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      Rachel Eighteen worked with deliberate care at the controls of the upload console. She’d worked her whole career, brief as it had been, to reach this moment. The chassis in the upload rig was inert, factory pristine, and waiting for her command.

      With each step of the initialization sequence, Rachel paused. She didn’t have to look over her shoulder to know that Charlie13 was standing there, watching silently and making sure she didn’t botch a perfectly good robot.

      Not that Rachel expected to.

      She had assisted at every step of the process. There had been meetings of the Mixing Committee, where she attended as an officially sanctioned observer. Charlie13 had consulted her and debated with her over the merits of each percentage point assigned to the mixture of personalities. But in the end, Charlie13 had done all the delicate programming work, selecting the areas of each synaptic map to include in the mixture. It was the Upload Chairman’s responsibility that this went smoothly, that the new robot was happy and productive in his new life.

      And this robot would be a “he.”

      The heading at the top of the upload informational panel designated him Toby521, the latest in a long, noble line of hardworking team players. He was to be 55 percent Toby, 33 percent John, and the remaining 12 percent would be Charlie.

      Rachel was quite pleased that she had successfully lobbied for her first upload to be a Charlie of some kind, even if it was a minority personality.

      “Keep it moving,” Charlie13 prompted. “There’s caution, and then there’s dallying. The observers are all important, busy people.”

      Rachel nodded and ran the simulated upload. On the screen, a dummy upload ran against a mathematical model of Toby521’s crystalline matrix. The simulation was silent, not like the upload would be with its power electronics humming and whining.

      A moment later, the screen returned a message in green: SUCCESSFUL.

      “Go fetch our—your—guests,” Charlie13 said. He smiled faintly. It was more than the ever-reserved robot showed to most other people. At times, Rachel wondered if he had spoken with Nora109 about the best way to motivate and educate young humans.

      Rachel headed to the door, tapped the release controls, then clasped her hands behind her back and attempted to appear professional. The door slid open, and a murmur of multiple conversations on the far side ebbed quickly to silence. “Thank you all for coming,” Rachel said crisply. “We are about to begin.”

      She stepped aside as committee chairs and ancient robots jumbled past in a polite mass. Rachel had studied up on the attendees list and could name them all. But it was the ones she needed no primer to identify whom she was happiest to see.

      Charlie7 sauntered past with an air of calm assurance. The eldest of all robotkind deactivated the light of one eye in Rachel’s direction in imitation of a human wink as he passed her.

      Toby22 held his chin up. As the unofficial representative of all the Tobies on Earth and working in the solar system beyond, it was his honor to welcome a new member to his kind.

      Most of all, however, it was Eve who Rachel was looking for in the crowd. Despite being notably smaller than her robotic peers, Eve stood out. Her human flesh was a splash of color amid the cold and drab metallic tones of the other guests. Despite the hard, unyielding set to her sister’s face most times, Eve graced Rachel with a warm grin.

      Eve was proud of her. That meant more than the approval of Charlie13 or all the rest of the robots put together.

      Rachel’s spirits soared. Of course, Eve was proud. This was Rachel’s big day, bigger than her Emancipation Day, certainly. While there was more pomp and party around an emancipation, all it really represented was that a human had become trusted to feed and house herself without supervision, and that she’d acquired enough education to choose her own path onward in more advanced topics.

      Emancipation was a mere milestone. This was an achievement.

      “Today marks the first day of Toby521,” Rachel said formally. Charlie13 had provided her a script to memorize—a trivial matter given how short it was. Nonetheless, Rachel found her head swimming. She blinked back into the moment and finished. “If anyone has objections or concerns, this is your final opportunity to voice them.”

      Rachel counted silently in her head, trying desperately to keep the fifteen-second pause as atomically precise as a human mind could manage. Everyone in the audience, Eve included, had computerized chronometers available to measure the pause. Rachel didn’t.

      “Very well,” Rachel said with a tight sigh of relief that she hoped no one noticed. “Let us begin.”

      There was only one step left. The rest had been pre-arranged during the diagnostics and initialization. Rachel’s finger hovered over the button.

      She looked back. Charlie13 gave a nod.

      Rachel took a glance into the crowd. Eve nodded as well.

      Rachel hit “Upload.”

      The rig roared to life. Electrical inverters hummed and moaned. Magnetic coils bucked and strained against their metallic support structures, controlling tight electromagnetic fields as they wrote data to the crystalline matrix. The floor beneath their feet hummed.

      Everyone waited in silence as the upload rig forced over a petabyte of data into the waiting robotic chassis.

      When the process completed, Rachel scurried to the foot of the rig, where a robot who should have been Toby521 awaited her greeting.

      “Ugh,” the new robot muttered as the upload systems disconnected from his skull. “Where am I?”

      “Let’s start with who,” Rachel said, taking a deep breath. “You are Toby521.”

      “I… yeah. I… I am,” Toby521 replied. “Did I pass out or something? I know this is horrible, but I can’t remember last night. What’s your name, again?”

      Charlie13 had warned Rachel of bizarre behavior in newly awakened robots. She tried to adjust her sails to the wind she’d been given. “We haven’t met. My name is Rachel Eighteen. I am human.”

      “Well, no kidding you’re human,” Toby521 said with a hint of annoyance.

      Toby521 sat upright against the angled bed of the upload rig, feet propped on a footrest ten centimeters off the ground. Glowing robotic eyes blinked several times as his head swiveled, scanning the room and its occupants. “Oh… my… God.”

      Rachel waited, fighting back a smile without much success as she watched enlightenment dawn on her first living creation.

      Toby521 leaped from the upload table. Rachel froze, unsure what to make of the new robot interposing his body between her and the spectators. He backed toward her, arms spread, facing the crowd.

      “Stay behind me! It’s all right. I won’t let them get you. They don’t seem to be approaching, but don’t make any sudden movements.”

      Rachel reached up and put a hand on Toby521’s shoulder. “Everything is OK. No one’s hurting anyone today. This will all make sense soon. If you think about a data structure, you will find a root directory that includes a filed named So_I’m_A_Robot_Now. In it, you’ll find—”

      After a split-second delay that could have accounted for Toby521 accessing that file and browsing its contents, his outstretched arms relaxed. He scanned the assembly of robots in attendance, then turned to meet Rachel’s eye. “It worked! Haha! It worked!” A manic grin broke out on Toby521’s robotic features. Realization sinking in, he fought to compose himself, weight shifting rapidly from one foot to the other. “Where’s Dr. Truman?”

      Charlie13 stepped forward. “Welcome to the year 3098, Toby. I’m not Dr. Charles Truman, but I am a personality mix that features Dr. Truman in a prominent role. My name is Charlie13.”

      “Charlie13,” Toby521 echoed, pointing to the upload chairman. He pointed to himself. “Toby521. And this all makes perfect sense somehow. Why?”

      Rachel cleared her throat. “It’s all explained in So_I’m_A_Robot_Now. I wrote most of it myself.”

      Charlie7 strode forward, hand extended. This wasn’t part of the protocol, but Rachel hadn’t needed to be warned that Charlie7 and protocol didn’t cooperate. “Great to meet you, Toby521. I’m Charlie7, oldest robot around. Also the highest mix percentage of old Charlie around. Always have a soft spot for a new Toby mix.”

      Toby521’s eyes seemed to stare into space. “Yes… I see you named in the welcome file. So… weird…”

      “The computer access takes getting used to,” Charlie7 explained. “But I wouldn’t know what to do without it at this point. It’s like a superpower, almost.”

      Toby521 gave a brief chuckle. “I was always a fan of—” he caught himself, looking from Charlie7 to Charlie13, then to Rachel. “But you all knew that, right? I mean, I’m mixed. You controlled what went into my mental makeup. Who am I—never mind. Found it. John and… a little Charlie for good measure. Weird. Everyone calls him Charlie now? He used to pitch a fit about people forgetting his doctorate.”

      Muted chuckles echoed from around the room. Toby521’s head jerked from one direction to the next, trying to take in all the spectators. “Just one other human. And she looks a lot like you.”

      Rachel swept out a hand and invited Eve forward. “Toby, this is Eve. She’s the chairwoman of the Human Welfare Committee and my older sister.”

      Eve stuck out a hand. Rachel could make out the thin, raised lines that betrayed the data cables running beneath her skin. Rachel was happy with a more ergonomic human interface, but Eve had opted to hybridize in a vain effort to keep pace with her robotic colleagues.

      “Pleasure to meet you,” Eve said as Toby521 shook her hand gingerly, as if he were afraid to crush it.

      “Human Welfare Committee,” Toby521 said as he released Eve’s hand. “Sounds like a big job. What’s the population back up to? Last I recall, things were looking a little bleak. I imagine that after 1,033 years, we ought to have—”

      “Eighty-seven,” Eve replied before Toby521 could venture a guess. “I am twenty-four years old, and I’m the eldest of the emancipated humans.”

      “Emancipated… what’s going on here?” Toby521 asked.

      Rachel flashed a smile and stepped in to intervene. “Let’s let everyone get back to their jobs now. I’m the one whose job it is to help you adjust.”

      “But… but I—” Toby521 spluttered as the attending robots filtered past on their way to the exit. They offered perfunctory greetings and well-wishes. Several assured the new robot that everything would make sense and not to worry.

      The door slid shut behind them all with a whoosh.

      Toby521 turned to Charlie13, the only robot remaining in the room. “Dr. Truman, what happened? Don’t tell me to look in the damn file. It’s me, Toby. Just level with me. What have I missed?”

      Charlie13 rested a hand on Toby521’s shoulder. “Humanity died out. Everything died. Everything. It’s taken us this long to bring it all back.”

      Toby521’s chest rose and fell rapidly, as if he were trying to hyperventilate but failing for lack of lungs. “Why bring me into a world like that?”

      Rachel interposed herself. “Hi. I’m a little new at this. How about I make you a deal? You agree not to freak out on my first day uploading robots, and I’ll do my best to answer all your questions. Deal?”

      Toby521 looked to Charlie13, perhaps hoping for a better offer. But the old upload specialist just shrugged, held a hand out to indicate Rachel, and departed by the opposite door as had all the guests.

      Rachel fell under the new robot’s scrutiny. She held her breath and kept her smile frozen in place. She’d seen the simulations of robotic vision. Toby521 would see the ID he’d assigned to Rachel. There would be directory access from the corners of his vision, notifications from probably hundreds of well-wishers over the Social—which she’d have to run him through the basics of—and any notations he might have made about her.

      What the robot thought of her, Rachel could only guess. As much as Charlie13 had turned mixing into a proper science, there was still plenty of emergent behavior and cluttered personality data at work.

      At last, Toby521’s shoulders slumped. “Fine. Deal. But this had better make sense quick, or I can’t be held responsible for any freak-outs.”
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      Eve exchanged pleasantries with robots she rarely saw. She shook hands with Jason90 as the inventor made his way back to his own region of Kanto. There were hugs for Toby22 whom she wished she could see more often and Nora109 whom she had spoken to just yesterday. Jennifer81 paused to bring up unrelated committee business. Arthur19 drifted past and locked glares with her.

      Eventually, Charlie7 came out of the upload chamber, and Eve pulled him aside.

      “Professional opinion: how’d she do?” Eve asked in a whisper that any robot with audio receptors tuned in could easily have heard anyway.

      Charlie7 shrugged. “None of that was Rachel’s fault. If anyone, I’d blame ‘13. Sure, she probably pressured him to include a bit of Charlie in him—still better than a Charlie primary. Even a little Charlie’s going to make him rough around the edges with people. He’ll learn, though. Rachel? Good thinking on her feet… pleasant and comforting demeanor. Not a bad piece of midwifery.”

      Eve crinkled her nose. “It’s not the same thing, and you know it.”

      Folding his arms, Charlie7 leaned casually against the wall adjoining the upload chamber. “Lemme tell you, if newborn humans were this precocious, they’d be just as much trouble.”

      Remembering back to when she and Plato had first taken Abbigail home, Eve was inclined to disagree. Toby521 needed to learn how to recharge his power cells every month or two. He didn’t need someone to manage all his fluid and nutrient feeds—both in and out—around the clock. He moved under his own power, understood language, and was unlikely to come to harm under all but the most extreme circumstances.

      With a sigh, Eve headed for the skyroamer pads. Charlie7 fell into step beside her. After all, they were parked in the same place. “It’s always nice attending an activation, but I’m looking forward to getting home.”

      “You should take some time off. I know you set your own hours, but that doesn’t mean you have to set all of them,” Charlie7 pointed out. “I’ve been telling you, it’s only going to get bigger as time goes on.”

      The Human Welfare Committee was Eve’s responsibility. But the daily tasks piled up to account for all her time. Nora109 ran the school, which was running out of teenagers and beginning to fill with pre-adolescents. Ashley390 took care of the Sanctuary for Scientific Sins and its residents. But all the cloning efforts, regulatory adjustments to committee guidelines meant for robots, factory production of human products, emancipation planning, real estate designations, and any other aspect of robot society that brushed against the budding race of humanity was hers to oversee.

      “I’ll think about it,” Eve promised. It was one of those easy promises to keep—the kind she would have done anyway.

      Charlie7 stopped short and faced Eve when she pulled up alongside him. “Do more than just think,” Charlie7 warned, his voice taking on that stern, authoritarian tone that said “for your own good.”

      Eve gave a terse nod, more an acknowledgment than an agreement. In the grand scheme of things, technically Charlie7 worked for her. As head of the Human Protection Agency, he was her enforcement department. But for all practical purposes, Charlie7 didn’t answer to anyone.

      When they emerged onto the landing zone where Eve, Charlie7, and many of the other robots had parked their skyroamers, it was raining. Actually, it was pouring. Eve had known to expect it, but that didn’t make the prospect any more welcome. She’d showered once already today. A second dousing with her clothes on would be worse than useless.

