasped. “Yes!”

      She pulled the stopper and had the bottle halfway to her lips before pausing. The words to the final song of act one were still stuck in her head.

      How much more to this life can there possibly be?

      I’m brimming with adventures, and it’s only day threeeee.

      Were they just lyrics that fit a rhyme scheme and a generic theme, or had she really meant them? The stopper of the whiskey bottle held tight in her hand, Abby considered the events she’d just portrayed out there onstage.

      Abby had never been the adventuress that her mother or father were. She’d played at heroism and imagined distant travels from the manicured lawns of her own back garden. Her parents had raised her, safe and cozy, in a world that didn’t need pioneers anymore.

      Or so she’d imagined.

      For the first time in her life, Abby was poised at the precipice of real change. The politics in this play were so closely manicured that a careless viewer might mistake it for pure entertainment, perhaps with a touch of recent history for flavor. But make no mistake, this was a shot across Alex Truman’s bow. He was taking on Eve Fourteen, and Abby wasn’t going to stand by and watch it happen from the cheap seats.

      Replacing the stopper in the whiskey bottle, Abby took a deep breath and waited for the curtain to rise on act two.
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      Alex sat in the audience, watching the events unfold on stage at Radio City Music Hall. He kept watch, looking for intentional deception in the telling of a story he’d heard as a child from Charlie7’s perspective. Whether that accounting was true or not, Alex would probably never know. But he suspected that his father was genuinely proud of his actions during that harrowing week where the world changed forever; he suspected that most of what he’d learned was truth.

      Abbigail Fourteen’s portrayal of her mother was heartfelt and well meaning. Her voice was—like all the Madison Maxwell-Chang clones—flawless. Unlike many of her genetic sisters, she’d actually bothered to learn proper singing technique as well. The lyrics she wrote for the songs wore their message openly, grabbing the heartstrings like reins in the hand of a first-time horseback rider.

      Defensive. Clannish. Filial duty. Mildly entertaining.

      Alex preferred the time he spent on entertainment to be somewhat more intellectually challenging.

      “This is wonderful,” Leslie whispered from the next seat. Alex had asked her to join him in an effort to buoy her flagging morale. She hadn’t worn the wrist-mounted dark energy rifle, but for a theater visit, that was probably for the best. This was more opposition research than an adversarial encounter.

      Eve wasn’t even in attendance.

      “Quite,” Alex agreed stoically. Leslie had twined her arm around his on the shared armrest separating them. He was glad of the thin partition. Without it, she might well have curled up beneath his arm and pillowed her head against his chest. With the low-cut gown she’d worn for this night out at the theater, it was already all Alex could manage to keep his attention on the performance.

      Distraction. Discipline. Willpower.

      Avoidance was a cop out. Only by exposing himself to temptation could it ever be overcome.

      At the curtain fall for intermission, Alex clapped along with the audience. It gave him the perfect excuse to disentangle himself. Leslie joined in, adding a two-fingered whistle to the cheering that was both shrill and entirely uncalled for.

      “Do you know, I’ve never come to a real play before?” Leslie asked. “Jennifer81 and Dr. Eddie never brought me.”

      Odd, that for all his formality in other respects, Alex had never taken to calling his parents by their designations. Charlie7 and Dr. Nora were Dad and Mom when he spoke of them.

      “I’d have never suspected,” Alex replied playfully.

      Proximity. Perfume scent—or was it just Leslie’s shampoo? Hormonal response.

      Leslie looked him in the eye without a word. She bit her lip.

      Pupil dilation. Head tilt. Closing distance. Eyes closing…

      Alex was no fool. Even the dreariest of curmudgeons could have read the signs as easily as the troubleshooting guide to a computer terminal. But this was a time-sensitive issue. An immediate response was in order.

      Without time to think, Alex reacted on instinct.

      Leslie’s lips were warm and soft. For a period of time that he lost track of, higher brain function ceased.

      Alex peeked. A break from the protocols established by archival films, he knew, but he couldn’t shake a persistent tickling at the back of his mind.

      Eyes. Glowing robotic eyes turned in their direction. Discreet but prying. Distant but invasive. Not everyone in the theater had taken notice—perhaps no fewer than fifteen or twenty out of hundreds—but Alex felt the weight of those judging gazes.

      He pulled away. The curtain rose. The timing was coincidental but fortunate. Leslie squirmed back into a position facing the stage.

      Fool. Ruination.

      He’d shown himself to be a mere slab of flesh in front of so many influential robots. None would criticize him publicly. They’d all “understand,” which was code for the patronizing condescension humans suffered in any interaction with their mechanical betters.

      Still, for a brief moment, there had been a welcoming intimacy that had shut out the outside world and all its complexity. If it cost him the esteem of a handful of leering robots with privacy issues, so be it. Leslie had been wavering in her support of his political agenda. This was simpler than tailoring his platform and methods to maintain a single follower in the fold.

      The final act of the play carried a few notable differences from the version Alex had been taught. The visit to Janet3’s abandoned farm and James187’s chase through an agrarian complex had been reduced to a single stopover at a generic farmhouse without describing an owner. Plato’s role in Eve14’s eventual rescue had been greatly expanded to the point where Charlie7 had been merely a heroic assistant, giving his life—though everyone in the audience knew he’d made a backup copy—so that Plato could complete his mission.

      The songs were passable and fit with the established framework of show tunes. As the crowd dispersed after the final curtain, Alex caught Leslie humming the melody to “No Room for Two,” the villainous duet between Eve14 and Evelyn11 as the upload prep was underway.

      Alex took Leslie along with him to the lobby and stopped outside the flow of traffic.

      “What are we doing?” she whispered, tickling his ear with her breath. With her heeled shoes, she was a centimeter or two taller than him.

      Alex answered with a sly wink. He caught the first robot notable among the exiting robots and extended a hand. “Nice to see you, Jason,” he greeted Jason90. “Glad to see you supporting the humanities.”

      “First start-to-finish rendition of that story,” Jason90 said, accepting the handshake. “Always odd thinking of Eve Fourteen as that scared refugee. You’d never know it talking to her now.”

      “Indeed,” Alex said. “She’s nothing like that anymore. Just goes to show, bravery and guile don’t always translate to effective administration.”

      Jason90 went on his way after a brief exchange of pleasantries with Leslie.

      The next robot in Alex’s improvised receiving line was Eddie51, who sat on the Human Welfare Committee. “How was it seeing your boss deconstructed on stage?” Alex asked with a jovial smile.

      Disarming. Tongue-in-cheek.

      “No surprises,” Eddie51 replied. “And she’s not my boss, and you know it.”

      Leslie reached out and touched Eddie51 on the arm through the fabric of his tuxedo. “Of course, she isn’t.”

      Eddie51 cast them both a sour look and moved on.

      Alex and Leslie—who caught on quickly—kept up a slow trickle of backhanded compliments to Eve in casual conversations with every important robot who exited through the lobby. After a time, the cast of the production came out via a side door to mingle with the lingering patrons who’d waited for them.

      Abby shook hands, offered smiles, and looked worn, body and soul. “Thanks so much for coming tonight … we really appreciate your support … it means so much to see so many smiling faces out in the audience … thank you for—oh, it’s you.”

      Alex held out a hand and waited to see whether Abby accepted it. “Nice performance. Upsells your mom pretty good, I must say.”

      Still in costume, Abby looked just like the archival footage of the Eves from Creator’s lab. Except in those old videos, none looks quite so stiffly furious as Abbigail Fourteen. “That’s the truest rendition anyone’s given yet of my mother’s first exposure to the outside world.”

      Leslie, with a vantage well over Abby’s head in her heels, squinted at the studs the actress wore in her portrayal of a human lab rat. “Did you really get spikes drilled into your head for this role?”

      “They’re glued on,” Abby replied through gritted teeth. She turned to visit with other patrons.

      “But you did shave your head,” Leslie observed to Abby’s back.

      Abby froze. “Yeah. Might keep it shaved, too. Nothing’s so frivolous as worrying about hairdos.”

      Leslie tensed. Alex felt it in the tightening of her arm around his. He waited until Abby had mixed back into the dwindling crowd before commenting. “Envy is ugly,” he whispered.

      Stoke conflict. Draw contrast. Divert emotional energy.

      “If she had hair like yours, she’d never have shaved it for a silly play.”

      Alex had come to needle his political target. Abbigail Fourteen was so easy to understand she practically came with a readme file. Alex had impugned Eve Fourteen’s reputation, and the dutiful daughter rallied to her aid with a stage play. Sad, really. Pitiful. How could the girl form a meaningful defense with such a limited skill set?

      “Want to stay in New York tonight?” Leslie asked as they exited the theater.

      Bold. Direct. Tempting.

      Alex’s personal code would have normally told him to reject the offer out of hand. But as with his newborn political aspirations, there were times when circumstances shifted, and with them came a new set of priorities. If Alex was to become to the leader of mankind, there would be an expectation for him to act as an example.

      To lead humankind, he would have to demonstrate his humanity.

      It seemed a reasonable price to pay to have his scientific career within his own control.

      “I’d love to,” Alex replied, and he led the way into to one of the automated hotels that catered to tired human visitors. He hoped that between their arrival and the subsequent rituals, he’d have a private moment to look up a refresher on just what was expected of him.
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      The hot water from the shower felt so good as it washed away the slick of sweat and the tacky residue of the glue spots all along Abby’s bare scalp. If this had been the olden days, she might have kept the annoying studs on for the run of the show—a week or more—just to save the hassle of reapplying them each performance. But luckily she lived in the modern world where one show was enough for everyone who cared to see it.

      There was a recording for anyone who might have missed it through unavoidable circumstances.

      Bare skin was so easy to maintain. There was no need for shampoo, and Abby realized halfway through her shower that she was clean. Aside from getting used to cold breezes atop her head and the societal inertia that carried through a millennium via recorded media, there was little reason to grow her hair back.

      Mom and the others from Creator’s lab had grown their hair out as much in rebellion as anything. Evelyn11 wanted it short; they let it grow long. Aunt Phoebe in particular had always made a statement with elaborate styling and colors. It occurred to Abby that perhaps she would be spitting in the face of that protest by keeping hers shaved. But after filling Eve14’s shoes for one evening, Abby felt otherwise.

      “It’s an homage,” she told herself, voice echoing in the washroom acoustics. “I’m not going to forget, and I’m not going to let everyone else forget what happened back then.”

      Thus resolved and finished with her surprisingly brief shower, Abby shut off the water and toweled dry. As the washroom’s humidity controls kicked in, the mirror condensation faded away.

      Abby snatched the towel tight around her as an intruder stared back at her. The intruder mimicked her panic. “Oh, it’s me.”

      She hardly recognized herself. The person in the mirror could have been any of her aunts or her mother, if they’d shaved bald. A quick glance wasn’t enough to pick out subtle details like the glint from Mom’s optical implants or the faded scar by Aunt Olivia’s lip. Right then, Abby was a blank slate. Mom was twice her age but hardly showed those years.

      Abby had always been prone to overthinking things. Action was such a rash course to take compared to thought experiments. But even knowing that, she lost a good half hour just pondering the implications. Without something so basic as her own personal hairstyle, she could pass for any woman in her family.

      Still wrapped in a towel despite being long since dry, Abby headed down to the kitchen for a bite to eat. It was well past midnight, but that didn’t mean much when she kept her own schedule. An evening performance in New York followed by an autopilot skyroamer trip back to Paris had eaten the hours and the daylight. In fact, dawn couldn’t be too far off, now that Abby considered it.

      Discarded on the kitchen table upon her arrival, she noticed a message on her portable computer. The sender was Dad.

      Without hesitation, Abby popped open the message.

      CONGRATS, PUMPKIN! SO PROUD. WISH I COULD HAVE BEEN THERE.

      Abby felt the same, but she knew why he hadn’t come. There was no way Mom was going to sit through a reenactment of those dark days. Setting them to music wouldn’t have earned Abby any points, either. And much as the story would have been more historically accurate with the protagonist’s cooperation, Mom still wouldn’t even give an interview for the play.

      Buried in the simple message, there must have been a read trigger. Because not a minute later, there was an incoming call on the Social.

      Checking that there wasn’t a video option enabled, Abby sat down on the couch in just her towel and answered. “Hey, Dad. What’re you doing up?’

      “You know me. I don’t need much sleep,” Dad replied. “I caught the live feed of your play. Excellent work!”

      “You’re not sore about Nigel playing you?” she asked warily.

      “You kidding?” Dad said. “I never looked so good. I’m considering getting him to play me at committee hearings and doctor’s visits.”

      Abby cringed before she asked, “Mom watch, by any chance?”

      Dad sighed. “Nah. She let me alone to watch in peace, though. I gave her my glowing review, and she said to pass along her congratulations.”

      Wow, Mom. Way to praise. Nice to know you approved and watched in absentia. Especially since it was her reputation Abby was protecting.

      “You think I offended her?” Abby asked.

      “Oh, Pumpkin. Don’t worry about your mother. She’s just being an old lady. I know what you’re trying to do for her, and I appreciate it.”

      “I just hope it’s enough…”

      “Enough?” Dad asked, his cheery, supportive wall cracking for the first time. “You think one play is going to win over popular opinion while your mom’s credibility gets dragged back and forth over the barbed wire daily?”

      “Well,” Abby said, stalling for time. Really, it was a matter of degrees of success. She anticipated a swell of support for Mom. Robots weren’t as prone to forgetfulness—or selective memory—as humans. But those voters Alex courted were human. “Shoot. No. I guess I was hoping exposing Alex’s lies about Mom would make his whole case for elections crumble. Probably not going to happen that way, huh?”

      “Listen, Pumpkin,” Dad said, lowering his voice. “There is a whole wide world out there besides Paris and New York. It’s a world filled with factories that make humans and laboratories where they play with dark energy. Probably a bunch of other crazy stuff, too, but I don’t follow science news. Point is, there’s a lot more at stake here than one play can fix—no matter how spectacularly awesome it might be or how catchy the songs are. If you don’t like the way the world is heading, you’re going to have to do more than hint at where you’d rather see it sail.”

      “You’re mixing metaphors again,” Abby pointed out.

      “Short version: Alex is going to win the election,” Dad said. “That is, unless you do something personal about it.”

      “Why can’t Mom just—”

      “I tried,” Dad snapped. A breath later, he was calm again. “I tried. You know how stubborn your mom can get. She has too much to do. She trusts the system she’s built. If she wasted her time, she’d just be derelict in her job and prove she didn’t belong as chairwoman. I’ve heard every argument, but it all boils down to this: she hasn’t got the stomach for Human Era politics, and that’s what Alex is using.”

      “If Mom sees that, why can’t anyone else?”

      “Everyone sees it. But it’s fair game. Democracy is a contest of charisma loosely wrapped around ideas. Your mom thinks the Second Human Era is smarter than the first.”

      “I agree,” Abby said without hesitation. There were faults galore in modern society, but a lack of intellect was certainly not one of them.

      “Me too,” Dad allowed, “but that’s not the point. Politics wasn’t about smarts in those days. I can’t go out there and shill for Eve. I barely rate above Charlie7 on the social least-wanted lists. But you can. You can campaign for the world you want to see.”

      “I’m a mess,” Abby said. “I’m barely keeping one career together.”

      “You’re not a mess,” Dad assured her with paternal naivety. If only he knew half of what Abby ingested from week to week. “I believe in you. You’re a born public figure.”

      “Same as every other clone,” Abby muttered.

      “I don’t mean like that,” Dad put in quickly. “You’re filled with ideas. You’re overflowing with them. But you bottle them up and only leak certain ones onto a computer screen when you need a new play or song. Share your view of the world with people. Paint a picture of the way things could be, and you’ll discover that more of them want a hopeful future than a heap of complaints about the way things are.”

      Abby huffed. Did she have a hopeful vision for the future of Earth? She had plenty of predictions about where it was headed. Her social circle often kicked around ideas for utopian living. But that was merely a mixture of ennui and booze talking.

      With a thoughtful frown, Abby considered that point. Governments had been founded on far less stable footing in the past.

      “Any ideas where to start?” she asked since Dad seemed ready with all the answers today.

      “You need to be where everyone is looking…”
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      It was a warm breezy day in the prairie. Alex Truman stood on the fuselage of his skyroamer, looking out over the crowd that had gathered at Kansas Agrarian Zone 017 - Distribution & Processing Center 23. Everyone was so keen on the Eve14 story in the five days since the stage play version that he felt it only appropriate to appropriate one of the sets from the play and take ownership of it in real-world terms.

      A haphazard fleet of aircraft scattered the wheat fields, crushing crops that were weeks from being ready to harvest. Small price to pay for arranging this gathering. Most of the parked vehicles were standard skyroamers. A few had been custom modified beyond the basic human-comfort standards. There were also two mobile habitats of a sort that were growing popular among the less homebound emancipated humans parked on the outskirts of the gathering, along with an agrarian hauler that Dr. Toby had obtained from one of his namesakes.

      In all, Alex counted fifty-one attendees. But Gerry with the camera was the one who mattered most. While everyone present would hear his words and see his reactions up close and personal, the broader audience he hoped to reach was gathering around portable computers and living room media screens.

      “Friends,” he called out, spreading his arms high overhead. He paused long enough for the buzz of conversation to die down. “Welcome to my object lesson in production control. In the late Human Era but before the digital revolution, there was a system of population management that put all the tools of civilization in the hands of a powerful few. Today, I show you how to break that cycle of dependence.”

      Milling at the edges of the crowd, Alex’s friends separated from the audience and headed for the main ground-level entrance to the agrarian facility. Automatons streamed in and out from the fields and orchards within a hundred kilometers of the site. Slow-moving haulers flew through openings in the upper floors. Irene and Xander toted a steel beam over to the main doors, wobbling under the weight, as Wendy followed along with a welding torch.

      “Right now, robots control everything,” Alex said, voice amplified through a system at his feet that modulated the sound wave to be clearly heard throughout the area. “Agrarian Committee… all robots. Logistics Committee… all robots. Processed Foods Committee… all five members of that esteemed club are robots. I could go on, but you all know the ending of that story. The robots have the means to feed us or starve us.”

      “They wouldn’t starve us!” someone in the crowd shouted.

      Predictable. Anticipated.

      Alex had practically written the outburst into his own remarks, but he hadn’t needed to.

      Alex spread his hands. “I’m not suggesting that they would. All I’m saying is that they could. And that should frighten you. Our food supply is managed in concert with the hand-fed animals that still don’t live in self-sustaining biomes. It hasn’t happened yet, but what if a sudden explosion in wild populations required an unexpected influx of processed food? What if through some automated protocol, our meal supply was diverted to the Amazon jungle or the wilds of Indonesia? What would we do for food without the robots making their deliveries?”

      An unexpected voice called out from the front of the crowd. “I’d go dig up my garden and live on basil and mint leaves until I could talk some sense into the committees.”

      Abbigail Fourteen climbed up onto the skyroamer beside Alex. She had been the one to answer his rhetorical question.

      But where had she come from? Thinking quickly, Alex scanned the spectators. He’d thought little enough of it at the time, but having Theresa Twenty in the audience had been a tiny coup that warmed Alex’s heart in the moments leading up to the rally. Where was Theresa now?

      Gone.

      A wig. It must have been. That had been Abby in disguise.

      Oh, well played.

      Alex chuckled uneasily along with the crowd’s more genuine mirth. “Point taken. We’d probably find a way to live through it. But this whole discussion is allegorical. I can accept that human control of the food system may be less efficient. It might lead to hiccups and mismanagement. But I guarantee you we won’t get forgotten about, deprioritized, or—Fraley forbid—have control of the food supply used as a hostage to control us.”