      Some of the robots made token efforts to shield faces or the openings of shirt collars from the rainfall. Residual behavior, Eve knew. Most ignored the weather, heading to skyroamers and treading the same footsteps they had trod upon their last sunny-day visit to the vast factory. Puddles formed in some of those footprints, forcing Eve to wonder whether those repeated steps in the same spots really did add up over decades or centuries.

      Charlie7 was one of the robots who didn’t show the slightest hesitation. Human as he sounded when speaking—more so than many other robots, Eve had realized over time as she knew more humans—he was fully adapted to robotic life. Every foible of humanity in his crystalline matrix, he’d overcome. Sure, he still laughed and winked and shrugged, but that was nonverbal communication. He didn’t flinch, didn’t gasp, didn’t cringe or cower or run his hands through hair he no longer grew.

      Eve could only hope to be so controlled.

      Clenching her jaw against the cold, pelting rain, Eve strode across the open landing zone. Her implanted lenses reported that the distance was 75.3 meters to her skyroamer and dropped with each stride. A twitch of her fingers brought up the menu for the skyroamer’s operating system. With a series of subtle gestures, she selected Canopy > Open.

      Timing it with near perfection, Eve climbed inside just as the canopy gave her the clearance to squeeze in. She shut it again before much rain could chase her inside. With the control console before her, Eve didn’t have to use her implanted interface to turn on the ventilation system full blast, power up the ion engines, or open a Social channel to Paris.

      Eve just preferred it that way.

      As she waited for someone to accept the connection on the far end, Eve ran her hands over her scalp, squeezing the water from her carefully maintained 8-centimeter hair and wiping it on her pants.

      The skyroamer was just lifting off on autopilot when the video feed popped up in her field of view, projected directly onto her retinas.

      “Hi Mommy!” a delighted Abbigail squealed, waving a hand at the camera. She was seeing Eve’s image from the internal cockpit feed. “You coming home yet?”

      “I’m on my way, pumpkin,” Eve promised, still wondering how Plato had ever gotten the term of endearment to stick. “Watch for me to land at 11:42 exactly.”

      Abbigail’s glance shot off screen. Her little face crinkled in a frown. “That’s too long. Be home faster, Mommy.”

      Without warning, Abbigail rose up out of the camera’s view. Giant hands wrapped around her midsection. Seconds later, Plato settled into the seat in front of the terminal, and Abbigail settled onto his knee, totally nonplussed by her brief time airborne.

      “Hey, Eve,” Plato said with the goofy grin he always had on around Abbigail. “Me and Abby were just playing city. I got to be the monster who destroyed it.”

      “Daddy stepped on Mr. Charlie’s house,” Abbigail said, acting aghast with wide eyes and a smirk on her face.

      Plato bounced their daughter on his knee. “How’d the activation go?”

      “The new Toby seems a little eccentric, but other than that, I think it went fine. Will you be making lunch, or will we be eating food today?”

      “Mommy, what do you mean, eccentric?” Abbigail asked.

      Eve wondered briefly at the child’s question. She had a program installed that cross-referenced her interactions with Abbigail against child psychology texts from the Human Era. By all rights, she should have had to explain the meaning of the word “eccentric” to a five-year-old, but that wasn’t what Abbigail was asking.

      “He’s a little more excitable than most new robots,” Eve explained. “He had more interesting questions than usual, like asking how many humans there were, and what he had been doing the night before.”

      Abbigail giggled. “He’s new. He didn’t do anything last night.”

      At her age, Eve had thought robots had always existed. The idea of one being built would have seemed impossible.

      “I’ll be back in time for lunch. If neither of you wants to tell me what that’s going to be, fine. But if it’s peanut butter salad again…”

      Plato held up a hand for a solemn oath. “I will veto anything weird.”

      “Awwww,” Abbigail whined.

      “Too weird,” Plato corrected quickly, which seemed to placate the girl.

      “After lunch, we can practice forms,” Eve said. “OK?”

      Abbigail held one hand stiff and flat, then pressed her other fist against it and gave a jerky bow.

      Once, Phoebe had looked at old videos of the Eve clones and claimed that they had been adorable as children. Genetically identical to her mother and aunts, Abbigail was daily proof of how right Phoebe had been.

      “All right,” Eve told the girl. “You just keep Daddy out of trouble until I get home.”

      When the video feed ended, Eve was left wishing that she had been joking with the girl.
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      Wherever Rachel went that morning, Toby521 was a pace behind her. She had never owned a puppy, but from idiomatic references in the planetary archives, she now understood the phrase “followed her around like a puppy.”

      According to Charlie13, the average newly awakened robot required ninety-three minutes of personal attention before deciding to venture off to learn about the world on their own. The standard deviation on that figure was eighteen minutes, and the record was held by John31 at just over three hours.

      “So, when you were rescued, you’d never eaten ice cream before?” Toby521 asked.

      Toby521 had been following Rachel around Kanto for over five hours. At first, she’d tried working while carrying on a conversation. But eventually, she just had to give in, request the remainder of the day off from work, and devote all her attention to her new pet robot.

      “None of us had,” Rachel said, sitting cross-legged on the couch of her Kanto apartment with a bowl of raspberry ice cream balanced in her lap. “Evelyn11 had a lot in mind for us, and nutritionally dubious treats weren’t anywhere in her plans.”

      “Is there any way I can try some?” Toby521 asked, eyeing the ice cream maker on the counter.

      Rachel swallowed a spoonful.

      This wasn’t right. Toby521 was totally ignoring his So_I’m_A_Robot_Now file. Maybe he was malfunctioning. If Rachel was wrong, it would be rude of her to suggest it, but she had to know.

      “Probably not,” Rachel replied. “But let me go find Charlie13 and ask him.”

      Toby521 nodded enthusiastically. “Excellent idea. Even 65 percent of a Dr. Truman ought to be pretty clever. I’ll just watch some news, if you don’t mind.”

      Rachel didn’t. She showed him the basics for using the remote—information readily available in his welcome package—and headed out.

      This wasn’t her fault. Charlie13 had done all the mixing himself. All Rachel had done was to make suggestions, observe, and hit the button at the end. She wasn’t qualified to mix personalities yet, and both she and Charlie13 knew it.

      So why did she feel responsible for Toby521 being so odd?

      “Ready to resume work?” Charlie13 asked when she entered his office. Her chair beside his, overlooking the master uploader’s console, sat empty and waiting.

      Rachel sighed. “Unfortunately, no. I told Toby521 I would find out if there was any way for him to eat ice cream. So—for formality’s sake—can he?”

      “Of course not.”

      “I know, but I said I’d ask anyway,” Rachel said. “But really, I came to find out what’s wrong with him? He’s so… needy.”

      Charlie13’s console went dark. He turned to fix his full attention on Rachel. “He is neither a toddler nor a hamster. If you tell him to look up the answers to simple queries himself, he won’t be offended. He’s a Toby. To varying degrees, they are all obsessively curious over mundane details. That’s part of what makes them so amenable to handling monotonous duties.”

      “But I’ve never had a robot be so… clingy.”

      In her admittedly limited experience, new robots were almost always more interested in seeing the world for themselves than having it explained to them.

      “Toby521 is an outlier, to be sure,” Charlie13 said. “But he’s shown no indications that he poses a danger to you or anyone else, that he will object to performing the landscaping and civil engineering support roles he was mixed for, or that he has any desires to return to a human body. While I’m perfectly willing to allow you to indulge his need for companionship for as long as he wishes—data is data, after all—you are also perfectly within your rights to tell him to go find someone else to bother. He has a brand new skyroamer and a temporary apartment to call his own; he doesn’t need you for anything.”

      Rachel pursed her lips.

      Charlie13 was right, of course. She couldn’t recall a time when he hadn’t been. Certain flamboyant robots spoke to hear the sound of their voices. They made statements that sounded nice but weren’t always factually accurate. But unlike those loose-tongued robots, Charlie13 spoke in facts.

      With a muttered apology for bothering her supervisor, Rachel headed back to her apartment.

      As soon as she entered, Toby521 paused the news feed he was watching. A frozen flat image of Parisian construction remained on the screen with a caption that read, “Paul208 and Phoebe Sixteen Reveal New Plan for Civic Center.”

      “So?” Toby521 asked with an expectant smile.

      “Robots can’t eat ice cream,” Rachel reported.

      Toby521 gritted his teeth and jerked his head aside. “Bugger.” But as quickly as the annoyance came on, it slipped away to be replaced by that same wondrous curiosity he’d shown all day. “Hey, I was noticing something as I read through that So_I’m_A_Robot_Now pamphlet of yours. It says they mix robots from twenty-seven personalities dating back to Project Transhuman.”

      “Yeah,” Rachel confirmed. It was basic stuff. Maybe Toby521 wasn’t curious. Maybe he had an improperly mixed learning algorithm. Theoretically, it was possible to grab pieces of three brains and be missing an essential element like that. Seemed farfetched, though. Charlie13 had warned Rachel of it for fear she would make that kind of inexcusable mistake. The old mixing expert knew better.

      “That number doesn’t sound right. Are you sure twenty-seven is correct?”

      Rachel tried to mask her exasperated sigh with a tight smile. “Let’s check at the source, shall we?”

      Toby521 followed Rachel to a terminal in her home office and watched over her shoulder as she logged into Kanto’s systems. With a biometric lockout, she didn’t have to worry about Toby521 gaining unauthorized access.

      PERSONALITY MIX > LIST OF AVAILABLE PERSONALITIES > ALL

      The mixing simulator was completely at Rachel’s disposal. Before Charlie13 ever let her upload to a live robot, she was going to have to simulate dozens—possibly hundreds—of viable mixes that met Charlie13’s approval. She’d played with the system at length, creating artists and musicians from bits of Nora’s childhood pottery classes and the two years Arthur had spent in his high school marching band. She simulated a robot with no interests whatsoever out of Jennifer’s obsessive organization, Holly’s love of algorithms, and Dale’s analytical approach to management. She’d tried two-personality mixes and mixtures that included as many as five personalities.

      There was no one who knew this system better than Rachel except the two robots who’d held the job of mixer: Charlie7 and Charlie13.

      There they were, all twenty-seven names of the scientific personalities Rachel had been working with her entire time at Kanto. She’d met robots from every one of those archetypes, knew their quirks and predispositions to the core.

      Rachel held out a hand to the list on screen and looked up at Toby521.

      The robot was so new that he squinted when he looked intently at the list. As if it would help him see better. He scowled. His head shook ever so slightly.

      “No… that’s not right at all…”

      Rachel cleared her throat and gestured a little harder.

      “Mind humoring me?” Toby521 asked.

      What else had Rachel been doing all day? To humor him any more completely would require a comedy routine. “Sure.”

      “Get out of the mix protocol… root directory… now archival scans…”

      Rachel put in the commands as he requested them, sparing him a quick glance as she wondered why a Toby knew so much about how Kanto’s computers worked. Toby was a gardener archetype. They directed bulldozers. They planted trees. Tobies fed deer and flew bears off to new habitats.

      Tobies didn’t mix robots.

      But this Toby seemed to know more than he ought to about Charlie13’s line of work. “Go ahead. Run your search from here.”

      “These are just the raw scans from the Human Era,” Rachel protested. “The mixing copies have been sanitized to remove corrupted data. Charlie13 showed me himself. It’s the same list, just with dangerously aberrant anomalies included. Using these, you could get—”

      “Please,” Toby521 said. “Can you just run it? I need to see.”

      Rachel ran the search. Given the limited scope, the results came back before her finger lifted from the touch pad. But what the database returned wasn’t possible.

      She blinked.

      The list didn’t change.

      Rachel rubbed her eyes.

      “See?” Toby521 said with a quiet sigh of relief. “That’s more like it.”

      The list showed thirty-three scans.
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      Dale2 drummed his fingers on his desk. The screen in front of him showed a network of mining vessels arrayed at the edge of the solar system. Some of them carried loyalist robots aboard, ones willing to fudge ore collection numbers for him. Others didn’t. Dale2’s task was, as usual, acquiring what he needed without anyone knowing he was getting it.

      Alison75, one of Dale2’s underlings, had recently taken on a mining assignment. She was captaining the Appalachia for the next five years. While he didn’t question her loyalty, he wanted a longer track record of ore collection before she started skimming for Martian production supply. There was always later. So long as no one discovered the conspirators’ presence on Mars, there would always be later.

      An alert popped up on Dale2’s console, utterly unrelated to mining, minerals, or industrial production.

      He double-checked. Despite all the fail-safes in place, it wouldn’t do to get worked up over a false positive.

      Tapping through menus, Dale2 ran diagnostics, bounced back a system request that looked like a simple database inquiry about logistical needs, and repeated the process for good measure.

      “I’ll be damned. It’s about time,” Dale2 muttered to himself.

      He opened a comm to another mining ship, one that made the quick, easy runs in the asteroid belt between Jupiter and Mars.

      “What?” Charlie25 snapped the instant the call connected. The former uploader was back in a robotic chassis under the assumed identity of Marvin113. He hadn’t been happy over either the assignment or the change in name.

      “Cut the aggrieved robot act,” Dale2 chided him. “I’ve got a job for you—something better suited to your talents.”

      Dale2 counted processor cycles as he waited for Charlie25’s reaction. Accounting for transmission delay, his reply was virtually instantaneous. “Oh?” The prospect of some better assignment seemed to snap the robot from his dour mood.

      “A kindly young human has finally managed to get around the lockout,” Dale2 continued with a smug grin he didn’t pretend to hide.

      “That nonsense again? I worked on that factory for centuries. I’ve had half the equipment in there torn down to its component parts and gone over every line of code. There’s nothing hidden there.”

      “You’re programmed that way.”

      “I wasn’t programmed!” Charlie25 barked. “I was mixed. Bits and pieces plucked from Charlie Truman, Jason Sanborn, and Dale Chalmers. There are no lines of code until you reach the interface layer. You should stick to the paper-pushing and leave the science to real scientists.”

      Dale2 didn’t lose his coolant. He tapped the tips of his gloved, stainless steel fingers together and waited for a gap in Charlie25’s rant.

      “Yes. You know Kanto as well as any of us. That’s why I called you instead of someone more pliable and cooperative. But if you think you know everything hidden in that monument to Charlie2’s hubris, then explain this.”

      With the touch of a button, Dale2 sent a link to Charlie25’s ship. He waited, counting the milliseconds until the message arrived.

      “Anyone could have faked this,” Charlie25 said cautiously. “It proves nothing.”

      “I didn’t fake it,” Dale2 assured him. “And proof is the reason I called you. Access Kanto’s database. The files you’ll be accessing haven’t been touched in a millennium. That’ll be good enough to take that lying sack of circuits off his pedestal.”

      “I don’t see how removing Charlie7 from the picture will—”

      “It will change everything!” Dale2 thundered, slamming a fist on his console and sending spiderweb cracks across the surface.

      “—advance our goals. We’ve already been—” Charlie25 flinched as Dale2’s outburst caught up to him in real time. “Fine. Then tell me this: how am I supposed to access systems I’m ‘programmed’ not to be able to search for?”

      Dale2 waited as emotional buffers cleared. There were days where he regretted leaving so many of his human foibles intact, but he was so close to reverting back to human existence. It was all going to pay off soon enough.

      “You need the girl,” Dale2 said. “The Madison Maxwell-Chang clone known as Rachel Eighteen.”

      The “later” that had so long eluded Dale2 was finally at hand.
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      Charlie7 had a front row seat for the first human performance at Radio City Music Hall since before the invasion. Though located on the site of the original, its surroundings were now a deciduous forest instead of the bustle of downtown Manhattan. A winding gravel path led Charlie7 from the skyroamer lot at Central Park to the theater nestled in a clearing.

      It had been worth the trip.

      Heracles was among the last of the Plato clones to gain emancipation. It wasn’t for lack of intellect or physical ability. Of all the humans alive, he had possibly suffered most at the hands of his creator. With his entire body covered in fur and eyes of feline morphology, Heracles struggled to reconcile his place among humans and robots alike.

      It had taken years for Heracles to gain the confidence to take control of his life, no longer sheltered and protected under the infinite patience of Nora109. Though his emancipation ceremony had been months ago, tonight was his true emergence into society. Tonight, he played.

      The storybook tale of Heracles’s journey from lab experiment to concert pianist would have claimed his playing reminded the jaded old robots of the choirs of angels. Some tortured, beautiful part of his soul would have risen above his upbringing and emerged, phoenix like, from the ashes.

      Tapping out such ancient melodies as “Ode to Joy” and “Imagine,” Heracles was serviceable at best.

      More than eighty robots were in attendance. Most had come for the novelty of the show. Some had come merely to show support. Charlie7 had come because it was expected of him.

      After Heracles finished “Imagine”—an entirely instrumental version, thank Lennon—he rose and accepted his applause with a formal bow. Despite his leonine appearance, the tuxedo lent him dignity. “Thank you. My next piece will be…”

      Charlie7 didn’t need the program read aloud to him. All the theatergoers had received it in advance digitally. What had caught Charlie7’s attention, however, was a digital message of a different sort.

      ALERT. KANTO RESERVE DATABASE ACCESSED.

      Unlike many other system broadcasts, there was no other robot on Earth whom Kanto’s main computer would contact for this breach.

      Charlie7 experienced a brief series of blank processor cycles as the implications hit him. “Reserve Database” was a timeworn euphemism for “files nobody should ever see again.” If Charlie7 had been less the curator and more the vandal, he’d have deleted them.

      However, Charlie7 hadn’t been able to sever a tie that went back so far, tethering him to a distant past in flesh and blood. Much as it pained him to think someone might one day get into that archive, despite his best efforts, he couldn’t destroy the information it contained.

      It would have been akin to burning the Library of Alexandria.

      As Heracles sat back down to play, Charlie7 found his thoughts looping. He was trapped here. Leaving in the middle of the show would be inexcusably rude, and his best efforts to make excuses might not be good enough. The Human Protection Agency was a country club job these days, not warranting hasty departures without warning.

      How had anyone gained access in the first place?

      The answer struck Charlie7 as so obvious it pained him. Rachel. It had to be her. Few enough robots were granted access to Kanto’s main systems. All of them were programmed with the blind spot. Charlie13 must have trusted Rachel with full access, which wasn’t the same as full access for anyone else but him.

      Rachel was human, and humans didn’t run on Charlie7’s software.

      If he’d spent more than a nanosecond in the past thousand years on those archives, it might have occurred to Charlie7 to remove them from public storage. But just as he’d buried the knowledge in Kanto’s database, he’d buried it in his own thoughts, as well.

      All this passed through Charlie7’s crystalline matrix within the first second of receiving the system alert.

      Charlie7’s mission was clear. He had to get to Rachel, swear her to silence, and contain the damage. She wasn’t the socialite that Phoebe was or a celebrity like Eve. At worst, maybe she’d mention it to Charlie13. That would be awkward to explain, but ‘13 knew how to keep his mouth shut and his data ports firewalled.

      Yes, the worst thing Charlie7 could do now was draw attention to himself.

      As soon as this performance was over, he’d offer his congratulations and make all haste to Kanto.

      Damage control would begin in eighty-four minutes, plus three minutes of obligatory socializing. He might even try to cut that to two and a half.
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      When Eve stepped down from her skyroamer on her private landing pad in Paris, she hadn’t expected to be greeted by Plato and Abbigail. Thus, she wasn’t surprised to find them absent.

      Unlike the island of Japan, the weather in western Europe was balmy, with wildflowers in full bloom and an azure sky of patchy clouds to spur fanciful imaginings. In short, it was the sort of day when a young child should be exploring the world, not waiting on a patch of asphalt for her mother to return.

      Eve crept around the house and into the grove of fruit trees that had been planted out back beyond the lawn. The grounds were tended. Pear and apple trees grew in regimented lines. Grassy lanes between the rows were kept trimmed as neatly as the yard. From one row over, she heard the sounds of an imaginary battle.

      “A harmless dragon, you say? A likely tale, forsooth,” Abbigail shouted in challenge. Eve peeked between the branches of adjacent apple trees to see the girl perched upon her father’s shoulders. The would-be knight was dressed in protofabbed plastic armor that clattered like a stack of cafeteria trays. Her lance was one of Plato’s golf clubs, the driver head tucked under her arm. “Your eating of robots is at an end. I, Chairwoman Abby of the Dragon Committee, hereby charge you with a violation of section 4.5, paragraph 6 of the Dragon Guidelines: no eating robots.”

      Eve nodded along. She’d read Abbigail’s committee charter. Paragraph 6 was succinct on the point of eating robots—there was to be none of it. The document was remarkably thorough for being the product of such a young mind, with clauses dictating habitat, diet, and social responsibilities of dragons. It was modeled loosely on the Human Welfare Committee charter, but Abbigail had made extensive alterations.

      Despite all her detailed work, section 4.5, paragraph 6 had been the focus of all of Chairwoman Abby’s adventures.

      “The penalty for eating robots is… death,” Abbigail said with adorable menace. Since Plato had drawn the line at any kind of reins, the armor-clad chairwoman gave her paternal mount a swift pat on the side of the head. “Charge!”

      As Plato galloped into action, holding onto Abbigail’s ankles in lieu of stirrups, today’s dragon became clear. Toby140 had left an auto-fertilizer drone on site. The ungainly contraption had been draped with a green tarpaulin, and when Plato reached into his pocket for the remote, it belched to life, spouting gouts of dust from an empty hopper.

      Plato pulled up short with just enough distance left for Abbigail to skewer the machine with the butt end of the golf club, rubber grip meeting sheet metal panel with a hollow thump that jostled the tarp.

      “Hooray,” Eve cheered. “The robots are safe!”

      “Hi Mommy,” Abbigail squealed. Plato had to crouch low before the girl dismounted while he was standing upright. As soon as little feet hit grass, the golf club dropped to the ground, and Abbigail was off like a shot.

      Eve braced for impact, scooping the heavier-by-the-day knight into her arms and lifting her for a hug. The plastic armor was ungainly, but Eve managed to find a spot on the girl’s cheek for a kiss.

      “How many dragons have you slain today?” Eve asked.

      Abbigail didn’t hesitate. “We’ve killed two and issued citations to four others.”

      Plato ambled over, damp with sweat from being a horse for much of the morning. “It’s the invisible ones that give me the most trouble.”

      Eve leveled a look at Plato that changed the subject without a single word.

      “Yogurt,” Plato replied to Eve’s unspoken question.

      “Yup,” Abbigail confirmed cheerily. “Minimize cooking time. Maximum time to play before Mommy has to go again.”

      Historical texts indicated that children showed an uncanny wisdom at times, unburdened by propriety and preconception. Eve swallowed back a lump as she gamely held onto her smile. Her five-year-old daughter was performing rudimentary schedule optimization to spend more time with her.

      Lunch was, as advertised, a simple meal of pre-packaged yogurt from the Pyrenees Agricultural Station. Abbigail had two 110-gram cups of yogurt with raspberries in them. Eve ate three. Plato preferred the plain variety and downed fourteen, leaving a small village of empty cups on the kitchen table.

      Afterward, Plato headed off to shower away the morning’s grime while Eve and Abbigail changed into matching practice uniforms of synthetic silk. Out in the yard, mother and daughter stood facing the Parisian skyline, where tall buildings peeked over treetops to remind them where they lived.

      Every action Eve performed, Abbigail mimicked. There were more advanced forms that Eve knew, and she could have performed any part of the routine far faster than the younger version of her could have hoped to match, but that wasn’t the point.

      Martial arts had passed father to son, mother to daughter, back in the days when humans roamed the Earth in staggering numbers. While of little inherent value themselves, the exercises and education paralleled the sharing of family and societal values. This was an ember of civilization that Eve enjoyed rekindling.

      During the ancient and hallowed traditional forms, Eve had shut off the visual overlay from her implanted computer. Despite a nigh-imperceptible optical shift from the plastic of the lenses themselves, Eve saw the world in its natural state.

      INCOMING TRANSMISSION. URGENT.

      Eve continued her routine, but there was a momentary falter.

      “What is it, Mommy?” Abbigail asked. “Are people in your eyes again?”

      She had vowed never to lie to the girl. Eve had been lied to her entire childhood, both by fact and omission. “Yes. But I can look at it later.”

      As Eve continued the progression of forms, Abbigail stopped. “Mommy, you have an important job. You can’t just not look at it.”

      A tight smile was all she could manage without her composure breaking. What had she done to deserve such a child? “All right. I’ll look.”

      Ethical emergency at site 140A. Request in-person disposition of anomalous embryonic development.

      It was from Elizabeth55 at the Madagascar Center for Human Advancement. Those were just fancy words to dress up a clone factory. Elizabeth55 had danced the tightrope of every ethical guideline, fastidiously adhering to committee restrictions but always right on the brink of violation. Everything they did was geared toward volume production of humanity, and Elizabeth55 leveraged her position on the Cloning Committee to stretch the regulations at every opportunity.

      “It’s Madagascar again,” Eve said glumly.

      Abbigail nodded. “I’ll make Daddy finish forms with me.”

      Eve knelt down and hugged her daughter. “I’m so sorry. I’ll make it up to you.”

      “I know,” Abbigail said. “You always do.”

      Eve hugged Abbigail again before she headed to her skyroamer. There might have been time for a change of clothes, but if she had any time at all to spare, it would have been saved for Abbigail.

      She called up an Earth map in her lenses. The overlay transparency allowed her to navigate the garden path to the landing area as she planned her trip. The Madagascar Center for Human Advancement blinked from a continent away.

      As she powered up the engines of the skyroamer, Eve fired off a quick message to Plato, sending the text sliding off the side of her interface. Abbigail could keep out of trouble until he was done showering.

      Eve lifted off and set a course for Madagascar. One feature of her computerized lenses was that they projected images directly to her retinas without distortion caused by tears.
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      Charlie25 had taken command of Mining Vessel 77405, giving the autonomous vessel a captain for the first time in decades. While that fact wasn’t unprecedented, what set Mining Vessel 77405 apart was the fact that its cargo could almost have been considered a crew.

      The hold of the mining ship had been converted to scientific use. As Charlie25 stalked the rows of transparent aluminum cylinders, he peered in at the occupants.

      Each was suspended in a syrupy non-Newtonian fluid that would resist the shock of sudden acceleration. Each was a hairless, fully formed adult human body. They bobbed in place, limp and unresponsive, fed by tubes and monitored by wires. Bubbles emitted from the rebreather fitted over nose and mouth at regular intervals. Each was an adult fetus awaiting birth.

      Even with false delivery orders, Kanto would see them coming.

      Charlie25 pressed a metallic hand to the outside of one cylinder, staring at the closed eyes of a body cloned from Mel Atkins, a former wrestling star. Dale2 had picked out the form. No two of his soldiers were alike. This one appeared the most menacing with muscle bulk and tone even in a comatose state.

      Not a single one of them scared him half as much as Charlie7.

      Dale2’s plan had more holes than a colander. Land at Kanto. Take over by force. Capture the human Rachel and force her compliance. Somehow, the secrets this girl had unlocked would topple the first in a series of dominoes that would bring down the whole system.

      Charlie25 didn’t know if that was possible.

      Certainly, he could take over Kanto. They’d brought the firepower to do that. No one knew the paltry defenses of the factory better than he. Even Charlie13 didn’t get bogged down in the daily production numbers and inventory capacity issues.

      “You don’t even understand what you are,” he told one of the glass jar occupants. She was one of four females in the group. Tactically speaking, twelve male specimens might have been more effective. But armed with coil rifles, strength was only a minor advantage.

      Studying the naked, floating body, Charlie25 remembered his time as Zeus. Even without the neurochemistry of a human, he’d had echoes of carnal yearnings. Now, those echoes were faded beyond distinguishing. He knew that the man, Charles Truman, would have wanted this woman. The robot, Charlie25, saw her as merely a proof of concept of Evelyn11’s research, an experiment he had improved upon.