      Alex pointed, and his friends leapt into action. Sliding closed the main gate to the agrarian factory via manual override, they blocked off the flow of automaton workers. The ones trying to rectify the barrier were stymied by Leslie and Stephen, who took advantage of their human-avoidance protocols to impede them merely by stepping into the way. Meanwhile, Wendy welded a bar in place to keep them from re-opening the gate.

      Problem solving wasn’t in the circuits of these mindless humanoid tools.

      “Cute,” Abby said, keeping her voice raised to get caught on Alex’s amplifier. He considered shielding the mic to silence her but knew the optics of such an unsporting act wouldn’t play well to the crowd.

      Unafraid. Roll with the unexpected. Adapt. Prevail.

      “But I wouldn’t think intentionally sabotaging the food chain would be the way to make your point.”

      “As I said earlier: a practical demonstration.”

      “Practical would be starting your own farm and doing better than the robots,” Abby argued to a chorus of snickers. Abby leaned in front of Alex, placing an arm across his shoulders. Alex stiffened at her touch but kept his composure. “Besides, who wants to manage the industrial farms? I see… painters, inventors, media personalities out here in the crowd. Raise your hand if you want to give up your day job and program farm-bots.”

      No hands went up.

      Problem. Refuted premise. Missing assumption.

      His skin crawled with the unwelcome familiarity of his adversary. The hand on his shoulder bled alien warmth through the fabric of his shirt. Fighting back an urge to thrust her away—an urge that no doubt would have been political suicide if caught on camera—he focused on the cold, dry facts of his argument.

      Political theory suggested that food security was a primal worry of sapient creatures. A man might accept servitude if it meant his family would get fed. The entire feudal system had been built around that notion. The communist revolutions had relied on that fundamental truism.

      Had the robots bred a generation that didn’t know enough to fear starvation? So it would seem.

      “There are plenty of agricultural factories,” Alex explained stiffly. “Would you rather I shut down Kanto? This is all for educational purposes.”

      “Lotta weapons for a classroom,” Abby pointed out, drawing attention to the dark energy weapons strapped to the forearms of Alex’s loyalists. The same gesture resulted in Abby disentangling herself from his person.

      Relief. Personal space reestablished.

      With a tight sigh to realign his wits, Alex redoubled his efforts on the debate, assessing Abby’s words without her proximity interfering.

      Cagey. Attempting to shift narrative. Possibly successful. Unfortunate. Stronger tactics required.

      “Who came here to listen to Abbigail Fourteen, daughter of our misguided ruler Eve?” Alex asked the crowd. He raised his hand as an example that no one else mimicked.

      Guiding question. Silence. Predictable. Pause for effect.

      But Abby beat him to the punch. Her timing was off, but that seemed less important to her strategy than stealing the initiative. “Who came to glorify vandalism and listen to a condescending lesson in creating straw man arguments?”

      Titters of laughter answered her.

      Another shift was in order. Abby was better educated in history than a typical Oxford education was known for. They often skipped the messy side of history, as evidenced by the gaps in his own followers’ schooling.

      “Look here,” Alex said. “I attended your little propaganda play the other night. I was curious. The production was quality, even if the message was mostly revisionist pap. But I didn’t interrupt you when you showed Eve14 singing and dancing instead of cowering as Charlie7 fought against unknown pursuers and her own naive recklessness to protect her. Your mother didn’t discover Creator’s name; your father had merely withheld it out of distrust until she’d been recaptured.”

      That caught Abby off guard. She stiffened and backed a step away from Alex. Oh, the spectacle she’d have made by falling off the skyroamer. Alex took a step closer, hoping she’d maintain the gap.

      But Abby didn’t back up. Or down for that matter.

      “But I didn’t jump onto the stage and shout you down,” Alex continued. “I watched. I listened. I even clapped here and there. That’s a tribute to how I was raised. Now, if you wouldn’t mind…” He swept a hand out toward the crowd.

      Abby fumed silently. However much history she’d studied, Alex suspected her knowledge was bird’s eye, not practical. Speeches were more than words on paper. Debates were more than point and counterpoint. Demeanor, mannerisms, and composure mattered.

      His opponent didn’t belong on the stage with him, but it had nothing to do with this being Alex’s rally. Until Abby learned that it took more than pithy comebacks and comedy monologues to fight a political war, she was merely a distraction.

      “Run along,” Alex called after her as Abby slipped through the crowd toward the skyroamer. “I hope you enjoyed your stunt. If you’ve got an apology for everyone for wasting their time, it might go a long way toward forgiving you for your rudeness.”

      Most of the crowd was watching Alex up on stage. It was a good thing, because Abby lifted both hands, middle fingers extended, as she walked away with her back to him.
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      Abby breathed deep of the South Pacific air. Clear of the lingering scent of ion wash from her skyroamer, Easter Island was an olfactory paradise. The Atlantic had a rough, cold edge to it, at least along the shores of Normandy where she typically encountered it. There was a hard brine to that air, the kind that reminded one of barnacles and whaling ships and megalomaniacal sea captains.

      She was as far from all that as a human could get. As far from any continental landmass as someone could be. So remote as to be easily forgotten.

      Today was about remembering and reminding.

      Ashley390 met Abby at the access road to the Sanctuary for Scientific Sins. None of the residents were around. For today’s purposes, the island was a backdrop. Abby wasn’t here to disrupt the sanctuary’s routine.

      “You remind me of your mother with that shaved head of yours,” Ashley390 said as they shook hands. “I notice there’s no stubble. Considering keeping it short?”

      “Considering, yeah. Jury’s out,” Abby said. “But it saves me about ten minutes a shower.” She realized how languid that made her sound, but she’d never been one to rush a hot shower. The best ideas came from showers.

      “Didn’t realize you were that pressed for time,” Ashley390 observed mildly. “I must say, it’s odd that you’re campaigning for Eve in an election that’s not even guaranteed to happen.”

      Abby stopped with an awkward half-stride that threw her off balance. “You think the Human Welfare Committee can just ignore all this?”

      “Easily,” Ashley390 replied. “I don’t mind letting you in on a little of the back-channel chatter, but we’re thinking of sanctioning Alex Truman for his dangerous conduct, putting his own and others’ lives at risk. He’s making a lot of enemies.”

      “Not among humans,” Abby said, shaking her head at what seemed to be obvious.

      Ashley390 laid a hand on Abby’s back, and the two of them resumed walking. “That’s his mistake. He should have come at this from a committee perspective. All he has now are a mob of precocious children, many of whom are calling into question the wisdom of their emancipation. None of them are on any committees.”

      “That’s kind of their primary grievance.”

      Ashley390 chuckled. “Be that as it may. Women’s suffrage didn’t end because of women forming a club and voting. Those votes would have meant nothing. They worked long and hard, nagged at the conscience of the system, appealed to reason and moral right.”

      “Do you really want to be on that side of history?” Abby asked.

      “Do you know how many committee applications Alex and his little cadre of insiders have submitted?”

      “I don’t see how that really—”

      “Zero,” Ashley390 said firmly. “It’s all on official records. There are other humans on file as awaiting appointment to committees relevant to their interests. You’re well aware of most of the ones currently serving.”

      Abby rolled her eyes. Her family tree was more like a lawn, identical little blades of grass all lined up. “Yeah. My aunts and mom. A couple of my uncles.”

      “Age before ambition,” Ashley390 said as if it were a quote Abby ought to have known. “Alex Truman was our biggest mistake. He won’t go see Dr. Ashley.” A twitch of a smile crossed the administrator’s face at the mention of her progenitor-turned-therapist. “But she’s mentioned suspecting him of antisocial personality disorder.”

      “Oh, he’s plenty social,” Abby protested. “His little clique follows him around like a pack of puppies whenever he snaps his fingers.”

      “I don't think they’re really a clique. They’re co-conspirators,” Ashley390 said. “Each of them has a stake in this. Everyone is using everyone else, Alex most of all. He learned from a master manipulator, and they’re using him as their front man.”

      “And don’t you see how dangerous that makes him?”

      Ashley 390 smiled. “I understand how destructive it might make him. Don’t confuse the two. The world has gotten by for a thousand years without Alex Truman. It can survive a few months with him.”

      “A few months?” Abby asked incredulously. “He’s looking for a foothold. Once he’s in, you’ll never get him out. That's why I have to stop him.”

      Abby had hoped that Ashley390 would have understood the danger that Alex posed. Perhaps this was her window into how the robots viewed this nascent uprising. Humans were children to them. All humans, not just the younger generation. Eve might have been the lone exception—maybe Phoebe and Rachel too. The likes of Abby and Alex were lumped in with the schoolchildren at Oxford.

      The rest of the way to the Rocky outcropping where she would hold her rally, Abby maintained her silence. Ashley390 wordlessly agreed that their differences would remain unresolved for now. It was enough that Ashley390 was allowing her the use of the island as a backdrop. With a view overlooking the Spanish mission-style conclave, Abby could address her audience without disturbing the residents. It wouldn’t do for Abby to come in and disrupt the lives of everyone on the island to discuss their well-being.

      There was neither podium nor sound system. There was no seating. Was it pessimism or practicality? Abby didn’t anticipate a large group arriving anytime soon. Should she have prepared a larger venue? Possibly. But that wouldn’t have been the rally she was hoping to hold.

      After what seemed like an impossibly long wait that actually lasted no more than five minutes, the first of her audience arrived. It was Nigel, accompanied by Rosa. Not exactly the harshest critics. Some scared portion of Abby’s brain worried that she would have to discuss politics one-on-one with her critics. At least now, if one of them showed up she would have friends to lean on. Unlike Alex, Abby felt that that was one of her strengths.

      She was willing to involve her friends.

      Rosa gave her a hug. “I see we’re the first ones here.”

      Nigel grinned lopsidedly. “Nah, Billy’s coming. He’s just fashionably late, as usual.”

      What was fashionable about a political rally? Abby left the question aside for now as she had more important worries. Others were arriving. Their skyroamers collected on the landing pad near where Abby had parked. Faces, both familiar and unfamiliar, formed a steady stream of pilgrims making the trek up to the outcropping where Abby waited for them.

      “Welcome, everyone,” Abby announced once the crowd had gathered. If stragglers came, they would have to deal with missing the beginning. Already she could sense the bubbling unrest as the dozens gathered fidgeted and shifted as Abby delayed. “Thank you for coming down to this island paradise today.”

      Nervous chuckles told Abby that they’d picked up on her mild sarcasm. Despite its climate and unspoiled beauty, Easter Island in the year 3111 was anything but a vacation spot.

      “I brought you here because the Sanctuary of Scientific Sins is a place often forgotten,” Abby continued. “It was built here because of its remoteness, its isolation. If ever there were a place meant to be forgotten by its creators, you see it right over there.” She swept a hand out toward the main complex where the whitewashed walls and red clay tile roofs stood quiet and distant. “I could have held this gathering at the sanctuary itself, but that would have been contrary to my message today: compassion. The men and women who live here did not come into this world as did you and I. They were experiments, test subjects even before they were born. None of them benefited from the genetic technology we’ve already begun to take for granted.”

      Abby judged her audience. It was something she wasn’t used to doing on stage, but she understood that there was no waiting for the news feeds the following day to read her critics. Her pause for effect was as much to size up the reaction of the onlookers as to allow them time to absorb her words.

      “Today, if we had come in numbers and invaded the only home they’ve known most of their lives, the residents here would have been frightened. That is not my intent. So, we visit from afar. We remember. What we were meant to forget is that without vigilance, humanity is a fragile victim. We who are strong, armed of mind and able of body, have a duty to look after those who cannot look after themselves. It is the core of the mission my mother has undertaken her entire career.”

      As Abby spoke, latecomers continued to join the back of the crowd. She tried not to allow them to distract her. A growing crowd was better than a shrinking one, after all.

      “These are the lucky ones, if you can believe it,” Abby said. “We only have one geneticist’s records to go by, but we know that many, many more early humans were quietly disposed of in horrific fashion. This is a fact. The Human Welfare Committee has gone to great lengths to ensure that never happens again. While we can never prove a negative, there hasn’t been a documented case of unauthorized human genetics since the Dale2 incident.”

      “Convenient, isn’t it?” someone at the back of the crowd shouted back. Abby’s blood chilled despite the balmy breeze. Scanning the crowd, she picked out Wendy Chang, one of Alex’s supporters. A week ago, Abby might also have called her Alex’s girlfriend, except that he’d come to Birth of a Human with Leslie de Saito by his side. Whatever their relationship, it had been naive of Abby not to assume her audience would all be supportive. “They found a group of cloners operating independently, shut them down, then disbanded the Human Protection Agency.”

      Abby pursed her lips. Was she prepared to go off message to explain modern history to someone who no-doubt knew it all too well? Yes. Yes, she was. “The Human Protection Agency was called into question when its head was found to be Dr. Charlie instead of an actual mixed robot.” The crowd sucked in a collective breath. No one called Charlie7 that. The ancient robot spoke little publicly since his secret had come out, but on those few occasions, he’d made it clear that he’d earned whatever designation he chose. A thread of fear held taut across all society kept people from calling him Dr. Charlie publicly. “With their primary mission of hunting the brain recycling conspiracy wrapped up and the agency director disgraced, it seemed like the prudent course.”

      “Couldn’t let Plato run it, I suppose,” Wendy shot back from the rear of the crowd.

      Abby’s cheeks warmed.

      She knew the popular opinion. The HPA had been a collection of thugs. Charlie7 was the mastermind. Zeus had been a double-agent for the conspiracy. Dad was a loose cannon and more of a threat to innocent robots than the guilty.

      “Eve Fourteen has always been our true protector,” Abby continued, pivoting back to her original point. She felt a swell of pride for keeping her calm and not driving this speech off a cliff. “Say what you will about her, but Eve has overseen the births of all of us present—except you, of course, Uncle Triton.” Abby offered a brief wave to Dad’s fish-scaled brother. “The emancipation we all enjoy? Eve’s doing. If not for her, we’d probably all have been raised in sterile white prisons, utterly safe from evil cloners, non-optimized foods, and anything resembling freedom. They’d have had us painting landscapes for their walls and drinking from handmade teacups we’d sculpted.”

      “Robots don’t drink,” Alex Truman said loudly from so close that Abby jumped.

      How had she missed him? And, for that matter, how had she allowed her metaphors to run so far off the mark. She’d memorized this speech. The robots were supposed to admire the sculptures, not drink from teacups. And who sculpted teacups?

      Wrong time for improv.

      “Thanks for the anatomy lesson,” Abby said dryly. “Did anyone else think the robots were really drinking from teacups?” She looked out into the crowd, nominally for raised hands, but actually in search of Alex Truman groupies mixed in among those who’d come to hear her speech for its own merits.

      “You know this place is as much your mother’s shame as it is the robots’, don’t you?” Alex asked, looking Abby’s way but with a voice modulated to the size of the crowd. “There have been twelve new additions to the sanctuary on her watch.”

      “Alive and happy,” Abby countered. “Eve had a hard choice to make, and she chose life.”

      Alex scoffed. “Ha! Hard choice? She chose to do nothing. Same choice an automaton would have made.”

      Abby stepped back and spread her arms. Would he walk right into this mess? “By all means, enlighten us. Lay out the groundwork for your master plan to shut down this sanctuary.”

      Demagogues never had a plan. Abby could feel in her bones that Alex’s phony speeches were just designed to throw Eve into a bad light. It was clearly a Vaudeville act, minus the wink-and-a-nod humor. He took the limelight and made sure the shadow fell on his opponent. No one could be so relentlessly contrarian. If Abby backed away and left him by himself, eventually the public would catch on.

      Alex cocked his head. “Why, thank you. I admire a woman who can step aside when she knows she’s been bested. Of course, I have a plan. Gene therapy. I am a man of science. We live in a world created by science in the image of the one first made by God. If we can match that miracle, why not overcome this lesser obstacle? Science will save these people.”

      Fighting back a smirk, Abby allowed Alex to continue. Science for everything was a common mantra among those who’d let science run amok. It was the cry of everyone denied their petition in front of the Scientific Safety Committee. Alex was one of the believers in the new religion that science could fix every problem it caused.

      “The Human Welfare Committee guidelines on infant manufacturing contain a protocol for prenatal anomalies,” Alex explained. Being products of manufacturing centers themselves, most of the audience was well aware of where babies came from. “As chairwoman, Eve Fourteen has the responsibility to recommend one of three courses of action: termination of the embryo, experimental treatment of the condition, or nothing. Now, these anomalies are rare after three weeks’ gestation—before which, the geneticist can unilaterally decide to terminate. The technology is getting better every day. But do you know how many times Eve has chosen treatment?”

      Alex waited. Or tried.

      Abby didn’t let him. “Zero. They’re not lab rats. Those experimental treatments are as likely to make things worse as better.”

      “Not so,” Alex argued. “And it’s not as if the outcomes carry equal weight, either? Imagine, all of you, fit and healthy as you are, that you’d had one chance in five of never being born. The alternative was a life over there.” He pointed off in the direction of the sanctuary complex. “How many of you would thank your parents for giving you the life you now have? How many would curse them for recklessly endangering you?”

      “Selection bias,” Abby countered quickly. “Of course, the survivors would choose to go through with it. The ones who are horribly maimed or deformed wouldn’t make the same choice.”

      “That’s why we had that first option,” Alex pointed out softly but not so softly that the gathering wouldn’t all have heard him. “You see, Eve can’t make the hard choice. My conscience would ache with each termination, but by that same token, mine wouldn’t allow me to watch genetic disasters unfold without doing all I could to stop them.”

      “Nice theory,” Abby said, crossing her arms. “But there aren’t any specialists in post-natal genetic therapy. It’s a lot harder to reverse a condition than to prevent it. Orders of magnitude harder. That science is still probably beyond our lifetimes.”

      “Gemini,” Alex said with iron in his voice.

      The crowd gasped and muttered at that pronouncement.

      “Never!” Abby shouted, getting in Alex’s face. “You can’t let that monster experiment on humans again!”

      She knew that losing her temper in front of a crowd was unprofessional. Abby couldn’t help it. She was born of that laboratory. Her only blessing was being brought into the world after Evelyn11’s horror factory had been shut down.

      “It’s been more than twenty years,” Alex replied. “She’d been made a robot and sent back to the flesh. Who can imagine what that’s like? Twenty years and more, she’s worked here, tying shoelaces and spooning oatmeal, giving baths and changing soiled pants. Nothing any robot couldn’t do. But inside that skull is the most brilliant genetic mind the world has known. Are we so hell-bent on punishing her that we condemn all those poor people—and those yet to come—to genetic disease?”

      Abby’s chest heaved. This wasn’t happening. How could this barbarian even think of making Gemini part of his plan to make humanity independent again?

      “Oh,” Alex said in the face of Abby’s silence. “I suppose your personal grudge probably does matter more to you than helping your fellow humans. Eve has that problem too. I thought maybe—just maybe—you were better than that.”
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      It wasn’t popular with the rest of the Human Welfare Committee that Eve still spoke with Charlie7. That hadn’t stopped the occasional, low-profile meeting from taking place. After all, the two lived within walking distance, and there was a subterranean emergency tunnel between their two homes. On this occasion, it was Charlie7 playing host.

      Eve reclined in a chair padded for human comfort and conspicuously tailored to her dimensions. It was only practical. After all, there were more humans with her genome than any other in existence. If it had been most any other robot, she could have chalked the decision up to simply playing the odds.

      “I don’t like where this is going,” Charlie7 stated bluntly, pacing his sitting room. Eve had noticed that in the years since the reawakening of the other original scientists, he’d allowed more human quirks to show in his behavior. “These sorts of details should be worked out behind the scenes. Hell, if he’d just come to me with this plan I could have poked enough holes in it to drain an ocean.”

      “That might be why he didn’t,” Eve pointed out. A drone trolley wheeled itself into the room and delivered an iced tea adorned with a slice of lemon. Eve scooped it up with hardly a glance away from Charlie7. “He wants to force this plan of his to work. I’m not sure whether he grasps that humans aren’t puzzles to solve or whether he understands all too well. While I don’t appreciate the red dot of his laser sight on my forehead, he’s framing his arguments well for mass appeal.”