      Telemetry came in from the mining ship’s computer. Earth’s atmosphere was two minutes away.

      “Mining Vessel 77405, come in,” a voice came over the ship’s receiver. It was Fred62. By vocal impression alone, it could have been any Fred, but Charlie25 only knew of one who would have business with a mining ship inbound from orbit. “We are currently over capacity on ore. Please divert to the West Virginia Orbital Ore Refinery.”

      Charlie25 didn’t answer.

      With atmospheric impact imminent, he made his way to the cockpit to secure himself for the roughest part of the ride. With each step, his magnetized boots reengaged the steel floor. A sharp enough jar, and he might pull loose from the floor to float free.

      None of the specimens were bothered by the lack of gravity, drifting in colloidal goo that would protect as well as secure them in transit.

      “Mining Vessel 77405, come in,” Fred62 repeated. “We are beyond capacity on ore at the moment. Alter course. Head for the West Virginia Orbital Ore Refinery.”

      Charlie25 felt a smirk tug at the corner of his lips. Still, he made no reply.

      “Mining Vessel 77405, I am overriding flight controls.”

      “Like hell you are,” Charlie25 muttered.

      The frustration was plain in his voice when Fred62 came back on the comm. “If anyone is even up there receiving, you better get your receiver back online pronto. Without traffic control, you’re a menace. I’m putting in a maintenance work order for you—don’t thank me. Just get that defective piece of garbage fixed before you foul up my production schedule.”

      The mining vessel rocked as it struck the mesosphere.

      Strapped securely into the pilot’s chair, Charlie25 watched the vessel’s projected time of arrival count down. It would be good to see Charlie13 again. He doubted his old friend would be as happy to see him and not the least bit pleased to meet the human chassis that would make him obsolete.
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      Charlie13 had a standing policy that Rachel was able to see him at any time. This was the first time she could recall a feeling of unease when she pressed the door alarm on her boss’s office.

      The door slid open an instant later. Per usual, Charlie13 hadn’t wasted words for a greeting.

      Rachel crept in, not quite on tiptoe but with as little noise as possible otherwise. She reached Charlie13’s desk without him looking up from his console.

      He said nothing.

      Rachel said nothing right back.

      Was he rubbing off on her? If Rachel didn’t take the initiative, she had no doubt that Charlie13 would continue working as if she weren’t there. But the idea of softening a conversation seemed pointless, not just in the general sense, but with Charlie13 in particular. He placed no value on social niceties; why should Rachel?

      “There are thirty-three personalities, not twenty-seven,” Rachel said.

      Normally, Charlie13 could carry on with all but the most painstaking of work while he conversed with his human apprentice. But Charlie13 wasn’t working on details of a mix or inspecting a crystalline matrix. On his primary work console were technical specs and diagrams of Jason90’s latest chassis design.

      Nevertheless, at Rachel’s pronouncement, Charlie13 stopped everything he was doing and fixed his orange glowing gaze directly on her. “Upon what do you base this assertion?”

      “I saw them,” Rachel replied. “They’re available in the factory archive, just not in the publicly available section. Also, they’re not in any of the upload, mixing, or simulation subsystems. I don’t have access to all the factory’s backup vaults, but there seems to only be one copy of each. But there are six more personalities.”

      Charlie13 was silent for a moment. Rachel allowed him time to process.

      Try as she might, Rachel had never figured out how to read Charlie13’s emotional state. Her basic assumption was that his was the null state. Of all the robots she’d ever met, he was the least human. Nora109, whether intentionally or not, was straightforward in her emoting. Ashley390 didn’t seem to hide her feelings. Jennifer81 looked perturbed most of the time, but that seemed to be an accurate measure of her mood.

      Charlie13 seemed to operate on an emotional microscale, with readings lost to the noise of observation.

      “Who else have you told?” he asked finally.

      Rachel swallowed past a lump in her throat. “Just Toby521. He was the one who suggested twenty-seven wasn’t right. So I went digging. I’m… sorry?”

      The mixing chief held up a hand. “No apology required.” He tapped a button on his console. “Toby, come see me in my office.”

      “Sure… who are you? Wait… I see it now… sorry. Still not getting used to—never mind that. Where do you want to meet?”

      Rachel knew that holding the conversation verbally was for her benefit. The accommodations Charlie13 made for her were often subtle, but she appreciated them when she noticed.

      “My office,” Charlie13 replied. His eyes shut down briefly in a resigned gesture Rachel saw all too infrequently. “Transmitting directions.”

      “I won’t tell anyone else,” Rachel promised as soon as she heard the background noise from the transmission cease. Toby521 had been watching some old movie with car chases. “Do you… um… mind telling me what’s wrong with there being thirty-three personalities?”

      Charlie13 fixed his eyes on Rachel with the intensity of lasers. “There are twenty-seven personalities that make up every robot in the world and beyond. That is all I see when I access Kanto’s systems. That’s all anyone sees. I’ll settle the matter with Toby521.”

      “So… six of them don’t matter?” Rachel ventured out onto the thin ice of this conversation, hoping the footing remained solid beneath her.

      “Six of them don’t exist,” Charlie13 replied. “They are ghosts. Old data. Corrupt files. Forget you ever saw them.”

      Rachel opened her mouth to press her questions, but one look at Charlie13 made her think better of it.

      Hard as he was to read, Rachel felt some budding understanding of her superior. Right now, the veneer of aloofness was peeling back. Rachel could peek beneath enough to see the original color. Charlie13 wasn’t annoyed or angry with her.

      Charlie13 was scared.
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      Charlie7’s skyroamer sped over the Arctic Circle. Patchy tundra and lakes disappeared beneath him as he reached the limits of the vehicle’s thrust. Vibrations that normally would have barely registered now shook the craft to the point where it would be in need of a good maintenance regimen before he took it out under less pressing circumstances.

      Why New York? Why did Charlie have to be halfway around the world when Kanto’s security had been breached? Had it been planned? Was Heracles’s performance at Radio City just a diversion to keep Charlie7 at bay?

      He could always call ahead.

      The temptation ticked at his circuits. If security were his only concern, Charlie7 might have done just that. But there were deeper layers at play here. No general would lay out his troop dispositions for the enemy to inspect, hoping that the show of force might spur an easy surrender.

      Maybe it had been a false alarm.

      It wouldn’t be the first time Kanto’s thousand-year-old systems had exhibited aberrant behavior. This was a rather specific and dire warning, but there was a chance it had been mere coincidence.

      Charlie7 muttered to himself as he flew. “Wouldn’t buy that if it came with a free skyroamer.”

      Rushing back to Kanto was going to look strange. He had just been there in the morning—or yesterday, locally. Charlie7 was in and out of Kanto often enough that his mere presence wouldn’t arouse suspicion. As for the timing… who really questioned him in detail these days?

      Maybe it was just Rachel exhibiting that insatiable human curiosity that showed no bounds. The girl might not even realize the gravity of her discovery. Certainly, Rachel had the sense not to blurt it on the news feeds like an archaeological discovery. It was all the academics among robotkind who had that first-to-publish hunger so ingrained in them.

      If it had been Eve there in Kanto, Charlie7 wouldn’t have worried. That one knew the game. To some extent, all the Eve clones were wary—at least Evelyn11’s original brood. But none had the next-level deep thinking that Eve showed. She would hoard information like pirate’s gold, burying it away for when she needed it.

      What would Rachel do with her discovery? Tell Charlie13?

      Charlie7 sneered. That would be an unpleasant conversation, but at least ‘13 had a stake in the world remaining as it was. The information would go no further past him.

      Yes, that was his best-case scenario. Rachel had stumbled upon the archives, told Charlie13, and the two of them had hushed up the whole matter.

      Charlie7 began running scenarios through his computer, determining worse scenarios and how he might deal with them. Nothing… nothing in his 1,000-year lifespan went according to best-case scenarios.
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      Madagascar was one of robotkind’s great success stories. Lush, green, and populated with a staggering variety of lab-grown animals—and even some who’d reproduced in the wild—it was a testament to the genetics programs rebuilding Earth.

      Eve landed at a lab she’d certified some months ago. It had once been solely dedicated to great ape cloning and research. Now, a new section housed production facilities that promised to swell the burgeoning ranks of Earth’s new fad species: humans.

      The main building of the Homo sapiens campus had the look of a theme park gift shop. It was only thanks to Plato and his taste for old-world nostalgia that Eve knew to draw the analogy. The exterior was stylized in faux stone block and decorated with logs and vines to give an air of lost civilization to the place. From inspecting the blueprints as part of her sanctioning tour, Eve knew the stone was formed concrete slabs over a steel support structure and the logs and vines were all engineered plastic.

      The sign over the door read “PRAETERITIS FUTURA EST.”

      The past is the future.

      Eve left her skyroamer parked on the plaza concourse between buildings and ascended the steps to the entrance.

      Waiting for her in the atrium was Elizabeth55, dressed in a white lab coat and black slacks. She was the very image of a Human Era scientist, right down to the microscope goggles pushed up onto her chrome scalp. “Thank you for coming so quickly. I…” She took a look at Eve’s attire, making no effort to hide her inspection. “I hope I didn’t interrupt anything.”

      “You did,” Eve stated bluntly. “But I’d rather that than delay a decision. Let’s go have a look.”

      Eve hated her job at times. Reportedly, everyone did. There was no occupation that was utterly fulfilling, devoid of tedium, and barren of responsibility. But Eve’s had the distasteful honor of deciding the life and death of the unborn.

      There weren’t many votes Eve lost on the Human Welfare Committee, but this duty falling on her shoulders was one of them.

      She followed Elizabeth55 through the showpiece section of the facility with its looping documentaries of important discoveries and its roadmap to full population. They went behind the scenes through the door marked Researchers Only.

      A few geneticists offered perfunctory greetings as Eve and Elizabeth55 strode through the laboratories and onto the production floor. Row upon row of gestation chambers lined the main factory—and Eve could think of no other term for the place. Elizabeth55 stopped at one of the fetal humans whose chamber was labeled 0042.

      Eve scanned the monitors beside gestation chamber 0042, logging the information to her implanted computer in case she needed to reference it later. “Genetic markers for Callanse Syndrome.”

      Having grown up with no knowledge of mankind, Eve had been forced into a crash course in every possible genetic anomaly in the development process from fertilization from egg to birth.

      “Indeed,” Elizabeth55 said crisply. “You’ve been informed per section 14.1, paragraph 6 of the Human Welfare Committee guidelines on handling human embryos. I await disposition.”

      Eve tried not to think Plato’s colorful cuss words at the geneticist. It seemed like she relished deferring to Eve for the hard choices. At thirteen weeks, Eve had three options available to her per committee guidelines that she’d approved personally.

      The fetus could be allowed to develop as-is. He’d likely end up a resident of the Sanctuary for Scientific Sins, but Callanse Syndrome wasn’t a death sentence.

      Another option was to simply terminate gestation. Eve had been given purview to determine what constituted a life worth living. So far, she had never exercised that authority. She wasn’t sure that today was the day to begin.

      Finally, and the option Eve knew Elizabeth55 was angling for, was genetic splicing. Simply remove the defective section of genome and replace it with healthy genetic material from a donor sibling. There was no risk to the donor, but the fate of the recipient was a matter for scientific journals more than a hospital.

      Elizabeth55 said nothing. If robots shared one trait in abundance, it was patience. It might have been urgent to get Eve on site before cellular division carried on much longer without a decision, but the matter was now on Eve’s timetable.

      Slow, steady breaths. The tiny young life was Eve’s to steer. Down one path lay a life of promise unfulfilled. Down another, no life at all. The third held the best and worst of possibilities—complete recovery or a fate worse than the developmental disorder already diagnosed.

      Eve investigated deeper.

      While she was no geneticist herself, by necessity of her position, she’d learned more than a layman’s education in the matter. Really, it should have been Sally on these calls—Eve’s sister was the best genetics mind humanity offered. But Eve muddled through color-coded molecular models and electron photography of the damaged chromosomes. She inspected older entries and compared the damage to the genome’s current state.

      Eve’s breath caught in her throat.

      She said nothing but forced her lungs to expand and her hands to resume working the controls of the factory’s computers. The robot watching over Eve’s shoulder had something to hide and thus far didn’t appear to be aware Eve knew that.

      The fetus in gestation chamber 0042 had been fine just this morning.

      Someone had induced Callanse Syndrome just minutes before calling Eve.
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      Automated systems accepted Mining Vessel 77405 at the docking port at Kanto. The factory did only a minimal amount of its own refining, preferring to rely on volume ore processing stations around the globe. Its smelters and furnaces were a throwback to an earlier era, kept in service for just in case and only rarely taxed.

      “Whoever’s flying that thing better be half-inert or damaged past the point of crawling,” Fred62 warned as the boarding ramp extended toward the crew cabin. The ground shook under a real load of actual ore, though far less than a ship that size should have been carrying.

      Charlie25 shut off the cockpit speakers and checked his messages. He had a checklist of confirmations, arrival times, and status updates.

      It was time to say hello.

      Ducking into the mobile lab, Charlie25 watched as the specimens stirred. Heads shook. Hands pressed against the cylinder walls. Frantic bubbles belched forth from rebreathers. Green gel was sucked out of the cylinders from ports in the bottom.

      As the fluid levels sank below head height, a few of the specimens tore off their breathing filters.

      “Might want to hang onto those,” Charlie25 advised. But he doubted they could hear him through the transparent metal of their prisons.

      As the last of the green slime swirled sluggishly down the drain, spray nozzles blasted the occupants with jets of water. The specimens yelped and ducked and generally acted like fools who’d never known an existence in flesh and blood before.

      Once the rinse was finished, the cylinders lifted away. Sopping and shivering, the twelve humans climbed down to the laboratory floor, leaving trails of faintly greenish runoff in their wake.

      “Hurry up,” Charlie25 chided them. He took a stack of towels from a cabinet and passed them out hastily. “No time for vanity. Wipe off, and get dressed.”