      Charlie7 shook his head as he continued his pacing. The soles of his wingtips scuffed the floor. “With a little patience and some tact, he could have stuffed this through a few sympathetic committees and gotten the results he’s after. Population statistics alone could have been sufficient argument to get General Oversight Committee to open an inquiry into the legitimacy of committee appointments. Direct petitions to the Agrarian Committee and Housing Committees could have worked if they were phrased properly. Instead, he’s slandering his way to an easy victory. But he’s like a jungle explorer with a machete. He’s not learning the terrain, and he doesn’t care who he cuts down along the way.”

      “It won’t be an easy victory.”

      Charlie7 looked up.

      “Abby’s gotten it into her head to get political about this.”

      With a sigh, Charlie7 plopped down into an unpadded chair across from her. It hissed with pneumatics adjusting to his sudden weight. “Don’t take this the wrong way. I love Abby like a niece. But that girl isn’t cut out for politics. It’s a ruthless, cut-throat business that takes thick skin—or chrome plating. She can’t program away the emotional sting of Alex’s campaign speeches. She can’t—”

      “That’s why she can.”

      Charlie7’s matte black metallic brow knit together. “Explain.”

      “You’re used to robotic politics. All logic. Well, maybe a little playing on emotion, but nothing overt. That’s not the battle this time. He can drag Arthur19’s name through the mud. He can slander Jennifer81. He can even accuse me of having too many cybernetic upgrades to be human anymore…” Eve paused to swallow since that admission came too close to her own deep-seated fears than she cared to discuss. “But when he goes after Abby, people will see the hurt. They’ll see the real consequences of dark rhetoric on flesh and blood and—”

      She stopped abruptly when she noticed Charlie7 shaking his head sadly.

      “I lived in the First Human Era,” Charlie7 said softly. “It doesn’t work. They’ll see her pain as weakness. They’ll worry that she can’t get results. Alex is on the attack. People like that.”

      “Humans aren’t savages anymore,” Eve insisted. “We cloned geniuses. We raised them without deprivation, hatred, without the animal fear of wondering where their next meal is coming from.”

      The trolley rumbled in to collect the empty glass Eve had sipped away to nothingness during their conversation. Charlie7 caught it by the edge of its drink tray and lifted the mindless device’s drive wheels from the floor. “We’re all savages. All of us, human and robot alike.” The trolley struggled, reversing motors to get itself unstuck from an obstacle it was too unsophisticated to identify.

      To emphasize his point, Charlie7 lifted the trolley fully from the ground and slammed it to the floor with a crunch of light gauge steel crumpling.

      Eve jumped in her seat. “Warn a person!”

      “Savages,” Charlie7 said, “strike without warning.”

      In her visual overlay, Eve watched her heart rate slowly head back to baseline after a quick shot of adrenaline had boosted it upward of 80 beats per minute. “It was just a machine. Mindless.”

      “Would you like me to kill another robot or two to make a point?” Charlie7 demanded. “Alex is tapping into forces last seen in the twenty-first century. You can reason with a single person. You can negotiate with a group. But we’re at the point where mob mentality is a real possibility.”

      “I refuse to believe our current crop of humans is so easily deluded.”

      Charlie7 resumed his pacing, sliding the ruined trolley out of his way with the toe of one shoe. “Thing is… humans should be taking on a more active role in their destiny. That was the plan all along.”

      “Including turning Alex into the mouthpiece of his generation?”

      Charlie7 paused to shoot her a glare but it didn’t last. He had to know she was right. “I wanted him prepared to take control of his life. I didn’t want the committees shepherding him onto some soul-numbing project if he butted heads with someone influential. I expected him to be a scientist. Nature and nurture. I thought I’d covered the bases. This is his mother’s fault.”

      Eve nodded sarcastically. “Yes. I’m sure Dr. Nora had this master plan cooked up from the beginning. Step one: doctorate in zoology specializing in primate studies. Step two: help defense contractor preserve human brains in robotic bodies. Step three: wait a thousand years for someone to activate her. From there… well, it’s obvious that the next step is to raise the next Julius Caesar and conquer Earth.”

      “Negligence,” Charlie7 said, wagging a finger. “She didn’t reinforce the lessons of the Human Era. Tell someone he’s special often enough, he’ll start believing he doesn’t have to work for it. He’ll take shortcuts, assured of victory. I feared failure. Alex has never failed at anything that matters.”

      “Emancipation.”

      Charlie7 snorted. “He was still one of the youngest. Hardly counts. I went through a divorce. I lost grants. I got called a liar in a senate hearing. I lost tenure over that. That all hardened me. I worked harder. I patched holes instead of cutting corners. I made sure Alex always understood that the legacy he wanted to live up to required a lifelong focus and sacrifice.”

      “Maybe that’s why he’s cutting corners,” Eve suggested. “Who wants to go through all that? Easier just slandering me and my daughter and convincing a bunch of spoiled, barely emancipated children to give him the power to do what he likes.”

      “I really am sorry about that,” Charlie7 said. “But what can I do? He doesn’t listen to me anymore. He doesn’t have to, he’s fond of pointing out.”

      Eve stood to leave. This hadn’t been the diversion she’d hoped, nor had Charlie7 devised a miraculous solution to their dilemma. “I need to get to Philly for a hearing this afternoon. Nice chatting with you.”

      “Wish either of us believed that.”

      At the door, Eve paused. “What gets me is: they used to get along so well as kids.”
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      Darkness closed in on all sides. The only light in the egg-shaped alien chamber originated from a computer terminal that bathed Alex Truman in pale, mirror-image projection of the data he studied. Numbers and graphs flashed across the screen just long enough for the trained eye to take them in as a gestalt overview.

      There would be time for detailed study later. For now, Alex needed to understand the scope of his peril.

      Why?

      Why was Abbigail Fourteen showing positive trends in Social chatter?

      None of it made sense. Alex’s own opinion trend had shifted abruptly at the same moment Abby’s had risen. There was almost certainly no coincidence. And yet, the mechanism for the shift in public opinion escaped him.

      Behind him, a human-made door shushed open, allowing the harsh intrusion of outside light.

      “Gah! Close that door,” Alex barked, shielding his eyes. It would only have taken a moment for them to adjust to standard lighting conditions, but he preferred to remain attuned to the dimness where his data lived.

      The backlit interloper didn’t budge. “This isn’t healthy, Alex,” Leslie said. Of course, it was her. Rather than securing her loyalty, their recent sexual encounter seemed to have emboldened a possessive and overprotective streak in her. “Let Gerry and Wendy figure out the social engineering. You’re exhausted.”

      A petulant rebuke sprang to the tip of Alex’s tongue before he swallowed it back.

      Delicate situation. Maintain dominance. Preserve intimate relations. Show weakness in limited quantity and privacy only.

      Alex drew Leslie into the room fully and shut the door. With the sounds of continued construction on their undersea headquarters cut off, he could hear the quickening of her breath. Did she really suspect he’d taken her inside just to fornicate?

      Possibly, he admitted with a suppressed sigh.

      “One life. One chance. Rest is for the dead,” Alex told her.

      “It is possible to work yourself to death, even sitting at a terminal,” Leslie countered, cupping Alex’s face in her hand.

      He fought against the instinct to stiffen at her touch.

      Personal space violation. Hand damp. Sweat? Humidity controls off? Interpret as affection.

      Alex smiled and pulled her hand away, taking it between both of his. “I appreciate the concern. I’m fine. I really am. But there are times to delegate and times to take control. I’m not even sure about the root cause of the slip in popularity.”

      Leslie flicked on the lights, drawing a fresh wince from Alex. “Maybe it’s the algorithm. Wouldn’t this all seem silly if you’re more popular than ever but we’re measuring it wrong?”

      “It would,” Alex admitted. He slid into the chair at the terminal and gestured toward the data. “But Dr. Toby checked it all himself. He may not be great with people, but he’s great with algorithms.”

      Leslie watched over his shoulder as Alex scanned compiled data screens. “When you sort it by robots and humans, how does it look? At a glance, it looks like most of the negative comments are by robots—and not the originals.”

      There was a level of mental deftness that he admired in Leslie, but she was a calculator and analyst, not a strategist at heart. “Leading indicators. Robots are a majority of the population. They drive public sentiment. Humans aren’t insular enough not to be affected by robotic opinion.”

      “The robots think you went after Abby too hard.”

      Even the humans on the Social seemed to agree on that point. What was this? Story hour at the nursery school? Hard issues demanded hard words. “But even they admit I’m right.”

      “They accept your premise that Eve isn’t serving humanity’s advancement. I don’t think they agree your methods are right.”

      Perspective. Perception.

      Alex knew he had a blind spot for how people would react differently toward him. Had his audience been cloned from his DNA, they’d all have taken that rhetorical evisceration of Abby at Easter Island as a death knell for her cause.

      “Can you explain it to me, then?” Alex asked earnestly. “Why did they start liking her better when she lost? It makes no sense whatsoever.”

      Leslie turned Alex’s chair and sat down on his lap, lacing her fingers behind his neck. “Darling, nobody likes a bully.”

      “Nobody?” he echoed.

      His personal space was most definitely being violated. Hormones warred with his built-up aversions, resulting in a sweat and difficulty focusing his thoughts.

      “I don’t think you’re a bully,” Leslie said, pulling Alex close and covering his mouth with hers. He gasped when she finally released him. “But you looked like one mopping the stage with Abby. Bad PR move.”

      Sympathy. Perceived vulnerability.

      He’d given Abby both with little gain but to reinforce his intellectual primacy—which was redundant at this point. Everyone knew he was the scientist. Abby was a mere artist.

      The kernel of an idea formed in Alex’s mind. He built from that a functioning operating system for a human election simulator. Combining the elements of intellect and competence with the more ephemeral virtues of the scrappy underdog, he cobbled together a loose algorithm with variables he could manipulate to his advantage.

      Meanwhile, Leslie remained seated in Alex’s lap, arms folded and lips pursed.

      “Lights came back on in there,” she said, looking him in the eye. “I assume there was some eureka moment going on behind the scenes.”

      Alex took her by the waist and guided Leslie to the floor as he stood. “Indeed. Several, perhaps. I need to make a call.”

      “What’s the plan?” Leslie asked eagerly.

      Alex shook his head. This wasn’t the time to cross-contaminate.

      Compartmentalize. Isolate.

      “The less you know, the better.”

      He caught the wince. She didn’t want to hear that.

      Placate.

      “Sorry,” he said quickly. “I didn’t mean it that way. I just need your reaction to be genuine, and I’ve got something else in mind for you.”

      She perked up. “Like what?”

      “Did you scan yourself?”

      Leslie glanced away and shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “Yeah. I mean… it was just the once, but that’s all it takes.”

      “And?”

      She shrugged.

      Not pregnant.

      Unsurprising, but he had to know.

      “You willing to keep trying. With purpose?”

      Leslie took a step back and swallowed. “Wait. You mean…?”

      “Yes. Have a child. All natural. Like humans were mean to.”

      “You and me?” she asked. But she interrupted herself. Her next words came out harsh and accompanied by a scowl. “This is just for politics, isn’t it?”

      Feign exasperation. Deflect. Re-frame.

      Alex covered his face in his hands. “Can’t you see? Everything we do is political. Eating breakfast is a tacit approval of the robotic agrarian control system. Chatting on the Social is engaging robotkind in their home domain. If we allow the robots to clone every new person on Earth, we become little more than precocious pets.”

      “So, it’s a statement, not love.”

      Arms folded again. Quiet. Dangerous anger. Mine field with no map.

      Alex tread carefully. “I chose you. Not Irene. Not Wendy. They both drop unsubtle hints when no one else is around. You said I need PR. The human race has always been drawn to parental figures as leaders. All I’m asking is to accelerate a timetable we might have otherwise lingered over for years.”

      Leslie bit her lip.

      Alex let her think uninterrupted. For a few moments, he tried to guess what thought process went on inside that flawless skull, within that magnificent, robot-curated brain of hers. He gave up when he remembered something his mother had told him: women’s brains simply work differently. There was no point in Alex trying to reconstruct an alien thought process. His best-case scenario was a carefully constructed falsehood.

      “Can I change my mind after the election? After all, it’s only a month and a half away. I’m not saying I will. I just want the option since we’re rushing into things a little.”

      Alex paused as if to consider. In truth, this was an option that had occurred to him during his wait. He already knew his response. “If I’m in charge, I guarantee it. If I’m not… all I can do is my best.”

      Leslie offered a weak smile and a nervous chuckle. “Be the first time the Human Welfare Committee had its hooks in me since emancipation.”

      “Is that a yes?”

      Leslie took a deep breath. “Yeah. I’m in.” She aimed a finger at Alex. “But I’m expecting some attempt at romance. You don’t get to big-time me and book me on your calendar like an appointment.”

      Well, it was a good thing she mentioned that promptly since Alex had planned on that being the next sentence out of his mouth.

      Romance. Make her feel special. Big moment. Grand gesture.

      Alex grinned and swept Leslie off her feet and into a kiss. “We’re going to be great parents.” He set her down and saw the light beaming in her eyes.

      Placated. Endorphin high. Mission accomplished. Resume planning.

      “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some clandestine activities from which you’ll want to distance yourself.”

      Leslie nodded in enthusiasm as he shooed her out the door. While he couldn’t read her thoughts, Alex knew her well enough to know she wasn’t functioning at full analytical capacity just then.

      The door shut behind her, and Alex slumped into the chair at his terminal as if he’d just finished a marathon. Switching to an alias on the Social, he initiated a contact. “Yeah. Hi … no, forget about that … yeah, I know I told you it was important, but this is more important … no, you listen to me. I’ve got a mission for you that’ll blow a hole in this election process big enough to fly a transorbital through. Now pay attention…”
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      Abby’s campaign headquarters was an expansion building in downtown New York. Drone construction crews had been erecting and maintaining high-rise structures in the city for years in anticipation of a population explosion that had yet to materialize. Paul208 and Phoebe had laid out all the blueprints and simply turned the drones loose.

      All Abby was doing was putting one of the buildings to proper use. As she took a transparent-aluminum-windowed lift up the side of the skyscraper, she surveyed the ghost city spread out before her.

      She shook her head in dismay. “Why would anyone build housing for two million when the human population is under three hundred?” Not to mention that many of those were under age. Building spare housing around Oxford at least might have made sense in the short term.

      With a million pressing concerns aboard her mind, Abby nonetheless diverted her train of thought to a course of action that might justify the wanton excess. The obvious was that Phoebe or Paul208—possibly both—enjoyed the aesthetic of a giant metropolis even without the need of one. She hoped that was the case, wasteful as it might have been. But darker motives crept in.

      What if there was a plan in place to mass-produce, mass-educate, and mass-emancipate humans at a rate heretofore unheard of? There were already grumblings on the Social that the quality of emancipated humans varied wildly from the same genetic stock. Though it was an anonymous minority, an unknown number of robots advocated for a more regimented approach to raising young humans than the time-honored family unit.

      Could it have been Alex’s doing?

      “No,” Abby told herself, alone in the lift car. “He wants the opposite.”

      Abby had an appreciation of cloning on many levels. Clean, safe, and painless, it allowed for a new life to begin without imperiling another. It was how her mother and father had been born. It was how Abby had come into the world. And, someday, if she chose to raise children herself, it was how hers would be born.

      The lift ride ended before Abby had sorted out today’s existential dilemmas. She left distracting worries behind her in the car as she exited the lift on the penthouse floor.

      “Hey, Ab-ster,” Billy called out, rising from a table where he’d camped out with a portable computer. “Polling is looking good.”

      Abby rolled her eyes as she headed straight for the coffee maker. “How accurate can you really think a poll is if everyone learns how they work in grade school?”

      Psychology experiments were notoriously unreliable when the subjects knew they were being tested. If there was a difference with a political poll, Abby couldn’t see it.

      “We’re running five points up from yesterday,” Rosa informed her, shoving a computer screen between Abby and her brewing pot of Columbian dark roast. “This is all so exciting.”

      It was nice that her friends had decided to make her campaign to keep the status quo their cause célèbre. But it would be nicer if they let her regulate her caffeine levels to the point where she could match their enthusiasm.

      When her coffee was ready, Abby blew across the surface to cool it as she ambled over to the windows. Overlooking Central Park, this would have been prime real estate in the Human Era. Something to fight over. Someplace that would have commanded respect. But to either side, there were vacant buildings that would have served just as well.

      “We’re getting volunteers,” Nigel called from across the room, not rising from the workstation where he’d buried himself in portable consoles and freshly cloth-o-maticked slogan t-shirts. He held one up. It was white with red and blue lettering that said: Envision the Future. “What do you think?”

      “Why are the top halves of the letters red and the bottoms blue?” she asked, taking a sip of coffee to indicate that was the extent of her opinion on the garment.

      Nigel shrugged. “I tried it with blue on top and red on the bottom, and this looked better.”

      Good enough for her, Abby supposed. The artist in her would have liked something more iconic, more inspiring, but with less than half a cup of coffee in her veins, she just didn’t have the vision to explain how to do any better.

      Plus, she didn’t really care.

      This campaign wasn’t about sweeping elections that would rewrite the fate of mankind, it was about quashing Alex Truman’s efforts to overturn the apple cart and undo decades of work integrating humanity into robotic society.

      Alex wanted Eve’s job and more. Abby just wanted her mom to stay on as chair of the Human Welfare Committee.

      “I told him it’s crass, folksy, and outdated,” Rosa said. “But then again, so is politics. I hope you don’t mind, but I nixed bumper stickers for everyone’s skyroamers.”

      Abby cringed. “Who would do that?”

      Billy snickered. “I know. Right? Think of the aerodynamic drag.”

      “Hey,” Nigel said. “None of you wanted to put in the work studying two-hundred-fifty years worth of parliamentary, congressional, and presidential campaigns. I distilled this nonsense down to its core tenets: visibility, positivity, steadfastness.”

      Abby’s fingers tightened around her coffee cup. She was such a fraud. None of that was her. She worked best alone in the privacy of her apartment. She was cynical to the core. If there was one of the three where the jury was still out, it was on steadfastness. In a trick of circular logic, she wouldn’t know whether she had it or not until it was beyond the point of planning for it.

      “I’ve been thinking about the rally,” Abby lied. It would have been more accurate to say that she’d been avoiding thinking too carefully about it because it made her nauseous. The confirmations on the Social and projections for spontaneous attendees put her potential audience over a hundred. There were currently 172 emancipated humans. She could end up addressing the voting majority of her species.

      Nigel held up three fingers. “Three points. Any more and you’ll lose narrative impact.”

      Rolling her eyes, Abby laid out her platform. “I want to talk about parenting initiatives, education reform, and career assistance. Newton knows I could have used some of the latter.”

      “Don’t use terms like—”

      “Quit it!” Abby snapped. “I’m not addressing nineteenth-century country bumpkins. Everyone knows what former and latter mean. I can’t go out in front of a crowd and be someone I’m not unless I have a script.”

      “Isn’t that the whole point?” Rosa asked. She finished making a cup of coffee for herself and joined Abby at the window. “It’s not like you’re a real politician. It’s just a role.”

      Abby frowned, chastened by the frank assessment of her candidacy. She sipped at her coffee to hide her lack of a ready retort. “Is Alex a real politician?” she asked lamely.

      Rosa set down her coffee and drew Abby into a hug. “Of course not, girl. He’s just a physicist with a hair across his lens about getting access to that alien tech. He’s reading out of the same playbook as Nigel. They both have access to the sum of human history. It’s all down to who can act the part. Lucky for us, we’ve got Earth’s premier actress on our side.”