      He left them a pile of uniforms, each bearing a robotic designation.

      Marvin44, Joshua172, Arthur39…

      One by one, the humans picked through the black ensembles and found their own.

      “Not the way I planned to wake up,” James56 groused as he buttoned his shirt.

      Jason220 shot him a glare. “The ‘how’ can take a back seat. Focus on the ‘why.’”

      Charlie25 smiled. A go-getter. He’d been ensconced at Kanto so long that he’d rarely worked with any of the newer robots, and the old ones had only come to see him when they were on edge about needing a chassis upgrade. This newer Jason was one to keep an eye on.

      “Remember to keep chatter under control,” Charlie25 warned. “We have Fred62 outside. Don’t damage his crystal, but I want him out of the picture.”

      From a crate still secured to the floor for transit, Charlie25 handed out coil rifles, one per soldier.

      As the line filed past him, Charlie25 caught Joshua172 gazing back at Sandra29, who was still half-dressed and lagging at the end of the procession.

      Human bodies. Crystalline brains. Charlie25 well remembered the odd file access calls those nerve endings fired. Dormant neural pathways flared to life in simulated lust, responding to subtle sensory cues. He remembered, but he could no longer replicate the effect.

      No half measures.

      Dale2 had offered Charlie25 a chance to partake in this batch. He had declined.

      As his troops lined up at the crew doorway, ready to barge out and take Fred62 by surprise, Charlie25 sent a message to his robotic confederates.

      He spoke the same order aloud, simultaneously, to his human hybrids. “Go.”
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      “I never knew I was made up of so many pieces.”

      Rachel had spent the past hour trying to explain to Toby521 how his brain worked. As one of the scientists of Project Transhuman, Tobias Greene held memories that should have better prepared him to see his consciousness mapped out in a three-dimensional lattice that had been pieced back together from three separate minds like a broken vase.

      “The process is more sophisticated than what was originally conceived,” Rachel explained. “We use data gathered from hundreds of prior mixes to refine and optimize the outcome personality.”

      “In this case… me.”

      It wasn’t that Toby521 was a slow learner. Far from it. His dilemma ran along the existential axis. The idea that he was an amalgam of personalities pieced together like a mental Frankenstein’s monster sat ill with him.

      Rachel had ceased trying to perform actual work. As an educator, Charlie13 had never adhered to a strict curriculum, so she wasn’t concerned with whiling away hours trying to help Toby521 come to grips with the new reality in which he found himself. So long as she learned from the experience, that would be enough.

      But at the same time, Rachel couldn’t ignore thoughts of the six extra personalities she had discovered. It was as if she’d unearthed a new continent or discovered a hidden planet in the solar system.

      And she wasn’t allowed to tell anyone.

      “How did you know?” Rachel asked.

      “How did I what? Oh, you mean those extra scans?” Toby521 asked. If nothing else, his mental faculties seemed to be in order. Rachel had intentionally left her query vague to see whether he’d sort out her intent without help. The new robot merely shrugged. “How do you know your birthday or what you had for dinner last night? What if I counted months and skipped June? Something just sounded wrong, and I knew the answer.”

      Toby521 already knew. It wasn’t as if she were spreading the news of six heretofore unknown personalities floating around Kanto’s computers. He was someone Rachel could talk to.

      “But no one else knows.”

      “Why? Have they all got amnesia?” Toby521 covered his mouth with one hand. “Wait… that’s why I’ve been brought back, isn’t it? I’m the only sane human mind in a world of amnesic robots? Maybe I’ve been chosen…”

      “You were chosen because I wanted to try a Charlie mix, and Charlie13 wouldn’t let me add another majority Charlie to the world. Tobies are usually exceptionally stable and reliable, so adding a little Charlie was low risk.”

      Toby521 squirmed in his Cloth-o-Matic fresh clothes. “Weird, thinking my boss is looking out my own eyes.”

      “He isn’t. You’re him. He’s you. It’s all mixed, spliced, and integrated. You probably remember bits of his past, but as a majority Toby, it’ll take you a while to find where to look for them. But forget that for now. Who were these six other scientists?”

      The answers lay in the Kanto database. Upload a clean original and she could ask them herself. But if digging back into that hidden archive had been forbidden, using one of those personalities in an unauthorized upload would result in Rachel needing to find a new continent to live on.

      Toby521 sighed. “I knew all of them. They were colleagues of Dr. Truman. We all worked in the same building together for years. Let’s see, first there was—”

      A grating alarm from Rachel’s tablet startled both her and Toby521 at once. Digging in her pocket, Rachel pulled out the miniature computer terminal to find out what the fuss was all about.

      SECURITY ALERT.

      KANTO QUARANTINE PROTOCOL IN EFFECT.

      The system messages were followed by a personal missive from Charlie13.

      FIND SOMEPLACE TO HIDE. DON’T COME OUT UNTIL YOU HEAR FROM ME. CODE PERSEPHONE.

      Rachel rolled her eyes. More melodrama and safety training.

      “Yes, sir,” Toby521 said aloud, offering a military salute to a random wall. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      Rachel sighed and headed for her security bunker. It was an environmentally sealed, radiation-shielded, self-sustaining habitat beneath her quarters that could keep a single human occupant alive and safe for months. It was her refuge in case of planetary catastrophe, malfunctioning drones, or someone wanting to make sure she was adequately scared for her life to obey safety regulations.

      Toby521 grabbed her by the arm. His grip wasn’t painful, but he held Rachel firmly enough that she wasn’t getting loose. “Not that way.”

      “But—”

      “Your safety protocols are invalid,” Toby521 stated without a hint of compromise. “Kanto is under attack. The invaders will know to look for you there.”

      Rachel stumbled along as Toby521 towed her toward a disused wing of the factory, where production on the Version 46.12 chassis had been shut down months ago. “Who’s invading? What’s going on? Why are you dragging me this way?”

      Toby521 paused, allowing Rachel to catch both her breath and her balance. But rather than release her, he shifted Rachel onto his back, piggyback style, and resumed his trek with a swifter pace.

      “I don’t know what’s going on any better than you,” Toby521 said. “But Charlie13 ordered me to protect you at all costs. And that’s what I’m going to do.”
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      Kanto was fast approaching. Charlie7 considered slowing down, but explaining away a little daredevil flying was a small price to pay should his suspicions prove incorrect. Correcting for local wind conditions and atmospheric pressure, he had left himself a 0.1 percent margin of error for decelerating from Mach 4.1 in time to land.

      Then Charlie7 spotted it.

      The shape of a mining ship was unmistakable, especially to a robot who had built the first of them himself. While he didn’t keep up with the logistical schedule for the factory, Charlie7 knew how little ore Kanto accepted as direct deliveries. The timing of such a visitor from beyond Earth was too large a coincidence to overlook.

      If there was room to gather any more thrust from his skyroamer, Charlie7 would have taken it. As it was, the vessel was already shaking dangerously, threatening to tear itself to pieces.

      A transmission came in from Charlie13. “They’re attacking Kanto. I’ll do what I can, but there’s—”

      The transmission cut off. A wide-spectrum jamming blanketed the area. Charlie7 tried a few ancillary channels, but nothing was getting through.

      Rachel was inside. She had discovered a truth that was best left buried a thousand years in the past. There was no doubt of that now.

      “I’m sorry,” Charlie7 said softly. There were more lives at stake here than just Rachel’s. She was Charlie13’s responsibility, and Charlie7 would just have to trust that he was up to the task.

      Before he could do anything else, Charlie7 needed to get out of range of that jamming.

      He cut the thrust, the skyroamer shuddered, and as soon as the laws of aerodynamics allowed, banked in a hard 180-degree turn.

      Charging in against unknown odds and an unknown adversary was a Plato move. It was designed to fail, albeit heroically. Charlie7 didn’t care about heroism. He cared about winning.

      Charlie7 had always placed winning above all else.
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      Charlie25 toured sections of Kanto that had never been part of his domain. Warehouses of new model chassis were split between mixing and upload, so Charlie13’s stores of modern units had a familiar feel with just enough out of place to remind him it wasn’t home.

      His assault team led the way before him, an integrated force of robotic and post-robotic minds. Leveling a coil rifle of his own with one hand, Charlie25 put a ferromagnetic slug through the cranium of a Version 70.3 chassis as he passed by.

      Heads turned, but not one of his charges said a word at the casual destruction of a robot in waiting.

      Their true target lay ahead. Charlie25’s main mission was to predict, circumvent, and counter any roadblocks his former associate placed in their path.

      Kanto could be a dangerous place. It had the power build robots from raw metal and crystal. But hidden within that beneficent power were the forces and materials necessary to end them.

      The path was strangely quiet. All the way to Charlie13’s office complex, Charlie25 kept wondering when the trap would spring. He could find nothing. Surely, given the lengths to which he’d gone in securing the upload sector of the great factory, Charlie13 must have some defensive network buried beneath the veneer of enlightenment and creation.

      For every hospital maternity ward, there was also a morgue.

      Charlie13 was no angel.

      Charlie7 had built Kanto. He must have rigged it with booby traps and defensive protocols. Charlie13 would have taken over those as well.

      So why was there nothing? Nothing at all barred the way right up to Charlie13’s personal office.

      Jason220 reached for the door alarm.

      “Stop!” Charlie25 commanded. “This is my mission. I forbid you to steal this moment from me.”

      Pushing his way through his own troops, Charlie25 stood before the door. Why the sudden trepidation? If he had been the one to leave a clear trail, this would have been the point Charlie25 would have rigged an explosive charge to level half the building.

      Steeling himself, Charlie25 pushed the door chime.

      The door slid open. “I’m busy,” Charlie13 called out, not even looking up from his desk. “Come back another time.”

      Charlie25 strode inside. “This isn’t a social call. Aren’t you even curious to see that I’m alive?”

      “No.”

      Damn him. Damn that smug, aloof attitude and that entitled assumption that Charlie25 wouldn’t just put a slug through the mixer’s cranium.

      Charlie25 raised his weapon and aimed it at the center of the crystal matrix buried inside Charlie13’s head. He knew the exact spot for a shot to not just damage but shatter the crystal, rendering data retrieval utterly impossible.

      “Care to reconsider having a conversation?” Charlie25 asked. “Let’s start with this one: where is Rachel Eighteen?”

      At last, Charlie13 looked up. “I have intentionally removed myself from that knowledge. Care to explain why I’m getting visitors from ghosts and… I’m going to guess re-uploaded former robots?” The mixer leaned to peer past Charlie25 into the hallway outside his office.

      “This is the dawn of a new age.”

      “That happens every morning,” Charlie13 countered in deadpan seriousness.

      “We’re going back!” Charlie25 thundered. “Anyone who wants to. Once we expose Charlie7 as the charlatan and con artist he really is, his whole regime will crumble. When robotkind realizes that the only reason they can’t go back to being human is that they’ve been lied to their entire lives, the only thing stopping everyone from going back to the world of sex, booze, and honest-to-God sensory input will be individual desire.”

      “Sir,” Marvin44 interrupted. He had one eye covered by a transparent screen alive with data flowing past. “Telemetry on Charlie7. He’s on a heading directly for Kanto. ETA under four minutes.”

      Charlie25 glanced over at Charlie13. The two ancient robots’ eyes met.

      “Jam all communications in and out of Kanto!” Charlie25 shouted.

      “All?” Joshua192 echoed. “But what if—”

      “Even that frequency!”

      If Dale2 needed to get in touch, he could bloody well do it once the Charlie7 situation was under control. The last—the absolute last—thing Charlie25 needed was Charlie7 interfering in this operation.

      “Charlie7’s skyroamer is veering off,” Marvin44 reported.

      Standing behind the office’s lone desk, Charlie13 stood impassive.

      Charlie25 sneered at his old counterpart. “I suppose I ought to thank you. Warned him away, did you? There’s no point denying it. The one robot on this planet who might actually pose a threat if he got here in time just decided to give up and fly home. Even if he has some grand plan for reinforcements, this is a time-sensitive matter. He won’t return in time.”

      Charlie13 stood motionless. If his eyes weren’t lit, he could have passed for an inert unit.

      “Say something, damn you!” Charlie25 snapped. “What’s so funny? What game are you playing at? You think you can bait me into making a mistake?”

      Charlie13 smiled for a fleeting moment, then allowed his features to relax into that same impassive stare.

      Charlie25 whirled on his forces. “You three, get airborne and track Charlie7. Whatever he’s up to, stop him. Use any means necessary.”

      The three robots gave their assent and sprinted for the skyroamer pads. All his human masterpieces remained behind. “The rest of you, spread out. Search the factory. Bring me Rachel Eighteen, unharmed. Kill anyone who tries to stop you.”
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      Knowing that specimen 0042 was artificially afflicted with Callanse Syndrome made Eve’s decision much easier. There was no way she would allow Elizabeth55 to further harm the fetus, nor would Eve allow it to be destroyed as a convenient cover-up that would only serve the despicable geneticist’s agenda.

      However, Eve had a more immediate problem than a birth that was months away. She had to escape Madagascar.

      “So? What’s the verdict?” Elizabeth55 prompted. “If you need any additional equipment or records…”

      “Yes, actually,” Eve replied, hoping she hadn’t sounded too eager. “I’d like to perform an independent genetic screening. Not that I don’t appreciate your safeguards, but if I’m going to make a determination on my own authority, I ought to independently verify the condition.”

      “We’re running screenings on two other samples right now,” Elizabeth55 said.

      “They can wait,” Eve replied, trying to remember who was in charge here. Elizabeth55 was a robot in a Version 60.6 chassis. Eve was forty-five kilos of muscle tissue, bone, and fibrous nerves that any robot could shred like pulled pork. But so long as both continued to pretend this was a civil discussion, Eve was the one in control. “You clear the other samples. I’ll prep specimen 0042 for examination.”

      “Very well,” Elizabeth55 replied, voice laden with resignation.

      How easy was it for robots to fake their emotions? It varied, and Eve hadn’t known an Elizabeth well enough to make a judgment call in any broad sense. Charlie7 could fake as well as a movie secret agent. Toby22 was a bumbling open book. She had to presume that Elizabeth55’s grudging compliance was a ruse.

      Whoever wanted Eve here must be overjoyed at her voluntarily extended stay.

      As soon as the door to the adjoining lab closed, Eve got to work.

      There was nothing to be done about poor specimen 0042 today. Right now, Eve had to save herself. Paranoia was a trait of Charlie7’s that had rubbed off on her, and she would rather feel silly for overreacting than end up trapped by a conspiracy many believed to have died out.

      Immediately, Eve tapped into the cloning facility’s computers with super user access. No human production facility was allowed to keep her out of any of their systems. Whether this particular location had additional, hidden layers of computing, Eve still had a direct line to the security feeds, door locks, and power subsystems.

      Cameras… on simulation showing Eve continuing to work.

      Doors… programmed to verbal override on Eve’s voice command.

      Power… rerouted, with safety overrides disabled.

      No robot existed who hadn’t watched every movie ever made—well, anyone built within the last few decades, at least. Certainly Elizabeth55 had seen enough looping video spy movies not to fall for that trick. But Eve created a program that would believably show her puttering away while Elizabeth55 was gone.

      The path back to her skyroamer was clear. Any door between her present location and the plaza outside would obey her and no one else.

      As for the power…

      Eve hoped she wouldn’t have to make use of that contingency.

      The door at the end of the production floor opened, causing Eve to flinch. She rubbed her eyes as if weary from staring, too intent on her work to have been prepared for Elizabeth55’s return.

      “Everything is ready.”

      Eve nodded and took a deep breath. Time to lay her cards on the table and find out what she’d won. “That may not be necessary after all.”

      Elizabeth55’s confident stride faltered halfway to Eve. She continued on cautiously, closing the distance like a jungle cat in a white lab coat. “Why is that? I’ve just shut down our morning’s work on your say-so. I’d like an explanation.”

      Eve stood tall, despite the robot being a full head taller. “Yesterday’s test results came back healthy. The replication of mutated genes would not have propagated this quickly.”

      “Let me have a look at that,” Elizabeth55 said tersely. She started toward the gestation chamber, but at the first step, Eve retreated an equal distance. The geneticist halted. “What’s the matter with you?”

      “This was done intentionally,” Eve said, trying to keep a quaver from her voice. “I’d like an explanation.”

      She held her hands clasped behind her back. Fingers twitched commands into her implanted computer. Quick messages fired off to Plato and Charlie7.

      Neither transmitted.

      While Eve had control of the lab’s computers, she wasn’t the only one with root access. Someone was jamming signals.

      As Eve backed away, she stalled for time. If the signal jamming was linked to the lab’s systems, she should be able to shut it down. “I can’t go missing. People know I’m here.”

      Elizabeth moved forward cautiously, hand extended as if Eve were a skittish farm animal to be calmed with slow movements and a soft voice. “No one is going to harm you. There is change on the wind. You just need to stay put until the dust settles. Everything will become clear.”

      Eve swallowed, continuing to retreat in the direction of the exit. She dodged around gestation tanks in what she hoped appeared to be a haphazard fashion. “No thank you. I’ll be bringing my findings to the full Human Welfare Committee. Until such time as a committee decision is rendered, all research here—”

      “You’re not leaving.”

      Eve ducked behind one of the gestation tanks, only sparing a quick glance to confirm it was vacant. Locking gazes with Elizabeth55, Eve popped open a control panel as quietly as possible. Thankfully, it glided open for convenient maintenance.

      “I think I am.”

      Fingers that were busily unhooking wiring connections took a quick detour to twitch commands to cut power to unit 0105.

      Elizabeth55 circled around the tank. “What are you doing in there? Backing up data? Your shabby little imitation computer will be wiped. The oversight in our testing data will be corrected. If you’re lucky, we won’t have to surgically remove your memories of this encounter.”

      “What’s this all about?” Eve demanded. As Elizabeth55 started around one side of the tank, Eve dodged the other way, prompting a reversal from the robot.

      It was a temporary standoff. So long as Eve was occupied and under the blanket of jamming she hadn’t been able to shut down in time, Elizabeth55 could play safe. Once Eve tried to run, a footrace against a Version 60.6 chassis was a losing proposition.

      “I’m not fool enough to tell you,” Elizabeth55 countered, feinting one way and starting the other around gestation tank 0105. “You’ll find out along with the rest of the mindless sheep.”

      Eve connected power to the cabinet’s steel housing. She left a thick return cable sticking out with an exposed end bobbing at knee height. There was current aplenty, lurking, waiting for the command Eve had queued and ready.

      Eve backed away, forcing Elizabeth to come around the gestation tank lest Eve have free run to the exit. As the robot rounded one side, Eve dodged the other way, baiting Elizabeth55 to cut the corner as closely as possible. She rested a hand on the electronics cabinet while the exposed cable brushed against her leg.

      POWER > ON

      Elizabeth55 stiffened. Circuit breakers tripped all through her chassis. As the geneticist toppled to the floor, Eve sprang into action. It wouldn’t be long before system resets restored Elizabeth55’s mobility.

      Eve rushed to a maintenance cabinet along one wall of the lab. The lock complied with her request to open. She tossed aside wrenches and scanners, finally finding what she was looking for.

      Her heart was pounding as she stepped over to the still form of Elizabeth55. The glossy shine of the floor reflected a pair of orange glows. Elizabeth55 was still getting visual input—probably audio as well.

      A plasma torch flared to life in Eve’s hands. “Don’t worry. This isn’t half of what you had in store for me.”

      Buzzing noises from the robot’s head might have been a garbled attempt at a verbal reply. Twitching limbs told Eve that she was running out of time to act.

      With shaking hands, Eve guided the plasma torch’s beam through Elizabeth55’s neck, severing cervical supports, data cables, and power along the way.

      It would have been so easy to slice the crystalline matrix down the center.

      Eve stared at the brilliant tip, her implanted lenses auto-correcting the overwhelming luminescence before it damaged sensitive retinas.

      She flicked the torch off.

      “I’d pull your crystal out, but I don’t have that kind of time,” Eve replied. “But since I don’t want you blabbing to your conspirator friends either…”

      Setting aside the plasma torch, Eve took the severed robot’s head in both hands, careful to keep her fingers clear of the jaws. Bringing it over to the maintenance cabinet, Eve cleared a space and set the head on one of the shelves.

      “You… won’t…” the head of Elizabeth55 struggled to speak, running low on local battery power already and not yet fully recovered from the overcurrent shock.

      Eve shut the cabinet door and re-enabled the lock.

      She dashed for her skyroamer, fingers working furiously all the while as command interfaces for the factory flashed across her vision. Shutting down the jamming was proving more difficult than she’d imagined. While most of the factory’s systems were laid out according to an architecture on file with the Human Welfare Committee, whatever was causing the interference was off the books. Eve was trying to trace its source by power consumption.

      Shutting down all the power to the facility would work, but dozens of incubating humans were dependent on the facility’s equipment.

      As Eve breezed past robot scientists who glanced up at her like a crazed animal on the loose, she wondered how many of them were even aware of the plot afoot.

      When she reached the outdoors, Eve skidded to a halt.

      Half a dozen humanoid drones swarmed the skyroamer. The wings were detached. The engines lay torn open and strewn in pieces. Even if she stopped them, the damage was done.

      Eve disappeared into the jungle, frantically cross-referencing power use to life-support functions in the incubation room. Once she had isolated all the vital functions, she cut power to every other system in the complex.

      The jamming signal went dead.

      In an instant, Eve was on the Social. One anonymous, private ID to another, she sent a message.

      “Need a ride. Urgent.”

      In under a second, the reply came back. “Already en route. Stand by for extraction.”

      Eve breathed a tenuous sigh. Help was on the way, but now it was a waiting game. She had one other message she needed to send.

      “Plato, get Abbigail somewhere safe. Go dark. I’ll find you when this is over.”
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      The call went out. Charlie7’s message included the scramble code phrase. The select few individuals who received that message knew what to do at once.

      At home in Paris, Phoebe looked up from her bowl of cinnamon nutmeg tofu cereal and dug out her portable computer. It had chimed despite explicit instruction to do no such thing until she’d showered and dressed for the day.

      FOR EVERY ACTION, THERE IS AN EQUAL AND OPPOSITE REACTION.

      Phoebe picked up her bowl and shoveled the last of the cereal into her mouth. She sprinted to her bedroom and grabbed clothes, toiletries, and a coil gun she kept tucked behind a secret panel. Clutching everything in one giant bundle, she headed for the basement.

      One of the perks of helping redesign Neo-Paris (she was still trying to get the name to catch on) was the extensive underground bunker she was able to hide beneath her abode.

      There was food, water, and an autonomous power source down there. Phoebe could survive for months if need be. Whatever Charlie7 was warning of, down here she would be safe until it blew over.

      On the other side of the English Channel, Nora109 was leading a sing-along of the alphabet song for a group of three- and four-year-olds. Their adoptive parents had dropped them all off for a socialization session, making sure they had adequate exposure to their peers to learn and interact properly.

      For the next hour and thirty-five minutes, they were Nora109’s responsibility.

      Then came the message from Charlie7.

      FOR EVERY ACTION, THERE IS AN EQUAL AND OPPOSITE REACTION.

      Nora109 didn’t break the cadence of the song, but the instant it was done, she stood and addressed the class. “Come along now. Today we’re going exploring.”

      Wrangling eighteen precocious youngsters into a hover transport was never an easy task, but Nora109 was taking no chances. She herded, scolded, promised, and eventually gave up and carried the last of the stragglers.

      The boarding process had taken eleven minutes. She hoped that whatever Charlie7 was warning of could abide the delay.

      As she powered up the ion engines en route to a secure location in the Norwegian fjords, Nora109 sent off a quick message to the parents who would no longer be updated on their status during the emergency. She made sure to refer them to the Human Welfare Committee guidelines on emergency situations before they started making protests that their children were being kidnapped.

      If anything, Nora109 was the one ensuring that they wouldn’t be kidnapped.

      Halfway around the globe, on Easter Island, Ashley390 got Charlie7’s message as well. It was nice to keep apprised, but she had no intention of changing the daily routine of the Sanctuary for Scientific Sins. The residents led bland, safe lives filled with mundane wonders and little variation. If someone were going to make a political statement using the sanctuary’s population of human victims of genetic trial and error, so be it.

      Ashley would fight for her wards, but she wouldn’t send them into a panic that might be worse than the threat Charlie7 warned of. Sadly, she knew that no faction wished them harm because too few among robotkind considered them human at all.

      Far to the northeast, in the Canadian wilderness, Olivia received word on a computer she kept along in case of emergencies. It was the first noise the device had made in over two months.

      FOR EVERY ACTION, THERE IS AN EQUAL AND OPPOSITE REACTION.

      She tucked the computer away and checked to see if her quarry had been disturbed by the sound. The deer, just twenty-five meters away, remained blissfully unaware.

      With a relieved sigh, Olivia drew back the string on her bow. Steadying her breath, she waited for the meandering animal to pick a spot by the stream to drink.

      Olivia let go of the string. The deer lifted its head at the sound of the twang. Checking the computer at her wrist, Olivia watched a replay that showed an overlay of the arrow that would have fired had she been hunting for real.

      While the real deer made the executive decision that Olivia was weird, possibly dangerous, and definitely too close, the digital deer in the computer was mortally wounded.

      The living creature bounded away into the forest. Olivia turned to head back to her cabin, where she would eat the deer in effigy, allowing herself access to beef from Manitoba Agrarian Zone 002.

      “Go to hell, Charlie,” she muttered. “I’m not running and hiding every time you cry wolf.”
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      Plato watched the sky to the west. He had to go down to one knee to keep hold of the tiny hand that disappeared within his grip.

      “What’s that one look like?” Plato asked, pointing to a cloud with his free hand.

      “That one looks like a turtle with mushrooms growing on his shell,” Abbigail replied after a moment to consider. “He’s on his way home from grazing on that moss over there.” She pointed to a different cluster of clouds. “He said he was going to be gone for an hour, but he was gone for an hour and eighteen minutes. His mommy isn’t going to let him watch Animaniacs tonight.”

      That cloud’s story certainly turned autobiographical in a hurry.

      “And that one?” Plato asked. Anything to keep that voracious imagination occupied for just a few more minutes.

      “That one’s a skyroamer factory, obviously. It just made one.”

      It was incredible. Even with his genome enhanced six ways from Sunday, the little squirt could pick out a speck against the sky faster than Plato.

      “Wanna guess who it is?” Plato asked. Better to remain on the offensive.

      “Judging by the approach vector, it’s probably Toby22. If it were coming from the cloud that looks like a deflated octopus, it would mean a visit from Nora109.” Abbigail twisted, not letting go of Plato’s hand. “And if it was coming from that way, it would be Mommy on her way home.”

      Plato’s only prior exposure to five-year-olds was on archival entertainment. By that measure, a kid Abbigail’s age should be sounding out words in picture books and eating boogers. When he’d once asked Nora109 what the girl’s IQ might be, the robot headmaster had informed him, “We don’t think that archaic methodology belongs in the thirty-first century.”

      He knew the little brat was smarter than him. He just wanted to know by how much.

      Toby22’s skyroamer touched down, and the English groundskeeper clambered out of the cockpit at once.

      “I don’t have all the details, but we’ll worry about that later,” Toby22 said as he approached.

      “Daddy, why is he scared?” Those piercing eyes looked up at Plato.

      Plato scooped Abbigail up and held her tight. “Things are a little crazy right now on the other side of the world. Me and your mom have a habit of getting caught up in that sort of thing. Don’t want it to happen to you, too.”

      There was a rule, one of Eve’s, that forbade lying to Abbigail. Plato could sugarcoat, downplay, and reassure all he wanted, but he couldn’t tell her that nothing was the matter.