      Abby forced a smile. Right. Politicians were all phony back in the Human Era. Why wouldn’t an actress be better at it than a lab rat like Alex Truman?

      There was a buzz from the lift.

      “We expecting anyone?” Abby asked.

      Shrugs and shaking heads were their only responses.

      “Come on in,” Abby replied. If anyone was interested in campaign espionage, the last thing they’d be doing was pressing the door alarm to come off the lift.

      In walked a young man in a flat black t-shirt emblazoned with the motto: All of us are stronger than any of us. It was the most remarkable feature about him. The human inside the shirt was gangly with lingering puberty and hunched with an air of uncertainty that clung to him along with the faint odor of needing a shower.

      “What’re you doing here, Xander?” Abby asked, folding her arms. It took an expert coffee drinker to perform the act while not spilling a half-full cup.

      If Abby was less than welcoming, Billy was outright hostile. “Get lost, thug.”

      “He’s not armed,” Nigel pointed out, aiming a finger at the young man’s bare arms.

      “Hi, Abby,” Xander said without looking her in the eye. “Mind if I pitch in?”

      “What’s the matter?” Rosa asked sarcastically. “Alex drum you out of the propaganda army?”

      “No!” Xander replied defensively. “I quit. I thought this whole thing was a poke in the eye to the committees. Alex wanted access to his dark energy tech. He got it. Now he’s trying to oust Eve… trying to dissolve the Human Welfare Committee. I’m afraid what’ll happen if he wins.”

      Abby raised her hands overhead and looked to the ceiling, still carefully preventing her coffee from spilling. “Hallelujah. Finally, the brainwashed cultists start thinking for themselves.”

      “He’s a plant,” Billy said firmly. “We’ve got ten applicants for volunteer positions and nothing for them to do. You wanna help, little man? Vote for Abby on November 7th.”

      “C’mon,” Xander pleaded, hugging his arms to his body. “I’m sticking my neck out here. I’ve been on the inside. I can tell you what Alex is planning.”

      Abby shared a glance with Rosa. In the background, Nigel shrugged.

      What was the worst that could happen? If they suspected he was working for Alex Truman, Abby and her friends could mitigate any potential damage by managing the information he had access to. If he was on the up and up, they might gain access to a treasure trove of data on their opponent.

      Her opponent.

      Abby had to remind herself that at the end of the day, this was a confrontation between her and Alex. No other candidates had put themselves forward. There wouldn’t be rosters listed in the final tally of the votes, just the names at the top. It was a choice between an inspirational figurehead who wanted to keep the committee machinery in place mostly as is and a radical who claimed that if they tore it all down he could fashion a utopia from the scrap.

      “What can you give us?” Billy asked, clearly still unconvinced. “What secret plans has Alex Truman got up his sleeves?”

      Xander scoffed. “You don’t get it, do you? It’s not a trick. None of it is tricks. You’ve got an issue? He’s got an answer. Alex put all his research on hold to learn the circuitry that runs Earth’s operating system—the committees, the cliques, the regulations, everything. He’s better prepared, more driven, and smarter than Abby.

      “And I’m scared to death of the Earth he’s going to build.”

      “All of a sudden…” Billy said.

      Abby studied the defector. He was clearly nervous, but he seemed more agitated than simply being an applicant for a job that might not even exist. “Does Alex know you’re here?” she asked.

      Xander shrugged. “It was his idea I come.”

      Billy knocked his chair over leaping to his feet. The self-righting mechanism wasn’t quick enough to counteract the sudden shift; it rose steadily behind him until it was upright once more. “Aha! He even admits it.”

      Abby shook her head. “What were his exact words?”

      “Exact?” Xander said, furrowing his brow and looking out the window a moment. “I think it was ‘go drag Abby Fourteen’s campaign down with that wishy-washy bullshit of yours.’ Something like that, anyway.”

      “Sorry. We don’t need any more help,” Billy said, shaking his head sternly.

      But that wasn’t his call to make. The buck stopped with Abby. “Hey. Are we in the politics business or not? You’ll start out as a probationary intern for now. Consider yourself hired.”
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      If there was one tip that Abby and her advisers gleaned from Xander in his first days with the campaign, it was that the wonders of the modern age worked in her favor. Alex might have been a scientist, but his message hearkened back to an Earth ruled by humans. His plan required mankind to reverse their current course before heading down a new path.

      Abby could afford to look forward and, more importantly, look around her.

      While she had never studied genetic engineering formally, Evelyn99 had been a great help in getting her up to speed to the point where she was qualified to guide a tour through the Center for Human Advancement on Madagascar.

      Including her normal coterie of friends, Abby walked backward at the head of a mass of thirty-three tourists. The number wasn’t a coincidence. Abby wanted to keep the achievements of the thirty-three scientists, and the amazing achievements of humanity thanks to their work, at the fore of everyone’s minds.

      “Most of you probably haven’t been back here since the day you were born,” Abby said. Eve had made sure that Abby had seen the factory’s inner workings at a young age, but even she hadn’t been inside one in years. “Since I’ll be speaking at length about programs to encourage robotic parenthood, I wanted everyone to get a firsthand look at what modern cloning looks like. It’s come a long way since clandestine experiments in subterranean labs.”

      Abby hadn’t been born in one, but her first cellular divisions had taken place in one of those labs. Vast and well exercised as her imagination was, she had difficulty reconciling the fact that at one time she had existed as a single cell.

      “This is where tomorrow’s generations are conceived.”

      Abby paused at a catwalk overlooking a production floor. It was small by industrial standards. This segment of the factory was only twenty meters on a side. Accessing the guest console, she brought up a magnified image that showed up close what one of the armatures down below was doing.

      On the screen, a hazy, irregular circle showed. From one side of the image, the tip of a needle entered, bulky and hollow with a beveled tip, details clear under heavy magnification. With machine precision, the needle pierced the circle, which puckered under the pressure before the tip punctured.

      A darker substance entered the circle, spewed forth by the needle.

      “That was, in essence, the conception of a new life,” Abby narrated, gesturing to the screen.

      “Should we have been watching that?” someone in the crowd joked to a chorus of nervous chuckles.

      “Life is beautiful,” Abby responded without missing a beat. She’d been prepared for far cruder commentary at this stage of the tour. “Thanks to the sterile mechanics involved, we get front-row seats to the scientific miracle that made our lives possible.”

      “Same as every other animal,” another of her tourists commented. “From plankton to monkeys.”

      “Homo sapiens are far more complex developmentally,” Abby explained, though the point was well known by anyone who’d paid attention in second-grade science class. “We’ll get to see how the Center for Human Advancement handles that in this next room.”

      She led the way next door, grateful that the robotic staff had vacated ahead of them for purposes of the tour. Every mixed robot understood that Abby was their ally in this campaign for the hearts and minds of humanity. They allowed her free run of the factory and the illusion that it was a place for humans, by humans, that made humans.

      In reality, Abby and her ilk were, at best, mascots.

      Only Abby’s Aunt Sally had taken up genetics from among the Second Era humans. And after a short, undistinguished career, she’d taken to parenting full time. Of the three young humans who’d been incubated the old-fashioned way, two had been Sally’s.

      The main factory floor dwarfed the fertilization lab. Stark white floors and walls gleamed in antiseptic perfection. Tidy aisles led down paths that ran past row upon unending row of incubators. At one point, there had been a number of different models customized for varied stages of embryonic development. In the modern factory, the Auto-Womb 12.4 Hs did all the work.

      “There’s no longer a significant failure rate post fertilization,” Abby said, raising her voice over the hum of thousands of incubators pumping nutrients, filtering waste, and providing warmth to their charges. “Each fertilized cell gets its own incubator. That will be its home until birth. If there isn’t a set of parents waiting, the blastocyst will be frozen via a rapid-freezing process called vitrification. This is the only significant risk left in the pre-natal process. If we can encourage a higher rate of parenting among robots and humans, we can reduce the need for pausing development.”

      The tour proceeded through the early developmental stages to where the embryos began to look like larval humans with primitive features that were clearly identifiable as limbs.

      Someone shrieked, and everyone in the tour turned to stare. “Blood!” It was Xander Paulson, her soon-to-be-ex campaign intern.

      Abby reacted quickly. “It’s normal. The skin hasn’t yet—”

      “Someone help them!” Xander screamed. He clawed at the controls for the incubator, which showed a perfectly healthy 6-week-old embryo.

      “Someone grab him!” Abby ordered. “Before he hurts it.”

      It felt awkward and inhuman to refer to the embryo as “it” but there wouldn’t be a judgment of its gender for another week or so. There were occasions when scientific correctness just didn’t sound right.

      There was sufficient outrage and resolve within the tour group that three of them managed to restrain Xander. If this was a put-on, he was selling it well.

      “This isn’t real!” Xander shouted. “That’s not how humans should look! This is all the robots’ doing. They made up the Human Era. It’s all science fiction to fool us. We aren’t little worms growing in factories! We’re alive!”

      Rosa exchanged a glance with Abby as robotic staffers arrived to help remove Xander from the facility before his flailing attempts to break free caused actual damage. Billy kept his focus on Xander, but Abby could sense the “I told you so” emanating from him.

      Nigel came up behind Abby and whispered in her ear. “Should go without saying, but we have to cancel the event tonight. This backdrop is too hot right now. It would look callous to hold a rally after this.”

      Abby nodded absently as she watched them haul Xander away.

      Was this just an act? Method acting had gone out of fashion long before humanity’s demise, but the madness was convincing. Still, Abby couldn’t shake the feeling that it was all too convenient. Would Alex really have ruined Xander’s reputation just to sour one event amid a full calendar from now to the election?

      Adjourning to a corridor outside the main factory floor, Abby conferred with her friends. “Write up a statement. Sympathy for Xander. Support for the facility’s work. Get out in front of this before Alex has a chance to spin this straw into gold.”

      “On it,” Billy assured her.

      “We’ll get this all sorted out,” Rosa assured her with a hug.

      Nigel got in line for the next hug, but Abby stopped him short with a warning look. “Right. Don’t worry. This will all blow over.”

      Abby wished she could believe that. Even with her supporters’ assurances, she knew that the day had gone to Alex.
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      Eve’s office in her Paris home was a sanctuary. Even Plato left her alone there, by and large. She tried not to use it except for actual work, but at times she just needed to get away from everything including her husband. Despite a wall that was entirely window, she kept her back to the panoramic vista overlooking their garden with views to the city beyond.

      Settling into her desk chair, Eve sank down and let the biostyrene padding settle around until she barely felt the sensation of sitting. She took deep breaths to relax, then cleared the nagging alert that told her she wasn’t going to like what she was about to see.

      In her implanted interface, overlaid with her view of the real world around her, Eve selected Earthwide > Public > News Feeds > Saved. The default sorting was by recency, placing the blinking red indicator atop the listing.

      “Play,” Eve said aloud, too weary to bother looking squarely at the news feed to even fix her attention on it.

      A video popped open in the center of her vision, set to 30 percent transparency. Alex Truman sat behind a desk with his hands folded. He was wearing a suit and tie straight from the gentlemanly days of the Lincoln Douglas debates.

      “I think we’re all upset in the aftermath of the incident at The Madagascar Center for Human Advancement. I’ve been in contact with Paul30 and Janice71, and they assure me that Xander is recovering from his breakdown and expected to make a full recovery. The scene he witnessed wasn’t for the faint of heart. The processes he witnessed were meant for the eyes of medical practitioners alone. Biology hid the messy side of life’s origins for good reason.

      “While I applaud the field of genetics for all it has done to resuscitate mankind and how these factories continue to bolster our perilously small gene pool, this is not a long-term solution. We humans need to take responsibility for our own procreation, not simply by taking custody of human manufacturing but by rendering it redundant.

      “I implore all of you listening. To the robots raising human children, I offer both my thanks and a simple request. Teach your children the value of natural diversity. Mankind never proved adept at improving on nature’s designs, only hastening them in narrow directions. To the humans hearing my voice right now, I speak to each and every one of you without exception. Think of procreation as an act of love, not merely for a partner but for your entire species. Your most enduring legacy is the genetic material you pass on to the next generation.

      “With your help, we can—”

      DELETE.

      Eve didn’t need to hear the rest. The speech followed a pattern she was both familiar with and increasingly weary of. If the Human Welfare Committee had a position, Alex praised it effusively while simultaneously undercutting it and claiming it inferior to his own plans. He left hardly a seam in his arguments to pry open.

      The Human Welfare Committee’s position on natural procreation was that it was a minor health risk and completely optional. Any prospective parents who wished to comingle DNA could submit samples to a genetics factory to perform the process under controlled conditions. Artificial incubation was safer for both the mother and child.

      Eve never doubted that in the event of a planetary cataclysm such as a massive, tech-destroying EMP, humans would figure out the old fashioned way on their own. In the meantime, better to have their tiny population healthy and productive.

      She shook her head in disbelief. “I can’t believe we might end up allowing a teenage boy to set reproductive rights for the entire planet.”
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      At the same moment on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean, Abby fumed as she watched the video screen in her campaign headquarters. While Eve had viewed Alex Truman’s response to the cloning factory incident on playback, Abby and her staff had watched the broadcast live and already moved on to witnessing the latest twist in the farce being perpetrated on Earth’s voting public.

      Xander Paulson looked haggard and exhausted. At larger-than-life magnification on the massive video screen, the day’s worth of wispy, unshaved stubble was plain to see. His cheeks were pale, and his eyelids hung. If he wasn’t self-medicating to achieve the effect of a man scraping himself out of the gutter, Abby would produce her next play with a cast of monkeys.

      “I can’t begin to apologize enough for my actions. I have no excuse. It’s just that when I saw those little proto-humans trapped and bleeding inside that—” he paused a moment and took a deep breath to stem the tide of an oncoming rant. He resumed more calmly. “I just didn’t know what else to do. I blame being under-prepared for the horrors that take place behind the scenes in a genetics factory.”

      “Sounds like an excuse to me,” Billy muttered. Nigel elbowed him to shut him up as Xander continued.

      “Lest my actions be taken for a political statement, allow me to set the record straight. Despite not wanting any part of witnessing those…” he shuddered, “processes, I still support Abby Truman’s campaign and the policies of the Human Welfare Committee. The cloning factories are a necessary evil, and I support their continued operation. I’m sure all the robots who work there have nothing but the best of intentions for humanity.”

      The broadcast ended abruptly with a click.

      “Hey,” Rosa protested, sweeping a hand toward the screen and shooting an accusatory glare at Billy. “We’re still watching.”

      “Lemme tell you how the rest of it goes,” Billy said, pointing the remote at the inert screen. “Xander sobs and begs forgiveness, says he hopes it won’t influence his employment prospects, and subtly reiterates his support for Abby the whole time. Sound about right?”

      Nigel hung his head. “Yeah. Something like that.”

      Abby pinched the bridge of her nose as she paced. “I need to know how bad this is. Are people falling for this puppet show? I mean, Xander was working on Alex’s team last week, wearing one of those wrist-mounted blasters and chanting slogans at his rallies.”

      “He’s been pretty brutal on Alex since walking out,” Rosa pointed out. “We’d need to show evidence of collusion. Otherwise, he looks like he’s disillusioned with the whole process but still supporting you.”

      “Fine,” Abby snapped. “I’m going home and mixing myself martinis until someone gets me an answer.”

      “You sure that’s a good idea?” Nigel asked with a cringe. “I mean, if you show up hung over at tomorrow’s—”

      “Then get me an answer quick,” Abby cut in.

      This was why she never should have gone into politics. Opening a new play was stressful enough despite everyone wanting to enjoy the production. Here, half the species was rooting for her to fail, and she wasn’t even sure what victory would look like.

      She couldn’t get to her skyroamer fast enough.
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      Nigel sent the polling data to Abby within hours. None of it was a result of actual polling. That had gone out of fashion even before the alien invasion. The idea of going door-to-door or initiating voice chat with potential voters was archaic. Worse, it was inaccurate.

      The Social knew who was voting for which candidate.

      The odd factor was that there wasn’t even an official, sanctioned election being held. Technically, it was an ad hoc, non-binding referendum that carried all the weight of a student election.

      As a point of fact, Nigel’s data said that was exactly how the majority of mixed robots viewed the whole hubbub. Without sufficient backing from the regulatory committees that oversaw general committee membership, the humans might as well be voting on updating the laws of physics or electing a pantheon of pagan gods.

      They were fools.

      Humanity was on the rise, and if Abby had learned one pervasive lesson from history, it was that oppression led to rebellion. How could the mixes not understand the dangers of antagonizing a growing minority among them? Six unmixed robots had wiped out an alien occupation force. Did they really view Alex Truman as any less dangerous as the potential leader of the anti-robot insurrection?

      Abby sat alone in the solarium of her apartment, sipping cold coffee that had still been steaming hot when she began studying Nigel’s reports. “At least I don’t have to worry about abstract percentages,” she muttered.

      There were 172 emancipated humans. Nigel’s Social algorithms had predicted voting behavior for 168 of them. 108 were planning to vote with Alex Truman. That left 60 voting for Abby’s status quo movement—which she had to admit, was hard to write slogans for—plus potentially four people whom the algorithm couldn’t predict.

      Since Alex’s vision saw the unmixed robots of Project Transhuman as fully human, that added another potential thirty-three robots to the equation. Nigel had reported that they favored Alex by a twenty-five to seven margin. Abby smirked when she saw that Charlie7 was the lone unmixed robot that the algorithm didn’t predict.

      “Yeah. Son or not, I wouldn’t try to guess what goes on in that crystal,” Abby said to the data on screen.

      It was a discouraging mountain to climb. Public opinion fell heavily in favor of the visionary. He had answers for everything, saw problems everywhere, and promised to get things done. His success in pushing an anti-everything agenda spoke to levels of discontent buried shallow beneath a veneer of gratitude painted over humanity.

      “Only one way to fix this,” Abby said, throwing back the last of her coffee like it came from a shot glass. “Time to go shake some hands and manually update public opinion.”

      Her own quick algorithm, programmed on the walk to her skyroamer, took Nigel’s list and prioritized it by edge cases. People who fell weakly in favor of Alex Truman were her best avenue for swinging the pendulum back in her direction. With a manageable list of thirty-five candidates, she sorted the list by proximity and plotted a course.

      Candice d’Arroyo lived just over on the far side of Paris. Abby was pressing her door alarm within minutes. Candice raised an eyebrow when she opened the door. “What’s this?” she asked. “You begging for votes? I think you’re supposed to say ‘trick or treat’ before you get handouts.”

      Abby didn’t let the sarcasm deter you. “I’m making a tour of potential votes to find out what issues matter most to you. I’m trying to understand what might make some people prefer the chaos promised by the Truman Scheme over the stability of the Human Welfare Committee.”

      Candice shrugged. “Eve doesn’t even really want the job. She’s not even campaigning; that’s why you’re here, not her.”

      “My mother is terribly busy. It would be an indictment of her performance if she could ignore her job for weeks and still have the system carry on without her.”

      Candice rolled her eyes. “I just like the idea of someone wanting the job. Alex will make changes, not just hold meeting after meeting to keep things the same.”

      “The current system isn’t working for you?” Abby asked with a puzzled frown despite promising herself she’d keep things positive. Candice was a toy and home appliance designer and had a cozy Parisian home that must have contained four hundred square meters of floor space. “You look well.”

      “But what’s the point of any of it?” Candice countered. “Maybe I want to start a family without some geneticist or doctor warning me that it’d be safer to rent my children from a factory.”

      Abby vaguely recalled that argument from one of Alex’s speeches. A commitment to co-parent a child to emancipation—and with no further obligation—amounted to an extended rental. Abby suspected some parental abandonment issues at work behind that message.

      “You can still use the old-fashioned way,” Abby said with a helpful smile.

      Candice rolled her eyes. “Yeah, because nothing says ‘desperate breeder’ like having your hormone regulator implant removed. I’m sure guys will be interested in a deep emotional relationship, not just being the progenitor of the species.”

      Abby realized that Candice was more firmly in Alex’s camp than Nigel’s data had realized. She backed her way out of the conversation and bid a lost voter good day.

      She toured Europe and part of Africa throughout the rest of the day. At every stop, she asked mostly the same questions. What she found was a general wish to shake up the lethargy of humanity’s reawakening. People didn’t want a gradual transition that might see their grandchildren—or a batch of clones two generations removed from them—take an active role in committee life. They wanted to be there for history.

      Alex was just the right fool at the right time.

      Abby changed some minds, she fervently believed. Ronald Schwarz and Mindy Zimmerman were talked out of removing Eve from the chairman’s position for her own good. They’d been worried that the weight of responsibility was too much for her to bear for this long, but Abby convinced them that she loved her work and wouldn’t know what to do without it. Cassidy Chalmers was won over by logic when Abby poked holes in some of his ill-considered policies. Celeste Francoeur she swung by promising that Eve would address the misconception that the Human Welfare Committee didn’t approve of natural parenting.

      But there were plenty of others whose minds were hard-wired already. Alex was the future; Eve was the past. Humans deserved more than a single committee. Eve was too much a cyborg to understand regular humans anymore. Eve had grown complacent… or greedy… or callous.

      The ones that maligned her mother were the hardest discussions to get through without screaming in someone’s face.

      You’re being manipulated by an arrogant little prat. Can’t you see that?

      It was her acting skills that saved her. Each time she was tempted to shout some sense into a voter, she could hear a director off stage whispering: stay in character. She was the amiable, civic-minded political aspirant filled with visions of rainbows and soap bubbles.

      And no gullible half-wit genetics failure was going to get her to break character.

      She slept in her skyroamer that night, programming the auto-pilot for half speed as it ferried her off to South America. Four hours, and she’d be back on the campaign trail.

      The stage always took its toll on Abby, body and soul. A performance only lasted a couple hours because any longer would leave the actor an empty husk to be carted off the stage, utterly spent. But politics was relentless, sinking in its hooks and hauling her along like an ancient whaling vessel, picking away at her values and ideals the whole while. Even if she proved victorious in the end, she wondered how much of her would be left to enjoy it.
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      The Truman political whistle stop tour was in full swing. Every day, he picked a different backdrop for his speeches. Every day, another piece of forgotten history dragged front and center to highlight his argument du jour. He’d spoken at Cape Canaveral, headquarters to the first lunar expedition. He’d stood upon the steps of the Parthenon, a thirty-five hundred year old monument to quality craftsmanship. Just yesterday, he had visited Alexandria—which he’d joked about not being named after him, just to highlight the similarity—which had been the site of the Great Library, whose lost knowledge was one of history’s great tragedies.

      Yesterday’s theme had been lost opportunity. Today, Alex Truman wanted to address ingenuity.

      Mainz wasn’t as well known as his prior stops. In modern times, it was a young forest, replanted by a team of Tobies and home to a variety of skittish wildlife. But Alex had done his research and come up with a location for the home of one Johannes Gutenberg.

      “I know it doesn’t look like much,” Alex said, nominally addressing a loyal knot of thirty or so followers who had taken his political campaign as a sort of roving holiday. For them, it was a chance to witness history up close. For Alex, it was a captive audience absorbing his message through repetition. But while it was the loyalists at the fore of the crowd, Alex aimed his words carefully to be best picked up by the camera crew at the rear of the gathering. “But this was where the printing press was born. Automated information. No more need to hand-copy books one at a time. It paved the way for mass literacy, the newspaper, and stands as the ground level upon which the information age was built.”

      Nobody cared. His speeches were performances. The words were music, hypnotic and soothing. They sounded like progress, like ingenuity, like greatness.

      “Martin Luther nailed his treatise to a church door. Johannes Gutenberg printed his message for the masses. He made it repeatable. He made it quick. What a perfect application of simple science to the cause of technology.”

      Attentiveness. Acceptance. Malleability.

      He could tell these people that the sun was a failed weapons test by an alien race, and they’d believe him.

      He wagged a finger in the air. “Gutenberg fought against stagnation, just as any good scientist would. Technology grows exponentially. It started small and continued to build. With the fall of Rome, civilization collapsed. In the Dark Ages, humans lived little better than animals, eating shabby vegetables that you wouldn’t use for garnish these days. Five hundred years after Gutenberg’s simple printing press, we had flying machines. Less than a hundred after that, man had set foot on the moon.”

      Alex scanned the crowd.

      Need a candidate. Original robot. Hard science background.

      Unlike his opponent, Alex had widespread support among the unmixed robots. Dr. Jason was one of a handful who’d ventured out to old Germany for the day. Alex singled him out.

      “Dr. Jason,” he said, pausing as the crowd shied from the target of Alex’s pointed finger. “You were scanned on the doorstep of the robotic revolution. Where would you have guessed humanity would reach by the thirty-second century?”

      Dr. Jason shrugged. He was wearing a track suit with a hooded top, arms folded across the front pockets. “Couldn’t say. Mars colony. Orbital habitats. Maybe some interstellar colonies. But the invasion put a hold on that.”

      “Did it?” Alex asked, raising a finger.

      “Well, it wiped out the population,” Dr. Jason countered.

      “The technology survived. In fact, that was a key to Earth’s recovery. Mass production. Robotic minds. Yet I’d argue we’ve progressed more slowly in the robotic era than in the late Human Era. You see transorbitals and extraplanetary mining. You see gene factories and agrarian complexes. I see an alien city with technology we buried for a thousand years. I see an island in the South Pacific filled with poor creatures meant to have been human.”

      Rapt attention. Awaiting conclusion. No further waiting or they’ll get restless.

      “It’s the mixed robots,” Alex shouted. “Committee thinking, even inside a single mind. Committees of committees like some Kafkaesque nesting doll. Is it any wonder change proceeds at a glacial pace? Immortal, driven by caution, heads filled with facts and figures and stripped of heart. The mixes aren’t like you or I. The unmixed robots are as human as any of us. They possess the human mind and spirit. If my father had populated the Earth starting with the project team, this planet would be a technological paradise by now.

      “I say it’s time to take back Earth. Let the mixes run their own affairs. Humanity is for humans!”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Sunlight intruded on Abby Fourteen’s Paris living room, stealing the night from her. One of the cleaning drones had set the nearly empty bottle of bourbon upright on the floor and mopped the spilled puddle. Slouched in her sitting chair, Abby wondered why she didn’t just give up.

      Humanity was hopeless. In nearly a week of skyroamer travels, she could count on one hand the number of minds she had changed. Maybe she under-counted. Maybe she hadn’t. It just appeared that time and again, the eyes watching her honed and practiced entreaties were glazed over with a protective barrier against logic and compassion.

      Alex was a monster.

      Abby had known him all his life. He’d somehow navigated childhood absorbing information from both his parents and discarding their ethics with the deftness of a surgical extraction. When forced to examine the matter, Abby had to admit that amorality was fine for a pure scientist. Had Alex cloistered himself in lab studying energy theory, his mis-sythnetic attitudes would have been harmless.

      Those ideas were never meant to escape a lab.

      Something had gone wrong in Earth’s education system that a child—even one educated by his parents—could come through emancipation with such prejudice.

      Dragging herself out of her chair, Abby ran her tongue around her mouth to work out the gummy feeling that had settled there overnight. She wasn’t half as hung over as she ought to have been. Instead of transfusing saline to chase away her headache, she headed for the coffee maker.

      Otherwise blank screens blinked with news alerts demanding her attention.

      “Request denied,” she muttered to the video screen in the kitchen as she waited for a pot to brew. The world could wait until she was feeling like herself before inflicting polling updates, speech recaps, and other political nonsense on her.

      It took two cups of coffee before the caffeine had replaced all the lingering bourbon in her bloodstream. The idea sickened her. “Maybe it’s me. Maybe everyone is just too polite to tell me I’ve got no business being the voice of reason. I can barely keep myself together, let alone the species.”

      But this wasn’t about Abby Fourteen versus Alex Truman. She didn’t want the job Alex proposed to create. All she wanted was to keep Mom in a position doing the work that needed doing—the hard work of managing humanity’s growing pains, not the easy bromides Alex tossed around like paper skyroamers.

      This wasn’t about Abby winning. It was about Alex losing. Abby was the non-vote, the anti-revolution, the pat on the back for humanity’s greatest advocate.

      Abby stared into her third cup of coffee. It didn’t have the answers she needed. She glanced over at the kitchen video screen. “Show messages.”

      A list like a census popped up, except too many instances of the same name crowded the rolls. Nigel, Billy, Rosa, Plato—Abby at least checked the messages from Dad. He, at least, was asking after her health and state of mind. Her friends seemed mainly concerned with the political game they were currently losing.

      Game.

      Losing.

      Abby frowned. Her friends didn’t have the answers she needed, either. All the players on both sides of the game were political neophytes. Abby needed to enlist a player who knew the game backward and forward, inside and out.

      Even though the Arc de Triomphe was a ten-minute walk from her apartment, Abby took her skyroamer and was at Charlie7’s doorstep in two.

      Her heart raced with the effects of excitement and over-caffeinating. With the election less than two weeks away, it might have been too late already. But this was the bridge she had resisted crossing. She’d wanted to win on simple merits, but why should she fight with one arm tied behind her back when Alex was no doubt dredging the lake bottom for manipulative tricks from history.

      Charlie7 must have heard the door alarm. Even if he wasn’t at home, he no doubt had a relay tied in that would allow him to answer over intercom from anywhere in the solar system. Abby waited even after it seemed like Charlie7 should have long since answered.

      Her patience was rewarded. “Not a good idea, Abbigail,” Charlie7 said over the intercom. “You don’t want to be talking to me. Even hanging around outside might start the rumor section of the Social on fire.”

      “I don’t care,” Abby said. “Ten minutes of your time could make or break this campaign.”

      She squeezed shut her eyes. If Charlie7 had been a supporter of Alex’s ambitions, he would have been working behind the scenes. Alex wouldn’t have been so transparently manipulative. Nigel’s algorithm would have identified the old robot as a definitive supporter. Charlie7, of all robots, had to know this was all wrong.

      And if she was wrong, what further damage could Charlie7 do to her flagging campaign?

      The door slid open. Charlie7 stood in the lift that led into his underground home. “Five. And if anyone asks, this was a social call.”

      Abby stepped into the lift, and the doors shut behind her. She breathed a sigh of relief that was short-lived as the lift didn’t move. “Not even letting me inside to sit down?”

      “Four minutes, forty-two seconds,” Charlie7 reported.

      “Right,” Abby said hastily, realizing that a robot’s time limit wasn’t the nebulous concept that a human’s might have been. “Alex is winning this campaign by being a grinning idiot idealist opposed to every good thing the Human Welfare Committee has done since its inception. How do I combat that?”

      “That’s what you’re wasting my time on?” Charlie7 demanded. “It’s simple. You’re losing because you’re not running for office. Alex is running unopposed.”

      “But I don’t want there to be a separate human government, and if there is, I sure as atoms don’t want to be in charge of it,” Abby retorted. “I’m campaigning for the status quo.”

      “The least inspiring rally cry ever,” Charlie7 said dryly. “I had assumed that your campaign was for form’s sake since democratic ideals despise a coronation. Simply by this election process going forward, Alex has all but guaranteed that humanity is getting its own governing body. The terms of its autonomy—if any—will be negotiated by the victor.”

      “But I want to stop the whole thing,” Abby insisted. “I have nearly 35 percent support. I just need to bridge the last sixteen to a majority.”

      Charlie7 snorted. “I lived through Human Era elections. Being down thirty points within the final month is called a landslide. If you want any hope of victory, you need to shift the playing field. It’s not a matter of handshakes and stump speeches. You need to turn the election upside down. Declare yourself as a real candidate.”

      “But I just said I don’t want the job.”

      “Or get your mother to run. Eve could convince a lot of fence-sitters if she reassured them personally. And your time is up.”

      The lift doors opened. A Parisian breeze wafted in.

      “Answer me this, at least,” Abby said as she backed out of the lift. “Do you really want to live in a world where Alex is the voice of humanity?”

      Charlie7 looked Abby up and down, possibly scanning for recording devices before deciding how to word his reply. “I get one vote, same as every human and original thirty-three scientist. 205 votes out there to divide between you; maybe as many as 207 depending how the upcoming emancipation hearings go. I’m less than half a percent of your problems. Good day.”

      The lift doors snapped shut. It was probably her imagination, but they closed with a bit more authority and rudeness than normal.

      “Well, that could have gone better.”

      Abby wasn’t ready to throw anything yet—neither the proverbial towel nor her hat into the ring. Charlie7 was wrong. It took a bold stance to even think it, but the damnable relic wasn’t infallible. If he wasn’t going to help, then Abby had to entertain the notion that he was manipulating her toward some other end.

      If there was one person who would never slyly manipulate Abby, it was Dad. That said, Mom was the next least likely candidate, and she might actually have some sort of actionable, practical advice that wasn’t so sugarcoated it could pass for a lollipop.

      Again, the in-city skyroamer trip was so short as to seem like a waste of battery charge.

      Abby didn’t knock or press the door alarm at her parents’ house. The door let her in without a hint of reproach. Still, Mom was plugged into every system. There was no sneaking up on her in her own home.

      “What’s the occasion?” Mom asked, taking the stairs down from the second floor. Fully dressed and with no sign of Dad around, she must have come from the office.

      “I need your help,” Abby said.

      Mom hugged her. “My little Prometheus. Letting the political vultures peck away at you for the favor you’re doing me. Anything you need, just name it.”

      “I need to know what I can do to keep Alex Truman from winning this election.”

      With a condescending expression, Mom pulled away from her hug. “Short of shooting him, dear, it’s over.”

      Abby blinked her surprise. “And you’re OK with that?”

      Mom scowled and headed for the kitchen. “Not the shooting, of course. But I’m getting used to the idea that a chairmanship isn’t a lifetime appointment.”

      “And letting Alex take over?”

      Mom chuckled and shook her head. “All the crazy things he’s saying… it’s politics. No one can oppose everything. Yet Alex Truman stands for every contrarian position he can take. Anyone still thinking of voting against him is either an unqualified supporter of every decision I’ve made or just feels a personal loyalty. Anyone with a gripe—any sort of gripe—can find a place in the Truman Scheme. By the way, that’s your best piece of politics right there, branding his platform a ‘scheme.’ Makes it sound sinister.”

      “But it is sinister,” Abby insisted. “If he implements even half the policies he advocates, then—”

      “Then he’d be a fool,” Mom said sternly. “This is the part you’re failing to grasp. The robots all understand. It comes up in the off-record chatter at meetings. Alex Truman is trying to win an election. He’s not going to do half the things he claims. He wouldn’t want to. He just wants to hold the reins of power for a while. Lab rat like him won’t be able to stay away from research for long. He’ll arrange regulations so he can study dark energy the way he likes and back out of public view. Someone else will take his place inside two years, mark my words.”

      “So… you don’t even care if I win this for you?” Abby asked.

      Abby found herself on the receiving end of another hug. “It’s fine,” Mom said. “I have a lot of work to do, still. But I know that either way, this election isn’t the end of life on Earth whichever way it goes. I need you to know that it’s OK if you lose. I won’t blame you.”

      By the time Abby left, she had a sick pit in her stomach. Mom of all people…

      There had to be more going on. If the vaunted Eve Fourteen couldn’t see the dangers of an Alex Truman regime, she needed to find someone who could shed light on the matter. She needed to visit the one person whose name on the list of likely Abby voters had come as the greatest surprise.

      Abby needed to visit Alex’s mother, Dr. Nora.
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      Dr. Nora hadn’t shared living quarters with Charlie7 since Alex’s emancipation. Their contractual obligation to provide a two-parent environment, per Human Welfare Committee rules, had been fulfilled. She lived in Berlin, roughly equal distances from her son in Copenhagen and her son’s father in Paris. She kept her family at arm’s reach but no farther.

      Thanks to having a human son, Dr. Nora’s home was outfitted with every human comfort. Not five minutes after arriving, Eve was sunk down in the cushions of a comfortable couch, blowing to cool a spoonful of split pea soup Dr. Nora had offered. Unlike her two more recent visits, this one seemed likely to occupy a significant portion of her day.

      “Oh, I don’t doubt it for a minute,” Dr. Nora said after Abby broached the subject of the polling predictions. “Last thing that boy needs is a gaggle of lapdogs doing whatever they’re told—a larger gaggle, at any rate; he’s got too many as it is.”

      “What is it that worries you about Alex winning?” Abby pressed between mouthfuls of soup. The whole house was a monument to Alex’s youth, adorned with pictures and childish projects preserved for posterity. The furnishings were all in keeping with the expectations of rowdy play by a human too small to know caution. “It can’t just be his ego.”

      “Ego? That boy runs on ego,” Dr. Nora said dismissively. “I tried to ingrain a sense that everyone is special in their own way. Charlie’s the one who kept reminding him how he’d been the brightest star of the Human Era and telling Alex what he had to live up to. Couldn’t bring myself to tell Alex what a bastard his father had been as a human.”

      Abby recoiled, nearly spilling her soup. “I thought you two… I mean… weren’t you two together before the invasion?” Her face warmed and not from the soup. She hadn’t come here to pry into Dr. Nora’s love life, especially not pre-invasion history. But she’d come for answers, and if she needed the backstory to get them, she’d brave the choppy water of pre-robotic nookie.

      “Keeps a secret better than a dead man, my Charlie,” Dr. Nora said. “But a girl can do a little digging of her own. I was pregnant when I got scanned. I know it wasn’t Alex, but my mind sort of connected the dots and made it him. But you see, it wasn’t the invasion that cost me my child the first time. We broke up. I had an abortion, patched things up with my husband, and pretended nothing happened. At least, that’s the best I’ve pieced together. I can’t know for sure, because Charles Truman never scanned me again—or never kept the scan if he did. He wanted me to remember him the way he liked.”

      “That’s creepy,” Abby admitted. “Does he know you figured it out?”

      Dr. Nora snorted. “That one figures out everything. Try surprising a man for his birthday when he has every communication channel bugged.”

      “He snooped on your Social use?” This didn’t sound like the Charlie7 she’d grown up knowing as a friend of the family.

      “Mine? Try everyone’s.”

      Abby was aghast. “But I thought they changed to a new encryption after the Dale2 incident. The Social is unhackable now.”

      “Try telling that to the unemployed, self-proclaimed greatest genius of all recorded history.”

      This wasn’t possible. If it were true, then Charlie7 could still be manipulating Earth’s history as it unfolded. He could be the mastermind behind Alex’s rise. “No. That doesn’t sound like the robot I grew up—”

      Dr. Nora burst out laughing. “News feed reviews call you the greatest actress of your generation. That campaign mole of Alex’s gave you a run for your money. But you’re not the best at false faces of any era that has Charles Truman in it.” Her mirth drained. “And Alex is turning out just like him.”

      That was her opening. Dr. Nora still clearly loved her son; otherwise, she wouldn’t have kept her home as a shrine to him. But by the same token, she didn’t seem to like him.

      “Nora,” Abby said. “Do you think Alex is going to do even half the things he claims in his campaign speeches?”

      A wry grin spread on the robot’s face. The expression matched so well with one of the archival photos of Dr. Nora Maxwell-Granger that it seemed that she was merely a human wearing a mask. “You want to know Alex’s real political views? I can show you.”
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      Emancipation, among other aspects, was meant to be a clean slate. The adult was not responsible for his actions as a child. By regulatory decree, pre-emancipation records were sealed and not admissible for any infractions committed in adulthood.