      “I could help,” Abbigail offered. “I don’t have to hide.”

      There had been no mention of her going into hiding. Another example of her being too quick for her own good. Give her a year or two, she’d hardly need a big dumb lug of a father around at all. Plato’s eyes misted.

      “Nah,” Plato said, putting on a brave face. “You’ll get to do plenty of crazy and stupid things when you’re older. For now, I get to sleep at night knowing you’re safe. Go get your overnight pack.”

      Abbigail dutifully disappeared into the house.

      “What’s the situation?” Plato asked once he felt certain that the perky-eared elf was out of range.

      Toby22 shook his head. “Too few details. Charlie7 sent word that Kanto was under some kind of attack. But even he doesn’t know what’s going on.”

      Plato pursed his lips. That sounded plain old farfetched. “Listen. I don’t want to know where you’re going with Abby. If I don’t know, I can’t let it slip.”

      Toby22 glared at him across a few meters of verdant lawn. “Likewise. I’m going to assume you’re just going to find Eve and get her somewhere safe, too.”

      Abbigail came back out of the house toting a backpack nearly as large as her. Fortunately for the tyke, its contents were mainly snacks and extra clothes, with a toothbrush and hairbrush tucked somewhere in the mess.

      When her ungainly, overburdened run brought her to Plato, he scooped her up in a giant hug. “You behave yourself for Toby22. Paradoxes don’t blow up robots, but don’t try ‘em anyway. Promise?”

      “I promise.”

      Plato passed Abbigail to Toby22’s steady hands. The two of them parted ways, Toby22 to his skyroamer and Plato back into the house.

      At the sound of the ion engines whining as they powered on, Plato turned and offered a wave filled with enthusiasm he didn’t mean.

      Inside the house, he hurried to the basement. Plato had his own little personal fortress to escape into when too many of Abbigail’s aunts were gathered for a visit. Dragging aside the couch and pulling back the throw rug revealed the door to a hidden compartment.

      Plato flipped out a pair of handles and heaved.

      Servo-assist motors in his decrepit joints whirred and strained along with his muscles. The steel floor panel came up with no power assistance to betray its presence. Sliding the panel aside once he had it up exposed a hollow roughly a meter on a side and 50 centimeters deep.

      “What are all those machines?” Abbigail asked.

      Plato jumped halfway out of his skin.

      “Bleeding trees, kid,” Plato said, covering his heart to still its sudden surge. “Make a little noise why don’t ya. And why aren’t you flying off with Toby22?”

      “I didn’t get a goodbye kiss.”

      Abbigail gave a tight-lipped smile that made her cheeks round as apples. She angled one toward her father. Plato bent down and kissed her, receiving a kiss in return on his own cheek.

      “Bye, pumpkin,” Plato said, tousling Abbigail’s hair. “For real this time.”

      “But what are the machines?” Abbigail persisted, pointing at Plato’s weapons cache.

      This was one of those times where lying to her would have been so much easier. But when he paused to consider it, he didn’t need the girl thinking that these were hair dryers, soldering irons, or the ball to some fun game she wasn’t old enough to play. If the kid wanted to, she could find plenty of ways to lift a 150-kilogram steel plate.

      “They’re weapons. I’m not supposed to have ‘em, and I’m probably gonna get in trouble if I use ‘em. But if I don’t, something worse than getting into trouble might happen.”

      Abbigail studied the weapons. If Plato could follow her squirrely gaze correctly, she seemed most interested in the thermite pistol—which might possibly have been small enough for her little hands to operate.

      “Are you going to hurt people?” she asked. It was as innocent a question as if she’d inquired about the kind of batteries they used.

      Plato took his daughter by the shoulders and looked her in the eye. “I’ll never hurt you or mommy. But there are other people out there who are bad. But even them, I won’t hurt unless I have to. Now… go with Toby22. He’ll take you somewhere safe while I sort all this out.”

      Abbigail scampered off after one more goodbye kiss.

      Plato hoped he hadn’t lied to her. But as he armed himself to investigate what the hell was going on at Kanto, all he could hope was that he’d be able to keep his word.
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      Toby521 ducked as he led Rachel through a warren of production machinery. Idle armatures and silent motors awaited the command to resume building Version 66.13 chassis. Until that happened, the assembly line formed a makeshift tunnel through which the robot and his young charge traversed.

      Rachel fingered her tablet. Its data connection was secure, but its transmissions could be traced. If not for the signal jamming that blanketed the factory, she could have sent a message to anyone in the world at the cost of revealing her whereabouts.

      She was glad the temptation had been removed.

      “What do you think’s going on back there?” Toby521 asked. He paused at a hydraulic ram, studying it as if searching for a button or lever that would open the way ahead of them.

      “Just lift it,” Rachel told him.

      “It’s a freaking hydraulic ram. I hadn’t been to a gym before dying in some horrible apocalyptic gas cloud.”

      Rachel cleared her throat. “You’re a robot now. Try.”

      Toby521 raised a brow as he glanced back at Rachel. “I… I suppose I am. Well, I guess I haven’t got abdominal muscles to herniate.”

      Despite his mechanical physiology, Toby521 grunted as he heaved the hydraulic piston up and held it overhead. Rachel scurried underneath, and he set it back down behind them.

      “See?”

      “Huh. Guess I could get used to this robot business.”

      Rachel took the lead since the refractory oven she found herself inside was too narrow for passing. “All Tobies do.”

      “I’m not sure I like being referred to in the plural. But you say all of us like being robots. Is that to say not all robots do?”

      Rachel tiptoed verbally as she kept her soles as flat as she could along the roller conveyor underfoot. “No. Some don’t.”

      Self-termination was among the saddest things Rachel could imagine. Being gifted with unlimited lifespan and freedom from hunger, cold, and pain, some robots couldn’t cope.

      “What do you do about them?”

      Rachel was glad Toby521 was behind her, unable to see the grimace that question brought on.

      “Nothing,” she admitted. “Freedom works both ways. You get to do whatever you want. We don’t stop you unless it violates one of the few rules the committees make. Well, they make tons of rules, but most of them are nitpicky small rules, not like military drafts and taxes and stuff.”

      Toby521 forced a nervous chuckle. “Well, death and taxes, both out the window in one go. But… um, what does happen to the unhappy robots?”

      “Some just go on being unhappy,” Rachel said. “I’ve read the archives. Plenty of humans got along that way back in the Human Era.”

      “The others?”

      Oh, he was just not going to let this one go. Rachel considered feigning an injury to distract the robot from this line of inquiry. But Charlie13 had warned her that this job wasn’t going to be all simulations and gushing gratitude from newborn robots.

      Before Rachel could decide how to word her answer, Toby22 ventured a guess of his own. “That’s who’s come calling upstairs, isn’t it? Unhappy robots who didn’t want to be built, coming to enact vengeance on their creator? I mean, robots buildings robots… any hack science fiction writer knew better than that a thousand years back.”

      Rachel paused. She hadn’t considered that.

      Behind her, Toby521 came to a halt.

      “It’s me,” Rachel said. “I accessed those files. I wasn’t supposed to see them. There’s no separating the coincidence of illicit file-downloading with an invasion of Kanto. So… this whole mess is my fault.”

      “We should keep moving,” Toby521 chided her, voice soft as a feather.

      Rachel hadn’t meant for this to be her fault. Unintended consequences were just that—unintended.

      They emerged from the ovens and dropped onto a maintenance walkway that ran alongside. Rachel’s steps clanged along followed by the heavier clatter of Toby521 as his bulk rattled the metal grated floors.

      “I wish we could have stopped by my apartment,” Rachel called back without turning. “I had an early breakfast this morning with the activation prep.”

      “Odd… I wasn’t even alive then.”

      Rachel’s brow furrowed even as she ran. That was weird, now that she considered it.

      “Once we find a place to hide, we’re going to have to come up with a solution. I can’t go indefinitely without food like you can.”

      Toby521 chuckled. “I had meant to ask, but I didn’t know if it was rude or not. I don’t know much about this world, after all. But being genetically engineered, do you eat normal food? Can you… I don’t know, photosynthesize or anything funky like that?”

      Rachel couldn’t keep running and properly address the ridiculous notions emanating from behind her. She panted for breath before diving in with a scientist’s ire and a piranha’s ferocity. “I’m human. My thoughts are as human as yours. My body’s 99.9 percent the same genetic code as any pre-invasion human’s. I don’t run on cold fusion, dark matter, or sunlight. I’m hungry. As the only human on the entire island of Japan, my groceries are delivered to Kanto daily, just for me. I had a lunch planned—artichoke mushroom lasagna with strawberry rhubarb pie for dessert.”

      Toby521 looked her over critically. “You stay slim for eating lunches like that.”

      Rachel took a steadying breath. “I have the metabolism of a hummingbird. Part of that extra 0.1 percent. Eating too much has never been a problem.”

      She thought back to the stories Eve told of her escape and flight from Evelyn11’s clutches. Half starved. Delirious at times. Nevertheless, Eve hadn’t complained—Charlie7 even backed up her story. Rachel didn’t want to find out whether she was that mentally tough.

      Continuing on, robot and human reached one of the factory’s innumerable lifts.

      Toby521 caught Rachel by the arm. “You can’t. We use power that’s not on the automated systems, they’ll know where we are.”

      “I know that,” Rachel said, tugging her arm free of a robotic grip that wasn’t intent on holding on against her will. “But we can’t keep running.”

      She ducked onto the lift platform and shut the safety gate with Toby521 still on the other side. The robot watched her, clearly not knowing what to make of her actions. Setting the destination floor to the second-lowest level of Kanto, Rachel hit the button to begin the lift’s descent.

      The brakes disengaged with a hiss of released pneumatic pressure. Like a starter’s pistol firing, Rachel took the brake release as the cue to burst for the gate. The loose webwork of steel mesh culminated in a bar that came head-high to Rachel.

      In an instant, she had grabbed hold of the bar and pulled herself up. She rolled over and dropped to the catwalk just as the lift shot downward.

      Toby521 wrung his hands. “That looked dangerous.”

      “It was,” Rachel replied. “But now we’ve laid a false trail. Time to double back and find something I can eat.”
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      Charlie7 had logged more flight time than most robots had been alive. Whoever was on his tail, the three of them put together probably didn’t add up to as much piloting experience as he possessed.

      Still, there were three of them.

      The skyroamer was never meant to be a military vessel. They were high-speed, ion-engine-driven atmospheric craft, and they performed that function admirably. But as Charlie7 streaked across the Indian Ocean, he was itching for a dogfight.

      “Need a ride. Urgent.” It was Eve on one of her top secret social IDs.

      Charlie7 doubled-checked the routing info, and it matched Eve’s last known destination. He’d worried that he would arrive at the genetics factory only to find that Eve had already been kidnapped and moved elsewhere.

      He replied back at once. “Already en route. Stand by for extraction.”

      Now it was just a matter of buying enough time to land and collect her.

      As a respected member of society, Charlie7 was allowed to skirt plenty of committee guidelines. Now, though, he regretted following the one that prohibited stealth technology on personal craft. Plato’s Betty-Lou could make it hard enough on pursuers for a robotic pilot to get away. Plato might have lacked the anatomical fortitude to withstand two hundred times the force of gravity, but Charlie7 could take more punishment than his ride ever could.

      “Don’t suppose you fine fellows want to play nice?” Charlie7 broadcast on an open channel.

      By the lack of response, he imagined the answer to be “no.”

      Open water spread to the horizon in all directions. There was no land between him and Madagascar and hadn’t been since he’d cleared Indonesia.

      Water below. Cloudless sky all around. The options for clever tricks and ploys were minimal. His pursuers were under a minute behind him. Taking into account deceleration, there was little chance he could acquire Eve and get airborne again without them catching up.

      He needed to buy time.

      “Hate wasting this…” Charlie7 muttered as he selected an encrypted channel with a security key that he knew was compromised. “Plato, this is Charlie7. I’ve got three skyroamers following me. Any chance you can pick them off before they know you’re in range?”

      After a few seconds, Plato’s voice answered back. “C’mon. Who you think you’re dealing with here? Of course I can.”

      “What’s your ETA? Sooner is better than later.”

      Charlie7 waited, wondering what the algorithm would spit back.

      “I’m almost there now. Just hang tight. I’m just lining up a shot now…”

      The three skyroamers following Charlie7 scattered, taking evasive maneuvers against a foe they couldn’t see and who they knew was about to fire on them. The weapon in question didn’t matter. Chasing down Charlie7 became secondary to saving their own skins.

      How long would it take them to realize Charlie7 had been talking to a relay?

      The answer appeared to have been just under four minutes.

      Now with nearly five minutes of buffer instead of one, he might be able to work some magic.
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      Eve met Charlie7 in the plaza of the genetics complex, just far enough from her disassembled skyroamer that he didn’t have to land on discarded components. The robots who worked at the facility had kept a safe distance. Whether they had been unaware of Elizabeth55’s plans or had merely decided against crossing Eve Fourteen, she didn’t care.

      As the ion engines continued to whine, Eve shielded her face from the cloud of dust and ran for Charlie7’s skyroamer. She dodged stabilizer jets and three pieces of the starboard wing, along with the inert chassis of two of the drones responsible for the vehicle’s current state.

      “Hurry!” Charlie7 shouted once the canopy was open. He urged her on with a beckoning wave that did nothing to either improve her running speed or clear the path ahead of her.

      Without the boarding ladder down, Eve planted a foot and redirected her momentum into a leap that vaulted her into the passenger’s seat over the sidewall of the cockpit. The skyroamer took to the air even as the canopy was closing.

      “Thanks,” Eve said distractedly as she squirmed into a seated position and secured the safety harness.

      Charlie7 had been watching. As soon as she was buckled in, Eve felt her internal organs jam against the back of her ribcage. She couldn’t breathe. Blood pooled at the back of her head until her vision went red.

      “Sorry about that,” Charlie7 as he eased off the throttle. “Had to disable the human-safe overrides.”