      By regulatory decree, Abby shouldn’t have been able to access those old records of Alex’s. But a proud mother had kept copies of everything her son had accomplished. The only more thorough recording of a child’s development came from Evelyn11’s ghoulish accountings of her experimental human hosts. But Mom and all Abby’s aunts had lived sterile, controlled lives. The medical records and brain scans didn’t give half the insight into the workings of their minds that Alex’s school assignments and personal correspondence with his friends yielded.

      Abby covered her mouth with one hand as she fought back a gasp.

      She’d always known Alex to be brilliant. She’d never realized the depth of thought behind his every action.

      By the age of five, Alex had invented several small devices. He understood electronics at a basic yet intuitive level. Abby recognized the tri-prop helicopter from a display shelf in Dr. Nora’s living room. There was also a page-turning helper for paper books and a simple drone that could play fetch like a dog. Someone had to have helped with the programming, but the designs had an authentic feel of a summer-long project for nine- or ten-year-olds.

      The school assignments, though, were the treasure trove. She found a video presentation from when Alex was eight. He stood at the front of a classroom, glancing down at a computer pad occasionally but reciting most of the text from memory.

      “The greatest mind of the Human Era was Leonardo da Vinci. While many people remember him as a painter and sculptor, his greatest innovations related to warfare and futurism. In fact, the first robot was designed by da Vinci, even though it was operated by ropes and pulleys. This was just another example of da Vinci’s fascination with mobility, especially as relates to warfare. Project Transhuman demonstrated that robots were, after all, the most mobile and dangerous of all machines of war.”

      Abby stopped watching and found another video from the same class year. Alex appeared in a different shirt from before but otherwise looked just the same.

      “My analysis of the failure of Benito Mussolini’s regime in pre-invasion Italy revolves around his selection of allies. While ideologically aligned with his allies in Germany, he lacked the unwavering support of his army at home. As a result, when faced with the prospect of engaging in a world-spanning war, he was a tactical liability to the Axis alliance.

      “In his place, I would have sought a domestic enemy to vilify and use as a basis for polarizing public opinion. By elevating zealous supporters among the general populace and marginalizing his detractors, Mussolini could have maintained a stronger military effort and…”

      Abby couldn’t watch any more of that. The presentation was matter-of-fact, treating political dictatorship as a puzzle to solve. Referencing the assignment file that accompanied the video, the students’ instructions had been: choose a historical figure and demonstrate how their mistakes impacted the course of history. Without access to the other students’ files, Abby could hardly imagine that others had given pointers to a dead despot.

      And yet, it was a recurrent theme in Alex’s history classes. Regardless of history’s opinions of a world leader, he found the root of their worst decisions and prescribed remedies. Alex had devised detailed plans for Napoleon to consolidate a permanent dominance over continental Europe, spanning from the English Channel to the Balkans and allowing both England and Russia their sovereignty. He laid out a plan by which Japan could have avoided the war in the Pacific with America and taken control of China. Cheekily flipping the argument on its head, he showed a plan for Mao Zedong to have annexed Japan and leveraged its postwar tech boom to accelerate China’s international rise by fifty years. He had advice for Caesar, Charlemagne, Hannibal, and King George III.

      It wasn’t just political theory where Alex held controversial views. His scientific ethics classes showed that he was opposed to the subject matter entirely. While he fulfilled the letter of his assignments, he made cold, logical assessments of the cost of technological progress.

      No price was too high.

      In one of the few assignments to receive less than exemplary marks, he made arguments that the two sides in the Second World War committed roughly equal scientific atrocities. While Josef Mengele’s works provoked horror, many of his findings were quietly introduced into the mainstream after the war. Meanwhile, J. Robert Oppenheimer opened the gates of hell itself and was awarded a medal for it. Abby fumed at reading a footnote that Mengele’s own great-great granddaughter went on to serve on Project Transhuman.

      As if adding Evelyn to the project had been some sort of redemption.

      Abby forced herself to muck through the mess. So many glistening, pristine assignments and tests in mathematics, literature, and various sciences flitted by like dandelion fluff on the wind. Those were, by a vast margin, the majority of Alex’s educational record. He’d won prizes and awards at every level along his academic journey. The aberrant views on history and ethics were insect splatters on the skyroamer windshield of his youth.

      Just before Alex’s first emancipation hearing, his history assignments took an abrupt shift. No longer glorifying strong men and apologizing for war criminals, he began dissecting government archetypes, pointing out the flaws in each system from monarchy through command-economy socialism. Even the democratic republics held in high esteem at the time of the invasion didn’t come off clean in his assessment.

      Alex Truman became an idealist just in time to stand before Eve Fourteen and the Human Welfare Committee, begging to become the youngest emancipated human.

      “You slimy little bastard,” Abby muttered to the still-frame face frozen at the end of Dr. Nora’s recording of Alex’s first emancipation hearing. The committee members would all have had access to the same records Abby had just reviewed. None of them could have missed realizing the type of person Alex was at his core. It was amazing he’d made it at all.

      Not that there was any provision for a human too deranged to ever be allowed out on his own.

      Abby shook her head, staring at the still frame of Alex being denied his emancipation. “How do I let the world know?”

      There was the obvious option. She could upload the whole treasure trove of damning personal evidence to the Earthwide. Alex could talk DNA helix straight, but it would be quite a trick refuting his entire educational record.

      Abby buried her face in her hands. “If I do that, I’m the bad guy.” Even reading Alex’s private, sealed files was a Privacy Committee violation, and releasing them would put Mom in the awkward position of having to bring Abby up on charges of violating pre-emancipation rights.

      But it wasn’t Abby’s reputation at stake here.

      Mom could come down on her like an extinction-level meteor strike when this was all over. It wouldn’t be for show, either. Eve Fourteen had built a reputation on fierce protection of the humans under her care. Abby would be lucky to escape a hearing with continued access to the Earthwide.

      “Might be worth it,” Abby muttered. She envisioned a world if one were to take Alex Truman at his word. Humans breeding like monkeys. Unfettered science. Opening up the Privacy Committee and Scientific Ethics Committee files on crimes against humans. Tribunals for offenses long since forgotten. Involuntary deactivations. New education standards with all-human faculties. The takeover of human genetic engineering by humans.

      And a human government.

      Abby had studied her share of history as well. It was a ripe orchard of ideas to respin into entertainment. She’d seen the good and bad of mankind’s greatest civilizations, and the robots had done better by humanity than any of them.

      Fighting off the temptation to just blast Alex Truman’s bio to the entire world, she got on her computer and contacted Dr. Nora. She’d been the one to open Pandora’s box. She was going to help Abby deal with the contents.
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      On a bright, sunny morning just outside the historic city of Boston, Alex Truman stood before the loudest crowd he’d ever addressed. With the election drawing nearer, anticipation had become a fever plague among humanity. The vulgar public spectacle of begging for approval from the masses had grown so virulent that even robots were catching it. No less than a quarter of the crowd was robotic, and that was too many for it to merely be the thirty-three unmixed robots coming out in force to view humanity’s first true leader.

      Alex smiled and waved as he came onto the makeshift stage—the steps of the Project Transhuman building. Few places from the Human Era had been left intact. Most were ancient even before the invasion, cultural touchstones of interest to the entire species, places that appeared on postcards and in establishing shots of major movies.

      The Project Transhuman building was the youngest of the heritage sites preserved and restored by Charlie7’s early robots. It mattered as much to them as the pyramids of Egypt or the Great Wall of China. It was the birthplace of the Second Human Era.

      “Welcome, everyone,” Alex said, his voice borne aloft on the wings of spread-point acoustic speakers that targeted the crowd and made it sound like he was standing arm’s length from each and every one of them. “I can tell how excited all of you are. We are on the verge of a glorious new day.”

      Unbridled enthusiasm. Calm assurance. Full ease.

      Ease was trouble to fake. At the best of times, it was an alien sensation, setting aside focus to allow emotion to carry thought without help. It conflicted with the tense concentration where Alex felt most at home. Instead of true relaxation, he’d studied video of what relaxation looked like and mimicked it as best he could with muscles taut and tendons strung like piano wire.

      “Three days,” Alex said.

      Wait for cheering to subside. Smile. Absorb adulation.

      “In three days, your voices will be heard. I want to assure everyone that there will be no risk of tampering or subterfuge in the process. One of my advisers came up with a solution so foolproof, so simple in its execution, that it’s amazing none of the governments of the Human Era ever tried it. On November 7th a publicly accessible file will open on the Earthwide. Each voter will find their name and a field editable by them alone where they can choose their candidate. We’ll leave the file open until a decisive number of voters are accounted for and everyone has had ample opportunity to ensure that no one else had errantly marked a vote on their behalf.”

      There were a few jeers from the crowd amid the cheers.

      Malcontents. Contrarians. Saboteurs.

      True democracy wasn’t held in secret. He’d anticipated balking by historically minded voters who might believe otherwise.

      “Oh, I hear the naysayers,” Alex said with a sly smile, wagging a finger at the crowd. “But I think modern humans are above holding grudges over voting results. No one who votes against me will have to worry that I’ll bear him any ill will. There won’t be any cronyism or patronage under my watchful eye.”

      The fall colors had taken hold of the foliage. There was a chill in the air. Let the obstinate suckers in the audience feel that chill in his words.

      One of the best lessons Alex Truman had taken from historical politics was the notion that words could exist separate from context. Assurances. Doubts. Contrast. He could deny until the sun set on the speech, but some portion of the crowd would always hold nagging worries that Alex would hold grudges, that there would be places in his government for those who supported him, that the powers that be wanted to rig the election for Eve.

      Support me.

      Support me.

      Every hint and innuendo was crafted to garner support by the millimeter. A noose tightened like a ratchet around Abby’s campaign to keep her mother in power.

      Instead of leaning on his psychological levers, Alex loosened his grip and switched to an inspirational mode. The human mind rebelled instinctively against coercion, and Alex knew he was treading close to the edge of that precipice. “Together, we are stronger than the robots imagine. They think we need them to survive. That was once true. But we are back. Human feet trod upon every corner of the Earth once more. Our numbers will only grow. Our flowers will blossom. It’s time to come to terms on the partnership between man and machine.

      “I see you out there. Some of you remember this building behind me intimately. The bodies you wear now are the vessels that allowed you to survive the apocalypse when all others succumbed. You are the ones to whom we owe everything.” Alex bowed his head. From the edge of his vision, he saw that many of the humans in the audience did likewise. Those closest to the original thirty-three robots in the crowd directed their gratitude personally to the Project Transhuman scientists on site.

      Alex lifted his gaze, and his followers in the crowd did likewise. Even those with no political affiliation or loyalty to Alex had shown respect to the original robots.

      Build on that. Reinforce. Bond the crowd to one another.

      “There was an old phrase from the age of wars among our own kind. The idea of giving your last breath for your people. You, who wear mechanical bodies instead of flesh, have given that breath and yet are here to receive your justly deserved accolades. Under my administration, I intend to see that robots with human minds receive all the rights and privileges as biological humans.”

      Alex raised his arms. “There will come a time.”

      Pause for effect.

      “There will come a time, when age overtakes us. One day, genetics may allow us to win the race against human life expectancy, but until that day, I suspect that many will, at the end of our lives, trudge with reluctant duty to Kanto where we will shift to a life in bodies just like theirs.” He swept a hand toward a knot of robots in the crowd, most of whom were curious mixes just attending for the spectacle and historical potential. Alex considered being used as a prop a fair trade for the free entertainment.

      The crowd murmured, but Alex continued on. “The human mind is paramount. The human mind, in the end, is all that matters in the universe. We are the greatest generation ever, because we are the firstborn children of science. It is our obligation not only to use our incredible mental capacity to better our species but to preserve that knowledge and intellect for all time. We will craft our own afterlife. We will construct our own heaven.”

      The murmurs in the crowd grew. A buzz in Alex’s earpiece warned him that live biometric polling of the audience showed disapproval for the metaphoric apostasy.

      Shift topics. Pivot. Genetics.

      “We are whatever we make of ourselves. This world is our inheritance, our legacy. It is time for our emancipation as a species. To take custody of our birthright. To thank the robots who tended it in our prolonged absence and ask that they step aside with grace and humility before the one true species on Earth.”

      A voice buzzed in Alex’s ear. “Cut it short,” Wendy warned.

      Alex tried to both grit his teeth in annoyance and smile in triumph at once. She knew better than to interrupt. Quick signals only. There was a system in place. Protocols. Didn’t she know that?

      “Before, when we—”

      “I said cut it short,” Wendy snapped. “Every word you utter is reducing your odds of winning. Get off that stage immediately.”

      The crowd grew restless during Alex’s awkward pause. Something urgent in Wendy’s voice inclined him to heed her warning this time. If there was a ruse or prank at play here, she’d answer for it. But that didn’t sound like the Wendy he knew.

      Improvise. Exit. Find out what’s going on.

      “Before, when we talked of our future, it was a matter of asking permission,” Alex said, weaving the threads of his prior narrative arc directly into his ending. “In three days, we set the terms of our ascension. Thank you, everyone, and remember to vote for Alex Truman, the first president of the Second Human Era.”

      He waved to the crowd as he headed into the Project Transhuman building, where his campaign staff had set up a temporary outpost. Someone was going to explain why he was summoned off stage, and there was going to be a very good reason. Otherwise, someone was going to be looking for a position as assistant janitorial drone programmer in the new administration.
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      In what had once been the break room for the Project Transhuman staff, twenty-first century decor met thirty-second century technology. The Truman campaign had set up video monitors showing the crowd on a grid of split-screen images. A trio of panels that showed the stage from varying angles showed the vacant spot that Alex had stalked just moments earlier.

      All around the room, eyes turned in Alex’s direction upon his arrival.

      “What?” he snapped. “I was practically giving a pre-victory speech out there. Aside from being squeamish about science replacing religion, the rest of the points were knocking down any last barriers to a landslide.”

      “Only for the live audience,” Irene said grimly.

      Alex scanned his lieutenants more carefully. Initially, he’d been overcome by his anger at being summoned off stage. Now, he saw expressions that concerned him. Sternness in place of the usual levity that followed his speeches. Uncertainty among his most steadfast supporters. “Spit it out! What’s gone wrong?”

      Irene tapped her portable, and the main screen dissolved from an insectile multi-lens overview of the rally into a single camera view focused on Alex.

      There was no timestamp, but Alex judged that this was the beginning of the speech.

      The words thundered forth as Irene activated the playback. Alex recognized the familiar strangeness of his own voice outside the confines of his head. Behind him, the stoic, blank concrete facade of the Project Transhuman headquarters loomed, adding gravitas to the moment.

      Objectively, it was a brilliant speech. It hit all the notes from his script like a row of nails driven neatly into a plank. But then something went wrong. Images appeared on the face of the building.

      Alex turned his ire on Gerry, who slunk in from the back with his recording equipment as the playback started. “What’s the matter with you? How could you not notice this?” He stretched out both hands, bracketing the screen in case the oblivious videographer were, in fact, blind.

      On the wall of the Project Transhuman building, a split-screen image showed. One half was of a younger Alex Truman, age eight, standing with a child’s portable computer in hand, reciting. There was no sound, but the other half of the split showed a zoomed in view of the portable’s screen with scrolling text from a school assignment.

      As the Alex on stage promised an open vote and that humanity had passed beyond petty grudges over elections, the younger Alex wrote of how the identification of supporters and detractors was a key factor in the maintenance of political power.

      The video cut to another presentation by the younger Alex just as the speech poked gentle fun at the naysayers who would have disagreed. This time, the accompanying text was merely a list of politically charged words.

      Bureaucrat…

      Regime…

      Cronyism…

      Naysayer…

      The list kept on going, but as candidate Alex shifted topics, the video kept pace.

      Next, there was video of Benito Mussolini playing on a smaller screen behind student Alex. This time, the video took up the whole face of the Project Transhuman building with captioning of the assignment being presented. “Mussolini fell short of Hitler’s relative success because he failed to inspire his people to greatness. He needed to find a way to elevate those like himself above everyone else, to make them feel like they are stronger than anyone imagines. By becoming the focal point of this illusion, by being the one who promised the path to a deserved destiny, Hitler inspired his people while Mussolini failed. His armies didn’t fight like the Germans did.”

      A copper tang in his mouth made Alex realize he was biting the inside of his cheek until it had bled. He swallowed back the blood and demanded, “Who did this?”

      “We can’t say for certain,” Wendy said cautiously. “It was woven into the Earthwide news feed in real time. Anyone watching remotely saw it.”

      “Polling is bad, needless to say,” Irene added.

      “Abby?” Alex suggested, scanning the room for anyone willing or able to tie his rival to the sabotage.

      “No,” Wendy assured him with a shake of her head. “Not personally, at least. There was a twelve-millisecond delay when you switched topics. Even with a copy of your speech notes in front of us, none of us could have done it so quickly.”

      “A robot,” Alex said through clenched teeth. “Someone who gained access to my pre-emancipation files, no less.”

      “Just on technical feasibility, it had to be,” Wendy agreed.

      Leslie remained silent. She met Alex’s eye but had nothing to say.

      Front-runner. At least Wendy and Irene were trying to help sort out this twisted mess of deception. Maybe it was time to reconsider who should mother his children.

      “Suspects?” Alex asked.

      “You’ve stepped on a lot of mixed robot toes,” Gerry said with a sigh. “Eve’s got a lot of friends. Might be that one of them decided to take matters into their own hands when Abby wasn’t going to get the job done.”

      “Any Holly could have both hacked the feed and accessed those sealed records,” Wendy suggested, conveniently lumping her own mother, Holly39, into the list of potential offenders. It was noble of her to volunteer a robot she loved like a flesh relative.

      “Or any Charlie, for that matter,” Gerry added. “Thirteen’s always had it in for your dad.”

      “The whole Human Welfare Committee had the access,” Leslie chimed in.

      “Wendy, best guess, if someone wrote an automated script to disseminate those sealed files during a broadcast, what’s the minimum latency they could achieve?” Alex asked. He had his own ideas, but he wanted the opinion of a born programmer.

      Wendy shrugged, staring at the screen, which Gerry had paused on a particularly unflattering image of Alex and Mussolini sharing body language. “It’s not an algorithm. That’s just a gut feel. If someone went to the trouble, of course it could make robotic speeds.”

      “So it could have been Abby,” Leslie suggested with a sly, hopeful smile.

      Gerry leaned back and threw his feet up on the break room table. “Not a chance anyone would believe that. Abby’s got the technical skill of a pre-invasion dropout.”

      Alex aimed a warning finger at Gerry. “Underestimating an opponent is dangerous. Especially a Madison clone. But it doesn’t matter. We can’t accuse anyone of this. We file a grievance with the Privacy Committee and Human Welfare, and let Eve potentially investigate her own daughter.”

      Gerry put up his hands, still lounging like a hooligan in a rented suite. “Not to be a downer here, but the instant polling algorithm is hating you right now. This made it look like you’re putting on a puppet show for everyone, and they’re the puppets.”

      Alex paced. Finally, someone willing to address the real issue: the voting impact. “How bad?”

      “Flipped the numbers,” Wendy reported, scanning a live data feed. “And slipping by the minute. Presumably, the people outside are hearing secondhand about the feed version and watching for themselves. Abby’s ‘head-in-the-sand’ movement is gaining inertia on us.”

      Alex’s smile twitched in appreciation at the attempt at gallows humor despite their grim prospects. “Well, Gerry said that Abby wasn’t getting the job done on her own. Maybe it’s time to put her in the firing line once more before the voting file opens.”

      “How you plan to do that?” Wendy asked. “I hacked Abby’s school files already. Nobody’s squeaky clean, but there’s nothing dirty enough in there to build a comeback on.”

      Alex clasped his hands behind his back. He strode up to the screen where the modern candidate stood before the failed dictator. “Since the optics are all wrong right now for strong-arm tactics, I say we fire the most democratic weapon in our arsenal.”

      “Isn’t it a little early to demand a recount?” Irene asked.

      Alex smirked as he shot her a glare. “No. I need to challenge her to a debate.”

      And a debate was the perfect forum for a last-gasp gambit he’d hoped never to use.
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      It was the evening of the debate, and the next morning, the voting would begin. Abby paced the prep room, failing to appreciate the historical trappings surrounding her. Though hung with modern video screens and cluttered with tables, chairs, and political advisers who had once simply been friends, the chamber sat beneath a colossal monument to freedom.

      Abby had wanted the debate in Paris, home to Earth’s largest population of humans. Alex’s people had called that home field advantage, and eventually the two sides had settled on Liberty Island. The arrogant frontrunner was taking a tour of the monument above while Abby fretted with last-minute debate preparations.

      “And if he claims that Eve is a robot at heart?” Rosa prompted.

      Abby closed her eyes and held out her hands as she paced. “Bedtime stories and songs.”

      “And if he counters that robots can mimic all that?”

      “He was raised by original robots, so he should be able to tell the difference.”

      “Good,” Rosa said. She set down the portable computer and gave a satisfied sigh. Billy clapped her on the back. Nigel merely clapped.

      Instead of relaxing along with her friends, Abby waved a hand in circles, prompting Rosa to continue. “Keep ‘em coming. I need this.”

      “Abby, you’re worn to a nub,” Rosa said. She slipped behind Abby in her pacing and guided the candidate to a chair. “You’re as ready as you’re going to get. This is just stage fright.”

      “I’ve never been on stage with the stakes this high. My crash-and-burn level is usually a scathing review. If you don’t keep my mind occupied, I’m going to need whiskey.”

      Nigel raised a finger. “Not the time, I know, but have you considered maybe cutting back on the drinking?”

      “You’re right,” Abby replied dryly. “But if you’d like to be right and useful, figure out Alex’s ruse. He didn’t rope me into this debate to browbeat me with words. You said yourself that the risk here is low. Public opinion isn’t riding on who has the more comprehensive platform or who smiles the brightest on a video feed. He has something cooked up, and I need to know what.”

      Rosa shrugged.

      Billy looked away.

      Nigel sighed and shook his head. “Alex is done. Social algorithm shows him bottoming out at about 32 percent support. His ceiling looks to be about 46. At this point, Alex’s best play is to retrench, question the validity of the election process, and go back to working through the existing committees.”

      Rosa smiled sadly. “Kinda makes us redundant around here, but whoever white-listed Alex’s school projects for the whole planet just assured you a victory. Relax. Be yourself. Go be charismatic and approachable.”

      “Pick one or the other,” Abby remarked. “Relaxing and being myself won’t look anything like what you’re imagining. There are over five hundred people out there, with more robots in attendance than ever. Practically the entire voting population is on hand. Nora109 emptied out the dormitories at Oxford. Kids as young as five are being told they’ll tell stories of being here to their grandchildren.

      “No pressure, of course,” Abby concluded.

      What she’d hoped to accomplish, Abby couldn’t say. There was no calling off the debate. If there was a way to drive voters back to Alex Truman, chickening out at the last minute might just do it. Maybe she just needed the catharsis of getting that burden out for everyone to acknowledge. If she couldn’t lighten it, maybe she could at least recruit a few hands to share it.

      Rosa put her arms around Abby. “It’ll all be over soon. Remember, once you win, you turn the position into a figurehead and let the committees keep on course like nothing happened.”

      “All this,” Abby muttered, “just to have nothing change.”

      Ten minutes later, Abby was on stage with the Statue of Liberty looming behind her and Alex Truman’s smug face looming beside her. They stood behind adjacent lecterns, separated by a mere three meters. With the rest of the crowd spread out in a sea below them, he might as well have been seated in her lap.

      The two of them were on display together, a mismatched pair set to differentiate even further from one another.

      This debate was to be free form. Neither side had come up with a mutually agreeable moderator, and the event had been announced, planned, and anticipated to the point where the lack of moderation was going to placate anyone as a reason for canceling.

      “Good evening, everyone,” Alex called out, stealing the initiative as master of ceremonies.

      Fine. Let him.

      “Thank you all for coming out tonight,” Abby said. “This is an historic moment.”

      “A historic moment,” Alex corrected. Abby felt her face flush. She knew both were correct, but an argument over grammar would reflect poorly on both of them. Taking the bait would just lower the level of discourse when a simple, straightforward debate favored Abby by a wide margin.

      She ignored the jab, remembering the two tenets Nigel hammered into her. Don’t let Alex reframe the debate; be the better person. Alex had tipped his hand that this wasn’t going to be a congenial night of policy discussion. “Tomorrow’s election will set the course for humanity’s partnership with robotkind for generations to come.”

      “It will change the face of humanity’s dealing with robots,” Alex insisted. “We’ve had decades already of monarchic rule. Humanity deserves better than a singular voice representing us, one that becomes more robotic by the year.”

      Abby cast a glance to her opponent but kept her focus on the crowd. So many metallic faces. So many pairs of glowing eyes fixed on her. There were plenty of humans present as well, percentage-wise far more than the robots had sent. Alex’s supporters mingled in the crowd, spread out, those wrist-mounted dark-energy weapons worn prominently.

      A chill cut through Abby to the bone. Could that be it? Was Alex preparing an assassination attempt? He wouldn’t be the first dictator to rise to power over the corpse of a rival. But to be so blatant, so bald-faced about it. Abby flushed away the idea in an instant, though its odor lingered in her thoughts.

      “In this age of specialization, how many of us are truly fit to govern?” Abby asked. “How many of us have spent our adult lives learning the intricate tangle of modern committee structures, understanding how to navigate centuries-old power structures to serve humanity’s best interests at every turn? How many of us would enjoy the sweet taste of power that came with it?”

      There were murmurings in the crowd. As Abby paused for effect, Alex jumped into the silence. “And yet, you don’t have any interest at all,” Alex countered. “In fact, neither does your mother. You’ve been acting as a medieval knight, championing Eve Fourteen instead of letting her defend herself. If she cared about keeping her position, she could have acted personally.”

      It was shocking to listen to Alex falling face first into a bear trap. “I’d argue that anyone who likes the taste of power ought never to be given the chance to gorge himself.”

      “I see,” Alex cooed. He looked so slick in his suit coat and red tie, like a Halloween costume of a late twentieth century presidential candidate. “So, is the addictive nature of power the reason you don’t want the office? Can’t handle a little alcohol, so you’re steering clear of authority’s ambrosia as well?”

      Abby’s face warmed. The platform swam. How many people knew she overindulged a little now and then? Dad knew, of course, and he was supportive about it. If Mom had figured it out, she was as good as a black hole for keeping secrets. None of her friends would have been so cruel as to let such a thing slip. Dr. Ashley… she couldn’t have been a Truman supporter, could she?

      There was no time to piece together the path her little struggle had taken to squirm free into the wider world. Maybe it just hadn’t been so carefully curated a secret as she’d believed. This wasn’t about her. There was no reason to debate Abby’s fitness for office; she was only running to maintain Eve Fourteen as chairwoman of the Human Welfare Committee. Any position and privileges that shook out in the process, Abby would brush aside.

      “Dark energy isn’t the most dangerous force you play with,” Abby said, turning her full attention on Alex. “You stoke fears and try to turn reasoning people into a mob. Charisma politics have killed more humans than anything short of an interstellar invasion.”

      “Human minds, unleashed, are the strongest force in the universe,” Alex said, pounding his fist on his lectern just hard enough for the thump to carry over his microphone to the crowd. There were cheers in the brief pause he allowed. But where Alex had jumped on Abby’s pause for effect, he also timed his own cadence not to leave any opening to lose his momentum. “We fought off those aliens. We rebuilt. We rebounded.”

      “Robots did all that,” Abby pointed out. Was Alex really being this obtuse? The flaws in his arguments yawned like chasms. “All the human race had died. We owe those robots everything for bringing us back.”

      “Owe them?” Alex scoffed. “Humans made them. The original thirty-three are alive today because of their magnificent technology. Mankind’s greatest achievement. Charlie7 saved us. A human in a robotic body.” Alex went on to name each and every one of the Project Transhuman team. He rattled them off, shouting over Abby’s attempts to get a word in edgewise until she relented and allowed his rant to play itself out. There was only room for so much breath in one body.

      “Humans, every one of them,” Alex said with a dramatic flourish of his hands. “They gave their lives to their work. They lost their lives in the invasion. They were reborn in metallic flesh. We never needed the mixed robots. They were a choice, a way to make a thinking workforce to toil for centuries at genetics without complaint. I can’t begrudge the series of decisions that has led to my existence and presence here tonight, but I will not fall into the trap of believing the robotic propaganda that we need—or have ever needed—robots. Humanity doesn’t need the mixes. They needed us.”

      There was a commotion in the crowd as Abby formulated her rebuttal. Someone was pushing their way from a few rows back toward the stage. Abby’s first thought was that it was one of Alex’s armed followers, spurred to rage by his incendiary rhetoric.

      But it was a robot.

      Dressed in plain coveralls like a Kanto factory worker and clad in a shining new chassis from one of the latest models, Abby couldn’t put a name to the robot. He charged forward and drew a long, slender object from inside his coveralls. “I can’t take any more of this,” the robot said in a voice stripped of personality. It was one of the default drone interface vocal patterns, a clear attempt to hide his identity. The unknown robot aimed a short cylinder in Alex’s direction, and in a crystalline instant, Abby knew what was happening. “History will judge my actions!”

      “Get down!” Abby shouted.

      Her feet moved before her brain could formulate an opinion on the matter. Alex had frozen with wide-eyed disbelief plastered across his face as he stared into the eyes of his assassin. Abby covered the three meters that separated the candidates in two beats of her hammering heart.

      The robot aimed.

      Abby lunged, diving with an arm outstretched to knock Alex clear.

      The night air cracked. Humans in the crowd screamed. Abby and Alex collapsed to the concrete floor in a heap. In a daze, Abby rolled off the young man whose life she had attempted to save. To her dismay, his white, button-down shirt was crimson with blood.

      The crowd stampeded. Alex’s armed followers fought the tide of humans and robots, blasting the assassin to scrap metal before he could fire again.

      “No… no…” Abby moaned. She’d wanted to defeat Alex Truman. Sending him packing back to his lab to work on dark energy theory would have been fine by her. He didn’t deserve to die. Earth had progressed past the need for anyone to die.

      A blood-stained hand inched toward the back of Alex’s head. He issued a groan and felt for the spot where his head struck the concrete. “Hey. That’s my most valuable possession. Watch it with—what happened to your arm?”

      Abby didn’t know what he meant. Waves of dizziness washed over her as she struggled to keep her eyes focused.

      Alex was alive. She’d saved him.

      A weak smile was her last gesture before a pervasive cold took hold of her and everything turned black.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Abby awoke in an unfamiliar bed, surrounded by familiar faces. Her eyes gummed open, but her body was leaden, the effort of reaching up to rub them was simply too great. Lolling her head to the side, she smiled up at Mom and Dad. Plato loomed behind and above Eve, their heads arranged like a totem pole, drawing a groggy chuckle from Abby.

      “Well, her sense of humor survived,” Dad said with a goofy grin.

      From the opposite side of the bed, Nigel crowded in. “That was amazing, what you did out there.”

      “Alex?” Abby asked, forcing her voice past a tongue made of terrycloth.

      Mom scowled. “A grade two concussion but otherwise unharmed.”

      “Knocked fifty IQ points out of him,” Billy said with a grin, crowding in for Abby to see him.

      There was a heavy thwack. “Did not,” Rosa said. “Where do you get off making up phony injuries?”

      “I was just trying to cheer her up,” Billy protested.

      “How bad do I need cheering up?” Abby asked, looking at Mom for a straight answer without sugarcoating or jokes.

      “You won,” Mom said. “I’m still going to be running the Human Welfare Committee, presuming you keep your campaign promises.” She offered a wry smile.

      Abby closed her eyes and lay back. “Good. Well, all’s right in the world, I guess.”

      “Not everything, Pumpkin,” Dad said somberly.

      Abby’s eyes snapped open. The beeping of a heart monitor quickened. “What’s wrong with me?” She tried a cursory self-inventory not dissimilar to her ritual upon waking up from a night of drinking. “Why can’t I move?”

      A robot in pale teal medical scrubs swept into the room as if on cue. It was Ashley390. “Simple neural blockers. It’s for the pain. You’re not paralyzed.”

      Well, there was that. But something still lacked thoroughness in the surgical robot’s explanation. “But what is wrong with me?”

      Ashley390, never notorious for bedside manner, pulled back Abby’s blanket. Even with the limited mobility of her neck, Abby could still see the problem at once. Her breath caught in her throat.

      Her left arm was gone.

      “What happened?” she demanded.

      Ashley390 explained in clinical terms. “A scattering of projected steel shrapnel severed your humerus in six places and rendered your bicep and triceps muscles little more than ground meat. You lost roughly 32 percent of your body’s blood, and without immediate medical attention, you would have died.”

      “Oh.”

      Dad put a fist to Abby’s chin and gave her a nudge. “Take more than that to keep my girl down. Won’t it?”

      He was looking for an affirmative answer. Despite her uncertainty, Abby obliged, forcing a smile. “Yeah.” She turned to Ashley390. “But turn off the nerve blocker. I don’t wait to lie here in a stupor.”

      Ashley390 cracked a smile. “The stupor you refer to is your own. The nerve blocker isn’t functioning above the neck. You’ve had a rough night. Lie back and rest. We can discuss cybernetic options in the morning.”

      “Cybernetics?” Abby echoed. She looked from one parent to the other.

      Dad was a mass of arthritic joints supplemented by servo-mechanical actuators to help bear the load of his bulk. Mom had implanted computer screens in her corneas and a spider web of fiber optics paralleling half her nervous system, attached to an on-board computer tucked beside her kidneys.

      “Don’t worry,” Dad assured her. “There’s no rush. You can take all the time in the world deciding how you want them to fix you up.”

      “Turn off the nerve blocker.” This time it wasn’t a suggestion.

      Ashley390 affected a sigh and headed over to the control console for the medical bed.

      “You sure that’s a good idea?” Billy asked.

      Rosa leaned in. “Maybe you should listen to the doctor.”

      Ashley390 paused and looked to Eve.

      “What are you looking at me for?” Mom demanded. “Abby’s emancipated. It’s her call.” She scowled at Abby’s friends, as if they needed a reminder as well.

      Abby sucked in a breath and grit her teeth in anticipation, but nothing could prepare her for the pain that flooded in as soon as Ashley390 allowed her nervous system back online. She grunted and squeezed her eyes shut, tears streaming from the corners of her eyes.

      “Just say the word and I’ll re-enable the block,” Ashley390 said quickly.

      Abby thrashed her head in refusal. Panting for breath, she opened her eyes and forced a smile for the concerned onlookers. She was already sweating. “See? I’m fine. Nothing to worry about.”

      “Needless to say,” Ashley390 said, “once we get the nerve endings cleaned up and reattached to the cybernetic interface, any residual discomfort can be readily managed.”

      Managed. As in, turned on and off, just like the nerve block.

      Cybernetics was one field Abby had never wished to study in detail. As her visitors filtered out and her convalescence began in earnest, Ashley390 spent hours fulfilling Human Welfare Committee edicts on informed consent.

      Schematics and computer-generated models floated across a screen, showing a mock-up of Abby’s injured arm and a variety of mechanical replacements.

      “While we can certainly preserve the existing tissue as is, there will always be minor issues at the interface,” Ashley390 explained, showing how a mechanical fitting could be joined to the stump of her arm, lost halfway between shoulder and elbow. “The strain on your remaining arm would be the main source of discomfort with this approach, though we can go over options for false-positive reduction in neural transmission.”

      “Ignoring the pain it would cause?” Abby asked, trying to translate the clinical gibberish into layman’s terms.

      “Precisely. However, if we were to excise the remaining limb…” A few taps at the portable screen, and the simplified digital rendition of Abby was missing her arm clear up to the shoulder. “Then we could use a hybrid polymer steel to replace your scapula and clavicle, reattach the living tendons to the hybrid material on one side, and electro-fibrous synthetic tissue to the other. We’d attach neuron-to-fiber interfaces for each nerve ending, and you’d end up with a seamless integration that would become second nature given enough time.”

      “Wouldn’t it be heavier?” Abby asked, her one remaining hand straying to the collarbone Ashley390 so casually suggested removing and replacing. “Wouldn’t there be response differences between my left and right arms?”

      “Of course,” Ashley390 said. “I’m just telling you that you’ll adapt and stop noticing them after a time. You’ll still feel. I can brush my fingers across a flower’s petals and still feel the soft texture. You’ll have a little taste of how robots experience life.” She smiled reassuringly.

      It wasn’t a matter of merely getting used to a clumsy robotic limb. Abby had been a musician as well as a playwright. She could program a computer to play scores she wrote, but they couldn’t feel them out on the strings of a violin or tap at the keys of a piano until a melody struck her fancy.

      Ashley390 droned on, delving into servo-motor options and power packages. Some prostheses could be powered by her own bioelectric energy. Others would require occasional recharges, just like a robot. There were performance and aesthetic options galore. Abby began to feel like a customer of Kanto, awaiting upload to a new chassis.

      “Just upgrade me to a Version 75.1 and be done with it,” Abby snapped, shoving the portable computer aside.

      “Now, Abbigail,” Ashley390 said, clucking her tongue. She picked up the portable and swiped to a new design. “You don’t need to go talking about a full robotic body. Most of you is in perfect working order. You just need—”

      “I don’t need anything,” Abby shouted. “Leave me alone!”

      Ashley390 stood up and took the portable computer away with her. “The pain is making you irritable,” she said from the doorway. “Just press the button by the bedside to re-enable the nerve block. Consider it if you can’t sleep. Rest is the best thing for you right now. Good night.”

      The lights flicked off. The door slid closed behind Ashley390.

      Amid the darkness, a pale green circle of light glowed near Abby’s right hand. It cost her the use of a pillow for the night, but she buried the temptation and the chance to accidentally drug herself into a stupor.

      Abby fell asleep with her arm trapped in a furnace.
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      Charlie7 didn’t get invited to many closed-door meetings these days, at least not with any robots of influence or standing in the community. So it felt strange walking into an exclusive meeting of the Special Investigative Committee for Political Crimes as if the prior sixteen years hadn’t happened.

      All the faces were familiar to Charlie7 and not just because they were from mainstream chassis lines. Earth had pulled out all the stops to get to the bottom of why a lone robot would try to assassinate a human political candidate. The incident had sent shock waves through both the human and robotic community.

      Jason90 was the first one to speak since his arrival. The rest had watched in stoic disapproval as Charlie7 stalked in among their ranks. “What did you come up with?”

      Charlie7 smiled amiably as if oblivious to the resentment radiating from a dozen sentient minds tainted with altered programming so long ago. “Let me just start by saying how nice it’s felt to be working on a matter of this import. As it turns out, fatherhood really wasn’t the adventure I was looking for, and—”

      “Cryo-freeze that nonsense and report,” Charlie13 ordered. “You’re on auxiliary power here as it is.”

      “Right,” Charlie7 said with a huff. “Fine. I reexamined all your findings and added a few observations of my own. I’ve pieced together what made Joshua143 try to shoot Alexander Charles Truman on the night of Monday November 6, 3111.”

      “And?” Arthur19 prompted just as Charlie7’s dramatic pause was taking effect. Some robots really had no flair for the dramatic.

      “Well, first off, the assassin wasn’t really Joshua143.”

      “The crystal fragments matched within a .001 percent variance of his last scan, which was only a month and a half ago,” Charlie13 said.

      Jason90 nodded in agreement.

      “Oh, it was Joshua143’s brain, or at least one of his old ones,” Charlie7 said. “In fact, your own words confirmed how it was obtained. This wasn’t a brand new crystal. I expect that when we hear back from his mining ship, Joshua143 will be quite surprised to hear that he’s been killed.”

      With transmission times by laser taking four days each way, even a vessel that was expecting a transmission would be more than a week in responding to the investigation’s inquiry.

      “So… someone duplicated him?” Jason90 asked.

      “No,” Charlie7 said with a shake of his head. “More like salvaged him. Quantum residuals don’t show signs of activity since well before the election.”

      Arthur19 scowled. “How come you can tell that when our best—?”

      “I am your best,” Charlie7 snapped. “That’s why you brought me in, because the rest of you were stumped. The dark energy blasts from those oh-so-brave armed volunteers in the crowd may have scrambled the readings, but I understand how they were scrambled. I filtered out the effects of the alien tech as best I could and pinned down the last quantum gate shifts in that crystalline matrix to right around the time of Joshua143’s upload.”

      “Then how was he moving? Talking? Why did he attack Alex?” Jason90 asked. “We didn’t pick up any local transmission in the area.”

      “Pre-programmed. He was running like a drone via internal computers. Something triggered him, and—”

      “Again,” Jason90 said. “No unaccounted signals.”

      “Unaccounted?” Charlie7 asked as if amused. “It was broadcast for the world to see and hear. Alex said ‘humanity doesn’t need the mixes,’ and our friend in pieces lurches into action. Review the video. It’s covered from multiple angles and with time stamps galore. Half the robotic spectators submitted eye-witness recordings as evidence.”

      “You’re saying it was waiting for that phrase, or something like it, before it acted?” Charlie13 asked. Charlie7 appreciated that his namesake was at least shrewd enough to stop calling the drone assassin ‘he.’

      “That specific wording.”

      “You cracked the encryption?” Arthur19 asked eagerly. “Even Holly5 couldn’t scratch that one.”

      Charlie7 grinned like a burglar. He could have told them nearly anything. They were constantly in awe of him, even the other Charlie designations. Keenly aware that the planetary computer systems had been riddled with inextricable back doors that were unsealable short of scrapping modern technology and starting from scratch, he could convince them of any trick he’d buried in there for later use.

      Instead, Charlie7 admitted the truth. “I left it unsecured and waited for Alex and his friends to try to cover their tracks. I left a trap that rerouted access and cut off the assassin’s computer the instant it sent a signal confirmation back. I dummied up the data exchange so that Alex thought he was successfully reprogramming the drone to remember none of its programming for murder.”

      “Wait,” Jason90 said. “You’re telling us that Alex Truman tried to martyr himself publicly just because he was behind in the polling?”

      Charlie7 scoffed. “Of course not! The rotten brat had given it clear instructions to miss unprotected flesh, and the suit coat he wore was made from that alien fabric. If he’d been hit, it would have been a thumb in the eye to anyone who told him to leave that domed city alone. And he would have garnered sympathy, foisted suspicion on Abby and her associates, and come out looking heroic. He might still have lost, but it was a well-planned gambit.”

      Charlie13 shook his head slowly. “I don’t get it. He’s your son. You could have let him get away with this.”

      “I spent thirteen years crafting Alex into the young man he’s become,” Charlie7 said. “All things considered, I’ve spent longer on projects that have turned out worse results. But I’ve spent a millennium turning Earth into the paradise we see each day. It’s not perfect, not by any means, but I’ll be damned if I let that despotic little twerp ruin my planet.”

      He looked around the room to the shocked silence he saw all around. “And remember, whatever you think you’ve done to me, out of fear or spite or a misguided sense of justice, this is still my planet. I fought for it. I won. I built it back up from ash and scrap metal. The rest of you are just tending the gardens and feeding the pets for me.”

      As Charlie7 strode out of the room without waiting for anyone on the committee to dismiss him, he smirked. Let them chew on that for a while. It wasn’t until the doors slid shut behind him that he allowed his face to fall slack and the guilt to sink in over inflicting Alex on the world. But maybe by turning him in, Charlie7 would regain some of that lost respect among his robotic descendants.

      Oh, God, did he miss being involved.
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      A shiver ran through Abby as a brisk December breeze cut through the fabric of her sweater. She could have held her acceptance speech on Easter Island, where the climate was not only milder but it was late spring instead of the doorstep of winter. Somehow, holding the speech in the shadow of the Arc de Triomphe just felt right.

      “Welcome, fellow citizens of Earth,” Abby proclaimed, allowing her voice to carry as far as her lungs could project it. Years of theater had taught her how to be heard from the back of a crowd. Today, of all days, she wanted to be heard directly by human and robot ears alike. “Today is a day of rededication. Three weeks ago, you spoke in the ancient tradition of humanity and selected a leader of your own choosing. I am humbled and honored that you have bestowed that honor upon me.

      “As I stand here, I think back to the promise I made you all. That I would support my mother. That I would allow Eve Fourteen to remain the voice of humanity in a world dominated for so long by our robotic friends. I intend to keep that promise, but I will not do so through benign neglect as I had once intended. I expect that many of you are standing there thinking that you could do this job, that you could do it better than I will.”

      Abby broke into a smile. “And I suspect that everyone thinking that is right. Well, except maybe one person in particular.” There was a chuckle from the crowd that Abby wasn’t so crass as to dwell upon, nor would she mention Alex Truman by name on this day. “But I am an actress with a role to play, and I’ll play it as best I can. Others of you are researchers, inventors, the dreamers of the Second Human Age, and your talents are needed elsewhere.”

      It no longer hurt to say it. “Politics isn’t a field for the best and the brightest. It was meant for men and women of vision and character. It is my job to take hold of the crucible of ideas and make sure it all melts down without anyone getting burned. My contribution is vigilance, resolve, accountability—both for me and for Eve Fourteen.

      “There is nothing in this position that contravenes committee edicts. My role, as far as the committee structure is concerned, is that of a concerned citizen. But to all of you, I intend to be more than that limited description implies. I will be the voice of the ignored, the conscience of the powerful, and the message bearer of the change we wish to see in this world.”

      Abby watched the rapt faces of her supporters. The steady glows of robotic eyes watched her alongside the eager faces and cold-reddened cheeks of her human constituents.

      “The easy path would have been letting comforting lies guide us,” Abby said. “We chose better. The easy path was destroying the old to force the new. We chose better. The easy path was ignoring the authority of the hundreds of committees that have kept Earth spinning this past millennium. We chose better.”

      Abby swallowed. Nigel had subtly hinted that mixing personal statements would give her speech more heart. She liked to think she would have done so anyway, but now she’d never know. “The easy path would have been to let modern science build me a new arm, to forget that my decisions have consequences, to allow shock and pain and self-pity rush me into a decision that I would live with the rest of my life. I chose better.”

      Raising her arms, one sleeve of her sweater dangled loose. The stump inside it less than half the length of the knit wool tube. “My name is Abbigail Fourteen, and I am human. I am the riverbed my life has carved. I have made mistakes, and I have learned from them. I have grown despite setbacks. You won’t get any more from me than I am capable of, but I can promise that you won’t get any less, either.

      “Technology will march forward with or without us. We must choose to walk hand in hand with our robotic neighbors. We are no better than them, nor are they better than us. We abide together aboard a tumbling spacecraft known as Earth, and while we can at times escape its gravity, we can never be cut off from the hold it keeps on our hearts.”

      Abby scanned the crowd. Her friends weren’t backstage somewhere, calculating the Social effects of her words; they were in the early rows, watching. Her family wasn’t carefully distancing themselves from the campaign; now that the election was over, Mom and Dad were front and center. She basked in the comfort of knowing they were all in this with her.

      “I apologize in advance, because I’m going to screw up plenty along the way. In four years, you might be itching to replace me. By then, I might have grown into someone no longer fit to represent you. I might have grown into the role perfectly. I might be wearing a cybernetic arm or maybe even one made of lab-grown flesh bearing my own DNA. I might be a mother in four years time, or I might still not have found a partner to raise a child to emancipation. I might become too fond of power, or I might never find the leverage to deliver your voices to the committees who need to hear them. I don’t know what I will be—what any of us will be—the next time this election business comes around, but there is one certainty upon which I will bet everything I own.

      “We are all human. Even the robots.”
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      Ready for book 6? Human Phase is available for you right now. Continue reading for an excerpt.
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        The red planet will run red with blood.

      

        

      
        Martian terraformer Kaylee Fourteen is a recent immigrant from Earth. Residents of the domed colonies of Mars can practically smell the day they’ll be able to walk outdoors on their own planet without the need for air supplies. But the committees on Earth control the resources the colonists need and their interference threatens the terraforming project’s very existence…

      

        

      
        Until a group of radicals takes hostages to force the release of the tech and materials the terraformers need.

      

        

      
        Caught in the crossfire, Kaylee has to navigate the delicate line between sympathy for her captors’ goals and horror at their methods. If she can’t keep the peace and find a way to get the hostage takers what they ask for, humans and robots alike will pay with their lives.

      

        

      
        How can anyone negotiate a hostage crisis with a bomb locked around her neck?

      

        

      
        The fate of two worlds and the balance of power between humans and robots hang on that answer.
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      Kaylee Fourteen wiped sweat from her forehead as she checked and rechecked the alignment of Mars’ first locally built atmosphere generator. The turbine would be spinning at half a million revolutions per minute once activated, and the slightest misalignment of the meter-long blades could cause them to shatter against the casing at supersonic speeds. Her breath echoed from inside the mask of her portable oxygen supply, working on the exterior of the machine. Baking red sunlight filtered through the thick miasma of carbon dioxide, nitrogen, and methane that sustained the planet’s first outdoor plant life. Soon—possibly within the decade—Kaylee would be able to picnic with her family under that sky without special equipment.

      Tucking the nanoscale scanner into its holster on her belt, Kaylee tapped at the corner of her data goggles. She scrolled through her contacts list and connected to Ned Lund, the project lead for the Mars Terraforming Initiative and Kaylee’s boss. “All set, Ned. We can cap the outlet nozzle on atmo pump one. All seventy-two blades check out. All fittings exact within the micron. Thermal expansion zone is clear.”

      Ned’s gruff voice came back in her ear. “Throw a tarp over it. We’ll cap pump one after lunch.”

      Kaylee secured the site. Magnetic tie-downs clamped the pale purple alienite tarp across the exposed opening of the turbine. The last thing any of them needed was to come back from lunch break to find a grain of sand carried on the wind and dinged one of the blades. A quick double-check that the tarp wasn’t going to move while she was gone, Kaylee maneuvered the bucket of her lift-arm truck to deposit her at ground level.

      Hopping the safety chain that kept her from falling out, Kaylee hustled over to one of the group transports and squeezed in beside a coworker on a bench in the back. The ride to base camp was only five minutes. Walking would have taken nearly an hour. Being jammed in shoulder-to-shoulder with people she barely knew was worth the time savings.

      Once back at the pre-fab collection of environmentally controlled structures, Kaylee waited in line and made her way through the airlock in the third batch of workers. Once inside the cafeteria, she pushed her goggles onto her scalp and unbuckled her oxygen mask. The first breath of free-floating air always tasted better than the dank, rubbery-smelling stuff from inside the mask. Kaylee filled her lungs, and the sheen of sweat around her nose and mouth cooled and dried.

      “Good work out there, Fourteen,” Ned greeted her with a handshake. His palm was callused and rough; his grip like iron. “We might get that unit online by nightfall at this rate.”

      Kaylee stifled a yawn. “I thought we might push through lunch…”

      Ned shook his head as he picked up a tray and got in line for chow. “Right is better than fast. That’s half the reason you’re here. Adrian wanted fast, but he got sloppy. We’re not robots. Food. Rest. The body works best when you maintain it.”

      Kaylee fought back another yawn as she retrieved a tray and perused the camp’s lunch fare. All of it was Earth-grown, shipped across seventy-nine million kilometers of orbital space, and manufactured to last. Inside the colonies, more and more local food was consumed, but out in the work camps, they ate the cheap stuff.

      “Sorry, Ned,” Kaylee said. “Don’t mean to seem like I’m—”

      Ned waved a hand, brushing her apology aside. “Nah. Takes getting used to. Forty minutes a day doesn’t sound like much, but those short Earth days you’re used to will take their toll. Happens to everyone their first couple months here.”

      Kaylee smiled her reply as the two of them piled their trays with canned peaches, beef jerky in gravy, and vacuum-packed broccoli. They’d all been so nice since she arrived. Everyone back home had warned her about the Martians and their bias against Earthborn humans, but Kaylee had yet to experience that bias firsthand.

      She joined Ned and a few of the other supervisor-level workers at one of the main tables. Kaylee was Quality Assurance Chief, a role that had seemed to elude the Martians despite their attempts to fill it from their own ranks. Around the table were Chief Logistics Officer Miriam Hazra, Chief Technical Officer Ben Santos, and Operations Manager Lijing Chang. They all scooted and rearranged their trays to make room for the two newcomers at the round, plastic table.

      “Heard we might cap the nozzle this afternoon,” Lijing said, raising a paltry toast with her thermos of water.

      “To Kaylee,” Ned said, playing along and raising his thermos as well. The others followed suit. “May our next turbine activation not blow up in our faces like the last one.”

      “Hear, hear,” the others joined in, including a halfhearted Kaylee. Stainless steel bottles clanged. Everyone chuckled, then dug into their meals.

      No one was overly formal on the project. They were all sitting around a Protofab-grade table with environmental hazard gear dangling loose from their clothing. All of them were sweaty and dirty with a powdery red coating of untamed soil from outside the dome. Perfunctory discussions of work-related topics soon gave way to chatting about the latest movies, soccer, and the upcoming Emancipation Day celebration on Earth.

      When talk crept toward politics, Kaylee wolfed down the last of her soggy, vacuum-preserved broccoli, and excused herself. “Time to prep that turbine for low-speed testing.”

      The rest of them gave a quick acknowledgment and returned to discussing local elections.

      Kaylee pulled down her goggles, fixed her filtration mask back in place, and stepped out into the dusty Martian wilderness. She took a breath in the privacy of her own company, and the rubbery smell came as a welcome reprise.
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      Grab a copy of Human Phase, book 6 of Robot Geneticists, and continue your adventure now.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      While the action of the first four books was packed into a reasonably short timeframe—from a societal perspective, at least—I wanted to show how the Robot Geneticists’ view of Earth evolved over time. Up until now, there had been a relatively small population, carefully controlled and cultivated. Fast forward sixteen years, and humanity’s numbers are growing to the point where they are looking to stretch and grow, pushing the boundaries of the society robotkind has established.

      In short, it was time for a human villain.

      Alex Truman is Charlie7’s ego run amok. Given an unfortunate confluence of genetics and upbringing, Alex becomes aware of just how much smarter he is than everyone else. With an immense intellect and both internal and external expectations to excel beyond imagining, he’s under intense pressure to succeed and succeed at an early age. He’s in a rush to the finish line, all too aware that the life expectancy of a prodigy is measured in years, not decades. Raised by the world’s foremost political manipulator, Alex tries to emulate his robotic father and cut corners, challenge rulings, and generally make a nuisance of himself until he gets his way.

      And unlike many villains, Alex is willing to learn from the mistakes of the past.

      I think the parallels to human history are where Alex comes across in his truest villain form. He’s willing to do almost anything, be nearly anyone, if it wins him the power to do as he pleases. With thousands of years of human history at his disposal, in addition to modern data science, he’s treating the Earth as a puzzle to be solved.

      In the end, all he really wanted was to achieve greatness.

      Some parents leave bigger genes to fill than others.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books by J. S. Morin

          

        

      

    

    
      Black Ocean

      Black Ocean is a fast-paced fantasy space opera series about the small crew of the Mobius trying to squeeze out a living. If you love fantasy and sci-fi, and still lament over the cancellation of Firefly, Black Ocean is the series for you!

      Read about the Black Ocean series and discover where to buy at: blackoceanmissions.com

      

      Black Ocean: Astral Prime

      Co-written with author M.A. Larkin, Black Ocean: Astral Prime hearkens back to location-based space sci-fi classics like Babylon 5 and Star Trek: Deep Space Nine. Astral Prime builds on the rich Black Ocean universe, introducing a colorful cast of characters for new and returning readers alike. Come along for the ride as a minor outpost in the middle of nowhere becomes a key point of interstellar conflict.

      Read about the Black Ocean: Astral Prime series and discover where to buy at: astralprimemissions.com

      

      Twinborn Chronicles: Awakening

      Experience the journey of mundane scribe Kyrus Hinterdale who discovers what it means to be Twinborn—and the dangers of getting caught using magic in a world that thinks it exists only in children’s stories.

      

      Twinborn Chronicles: War of 3 Worlds

      Then continue on into the world of Korr, where the Mad Tinker and his daughter try to save the humans from the oppressive race of Kuduks. When their war spills over into both Tellurak and Veydrus, what alliances will they need to forge to make sure the right side wins? 

      Read about the Mad Tinker Chronicles and discover where to buy at: twinbornchronicles.com

      

      Robot Geneticists

      Robot Geneticists brings genetic engineering into a post-apocalytic Earth, 1000 years aliens obliterated all life.

       

      These days, even the humans are built by robots.

       

      Charlie7 is the oldest robot alive. He’s seen everything from the fall of mankind at the hands of alien invaders to the rebuilding of a living world from the algae up. But what he hasn’t seen in over a thousand years is a healthy, intelligent human. When Eve stumbles into his life, the old robot finally has something worth coming out of retirement for: someone to protect.

      Read about all of the Robot Geneticists books and discover where to buy at: robotgeneticists.com

      

      Sins of Angels

      Co-written with author M.A. Larkin, Sins of Angels is an epic space opera series set 3000 years after the fall of Earth. With the scope of Dune and the adventurous spirit of Indiana Jones, it delivers a conflict that spans galaxies and rests on the spirit of brave researcher Professor Rachel Jordan. Follow the complete saga, and watch as the fate of our species hangs in the balance.

      Read about Sins of Angels and discover where to buy at: sinsofangelsbooks.com

      

      Shadowblood Heir

      Shadowblood Heir explores what would happen if the writer of your favorite epic fantasy TV show died before the show ended—and the show was responsible. If you wonder what it would be like if an epic fantasy world invaded our world, this urban fantasy story might give you that glimpse.

      Read about Shadowblood Heir and discover where to buy at: shadowbloodheir.com

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Email Insiders

          

        

      

    

    
      You made it to the end! Maybe you’re just persistent, but hopefully that means you enjoyed the book. But this is just the end of one story. If you’d like reading my books, there are always more on the way!

      Perks of being an Email Insider include:

      
        	Notification of book releases (often with discounts)

        	Inside track on beta reading

        	Advance review copies (ARCs)

        	Access to Inside Exclusive bonus extras and giveaways

        	Best of my blog about fantasy, science fiction, and the art of worldbuilding

      

      

      Sign up for the my Email Insiders list at:

      jsmorin.com/updates

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      I am a creator of worlds and a destroyer of words. As a fantasy writer, my works range from traditional epics to futuristic fantasy with starships. I have worked as an unpaid Little League pitcher, a cashier, a student library aide, a factory grunt, a cubicle drone, and an engineer—there is some overlap in the last two.

      Through it all, though, I was always a storyteller. Eventually I started writing books based on the stray stories in my head, and people kept telling me to write more of them. Now, that’s all I do for a living.

      I enjoy strategy, worldbuilding, and the fantasy author’s privilege to make up words. I am a gamer, a joker, and a thinker of sideways thoughts. But I don’t dance, can’t sing, and my best artistic efforts fall short of your average notebook doodle. When you read my books, you are seeing me at my best.

      My ultimate goal is to be both clever and right at the same time. I have it on good authority that I have yet to achieve it.

      
        
        Connect with me online

        jsmorin.com
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