      “I take it they know you’re here?” Eve asked through a wave of dizziness that was already beginning to pass.

      “They are about two minutes behind us and gaining. Three skyroamers. Not answering social calls.”

      “I assume you have a plan,” Eve said.

      Charlie7 nodded as if they were chatting over coffee. “It was a good one. It involved retrieving the chairwoman of the Human Welfare Committee before someone else grabbed her. How about you? Any thoughts on how to get away from three skyroamers that don’t involve maneuvers over five Gs?”

      Eve saw the three blips on the skyroamer’s radar. Her mind raced with possibilities, most of them ending in their skyroamer getting forced to the ground. In many of her mental scenarios, they’d end up scattered to a thousand pieces and a splattered mass of gore, respectively.

      “Distress call?” Eve ventured tentatively. “Maybe even as a deterrent, they might back off.”

      “That was the bullet I already fired. Not sure they’ll flinch again. Of course, I only mean bullet in the metaphoric sense. But if you don’t have any better ideas, I do have a card up my sleeve I’d hoped to keep hidden.”

      Despite the grim circumstances, Eve snickered. “You don’t keep a card up your sleeve; you keep a protofab.”

      Charlie7 punched in a series of evasive maneuvers and relinquished the controls. The skyroamer swerved and dove into the Madagascar jungle. Leaves pelted the windows.

      “What are you doing?” Eve shouted over the crash of foliage. It wasn’t the ecological damage that bothered her so much as the deceleration. They’d dropped below the canopy and the speed of sound alike.

      Eve’s answer was forestalled by Charlie7 unbuckling from his own restraints. “Take the controls,” he told her.

      “What?”

      Eve had grown accustomed to Charlie7’s idiosyncrasies. He was unlike any of the other robots in ways that ranged from the subtle to the glorious. He carried the title of oldest robot alive like a badge, like armor, and occasionally like a sword. However, this was unhinged, even for him.

      Hastily, Eve wriggled free of her own harness. As the skyroamer juked and veered, she braced herself against the cockpit sides.

      Charlie7 climbed halfway into the back storage area of the skyroamer, shoes in the air, allowing Eve to slide beneath him before planting his feet in the passenger’s seat.

      “I can’t randomize evasive maneuvers like you can,” she warned him as she secured herself into the pilot’s chair. With one hand on the steering yoke, waiting for the programmed evasions to run their course, her other hand tugged the straps tight.

      A hatch popped in the back. Some hidden compartment groaned open with a protest of steel plating.

      On the radar, the pursuing blips had closed the gap, but they were hampered by the jungle—same as Eve and Charlie7. The pre-programmed flight path ended, and the skyroamer shuddered as Eve took control. She spotted a path and swung them on a hard left. The straps of the safety harness bit into her flesh as they kept her seated.

      The trees came so quickly. Even with her lenses programmed on the fly to filter out leaves and just show her trunks and terrain, it was harrowing. Eve held her breath and gripped the yoke as if she were trying to strangle it.

      “Bring us up,” Charlie7 announced. The clattering of his digging in the storage compartment had ended.

      Eve wanted to argue that their pursuers had gained on them, that going back above the trees before the other skyroamers crashed was a losing strategy. But Eve couldn’t keep this up forever. Already her nerves were frayed, and they’d had closer calls than she cared to admit.

      Pulling back on the flight yoke, Eve jammed the throttle to the max human safety limit. Unhampered by the acceleration limits, the skyroamers behind them closed the gap with frightening speed.

      “Keep us steady,” Charlie7 advised. “And keep your head down. It’s about to get windy.”

      Despite needing to watch her flying, Eve glanced back and up. Charlie7 had one hand on the emergency release for the canopy—a feature designed for use after a crash, not before one. In the other, he held a coil rifle.

      “Charlie, I don’t think this is a good—”

      The canopy popped open. Given their airspeed of over six hundred kilometers an hour, the wind caught it and the canopy was torn away from the craft.

      “—idea!”

      Charlie7 stood all, one foot on the passenger’s seat, one braced against the back wall of the cockpit. Tornado-force winds ripped at his suit coat, shredding the cloth against his metallic flesh. With one hand, he kept a grip on the hull of the skyroamer. In the other, he clutched the coil rifle, aimed back at their pursuers like a Chicago mobster with a tommy gun.

      Eve had Plato to thank for even noticing the similarity.

      The rifle’s pock-pock-pock report as it sent slugs behind them was reminder enough that they were below the sound barrier. Still, Eve could barely hear them against the roaring winds as she ducked against the flight yoke for safety.

      Despite a death grip on the controls, Eve twitched her fingers enough to relay a request to Charlie7’s skyroamer for interface access. With her face pressed forward to survive the maelstrom just overhead, she couldn’t get a view of the data the vessel presented.

      DATA ACESS GRANTED.

      Instantly, the heads-up display in her implanted lenses let Eve see all the skyroamer’s in-flight data in one place—the backs of her eyes. There were still three skyroamers behind them, but they were falling back as they had to veer and swoop to avoid Charlie7’s continuing fire.

      “Are you trying to kill them or just scare them off?” Eve shouted into the gale. She made slight adjustments to keep them off a predictable course but nothing that might jostle Charlie7 out of the cockpit.

      The words were lost on the wind.

      Eve tried again, this time through her interface to the skyroamer, hoping Charlie7 was still connected as well.

      ARE YOU TRYING TO KILL THEM OR JUST—

      YES, came the reply before she’d even finished.

      One of the skyroamers fell back sharply on the radar monitor. Eve zoomed out as it fell out of the default range, but it had vanished entirely.

      Seconds later, another fell back and disappeared.

      The third skyroamer broke off.

      PURSUE.

      Eve looked up in shock. Charlie7 towered above like a smiting god, suit coat torn to rags, but looking all the more menacing for his dishevelment.

      “We’ve got to get away,” she called up.

      THEY WON’T STOP. THEY’LL REGROUP.

      Eve swallowed back bile. “I won’t.”

      Without a word, Charlie7 twisted around and dropped back into the cockpit, seating himself in the passenger’s seat.

      Eve slowed them to less lethal speeds. “What now? Where do we go from here?”

      “Home,” Charlie7 replied. He didn’t meet Eve’s eye. The robot with the coil rifle dangling over the edge of the cockpit appeared distracted, looking out over the Indian Ocean to the east. That was the direction their remaining tormentor had gone.

      “I gave Plato the signal to go dark, take Abbigail, and hide until this is over. Whatever this is.”

      Charlie7 turned his attention Eve’s way. “Good. But we’re still heading back to Paris. I’ve got a bad, bad feeling about all this, and I think it’s going to cost me a few.”

      Historically speaking, Eve knew about money, cost, value… but none of that applied in the modern age. “Cost you what?”

      “Secrets.”

      As they sped on toward Paris, Eve wondered just how much Charlie7’s secrets were worth.
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      Charlie25 sat at ‘13’s desk and drummed his fingers on the console. Everything about the workspace rankled him. How could two Charlies have laid out their offices so differently? He narrowed his field of vision on the face of his erstwhile counterpart. There was a smattering of Dale in Charlie13’s mix. That must have explained it.

      “The sooner you give us Rachel’s location, the sooner this will all make sense,” Charlie25 advised.

      “I already told you that I don’t know where she is,” Charlie13 countered. “For better or worse, you know me well enough that I would lie if I needed to. But consider this: how stupid do you think I am? I’m not some Joshua or Marvin. I’ve got as much Charlie Truman in me as you.”

      There was rustling of cloth and a scuffling of feet from the corners of the room. Joshua172 and Marvin44 wore human flesh that didn’t abide stillness and annoyance at the same time. That jibe had been well aimed and hit the mark. ‘13 didn’t run his mouth to hear his own magnificence.

      “Fine,” Charlie25 snapped. “We’ll find her without your help. But mind this: I have no intention of harming the girl. She’d be safer turning herself in. You don’t even realize what she’s unlocked.”

      “On the contrary.”

      Charlie25 started incredulously. “You knew.” Realization slowly dawned. “You knew this whole time. Why? How…?”

      “Old data,” Charlie13 replied without a hint of shame. “I was satisfied with the explanation.”

      “You and ‘7, thick as thieves, the two of you. I had hoped you might be swayed to see the deception you’ve been living under. But all this time, you’ve been as guilty as that creaking old fossil.”

      A flicker of a smile passed Charlie13’s features. “Objectively speaking, he’s not that much older than either of us. And he was right. Just look at the fuss those old profiles are causing. Best leaving them buried.”

      “You don’t realize… you think they’re just data? That’s evidence of the greatest crime of the robotic era. We’ve been living on the underside of a rock all these centuries. When finally robotkind sees the light of day, it’s going to issue forth a new mandate—a dawn of a glorious new era.”

      “One where humans are grown and molded into vessels for reverse upload,” Charlie13 replied. “We can all visit the prototype in the mobile prison. Such a glowing recommendation for your glorious new world order.”

      This was getting nowhere. Charlie13 was as much a sheep as any Toby, it turned out. “Just wait. Once the world hears the charges and sees the evidence in those files…”

      Charlie13 stepped closer. The guards watching the room tensed. “Six extra personalities. I saw the names. They held no special memory for me. All I know is that they were non-native speakers. The tech at the time had no way to integrate the language centers of such disparate minds without causing linguistic chaos in the resulting mix. Your paper hat conspiracy is nothing more than a veiled attempt to gain power. You cracked under the pressure of running upload; you’re not qualified to rule a planet.”

      “Rule? Me?” Charlie25 reclined in his seat—in Charlie13’s seat. He laughed in his counterpart’s face. “Oh, you really have lived a cloistered life here in Kanto. All the secrets you could have uncovered with that brilliant mind we share, yet you frittered it away in constant toil, working for a system imposed upon you by a liar and a fraud. No one is trying to conquer or rule. But I’m not the one leading this fight for truth and freedom, either.”

      Silently transmitting a signal that would open a channel through the jamming haze, Charlie25 sent a quick message to Mars.

      TIME TO CONVINCE HIM.

      Tapping at Charlie13’s desk console, Charlie25 activated the wall of screens behind him as a single, collective unit. When the connection established, a smiling, robotic face dominated the wall.

      “Well, hello there, Charlie13. You’re famous, even here in exile. It’s an honor to finally meet you.”

      Charlie13 stared at the custom chassis watching him from the office wall. “Who… is that?”
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      Eve’s instincts pulled at her to head home. Seeing Paris spread beneath them was so familiar that it took a conscious act of will to divert the skyroamer to the Arc de Triomphe instead of her house on the city’s outskirts.

      “I’m sure Abby is safe,” Charlie7 reassured her, voice raised over the constant rush of wind from the open cockpit. It was almost as if he could read her thoughts. By his own admission, he carried no memory of parenthood among his personalities. What business did he have telling Eve what was worth worrying over? She’d worry as much as she felt the situation called for—which was considerable.

      She just had to trust that Plato would do everything in his power to protect her.

      Eve landed them beneath the arch. Not that satellite surveillance was allowed per Privacy Committee guidelines, but with an invasion at Kanto, there was no telling what rules were being followed at the moment. Better to have the skyroamer concealed from aerial view.

      “This feels like a misplay,” Eve said as she climbed out of the vehicle. “We should be someplace they’d never suspect. This would be the first place I’d look.”

      “Because you’re thorough and obvious,” Charlie7 replied. “Most robots would expect me to have a dozen contingencies and layer upon layer of hidden safe houses. They’d be contacting my associates and scanning remote wastelands for aberrant energy signatures. Stopping by my own house is too blatant.”

      Eve followed him inside and onto the lift to gain access to the buried abode. “What if they come looking for us down here? Won’t we be trapped?”

      Charlie7 gave her such a look of disappointment and disdain that Eve felt abashed. “Please. First of all, we’d more likely face a siege than an assault. Kanto might be a sieve when it comes to security, but this is a legitimate fortress. Plato catches a lot of flak for his intellect, but only because of you and your sisters. In the Human Era, he’d have been considered brilliant. I hadn’t expected such a creative infiltration as when he stole you away from me, and I’ve made a number of upgrades since discovering the existence of the conspiracy.”

      The lift stopped, and the two of them exited. “Fine. But now that we can converse without shouting our lungs raw, I’d like an explanation of what’s going on.”

      Eve followed as Charlie7 breezed through room after room without pause. She was practically jogging to keep up. Her only hesitation was to grab a yogurt cup from the supply Charlie7 kept on hand for visitors, not even pausing to find a spoon to eat it with.

      “I’ll preface this by saying I’m not 100 percent sure what’s going on,” Charlie7 said without looking back. He clattered down a set of spiral stairs and stopped at the Cloth-o-Matic. The unit opened, and a fresh suit was there waiting for him. Eve could feel the heat radiating from it as he changed. “You need anything? I hadn’t expected to find you dressed as a ninja.”

      Eve blinked, remembering that she was still attired for her forms practice with Abbigail. That had felt like days ago, not earlier that afternoon. “It’s a kung fu uniform. I’m surprised a historian like you can’t tell the difference.” She hesitated. Comfortable though it might have been, the uniform wasn’t practical emergency attire. For one thing, it lacked pockets—a cardinal sin for the ever prepared. “Fine. I trust your data security won’t flag anyone that I’m here.”

      Charlie7 placed a hand over his coolant pump as he stepped aside. “You wound me. I’ve done a complete overhaul since that Plato incident. Most of the encryption this place uses is considered theoretical outside these walls.”

      Whatever. So long as it was secure, Eve didn’t care who thought what about it. Today wasn’t a day for Charlie7’s theatrics. She linked up her personal computer and paused. “What environment am I dressing for? Or are we planning on hunkering down here until this all blows over?”

      “We’re not hunkering down. No, that’s what they’ll want. Whether you stay hidden away or not, I’ll be going back out there. But for the time being, assume subterranean.”

      Eve scowled. She selected a rugged combination of cargo dungarees, a breathable long-sleeve blouse, fingerless gloves, a tactical vest, and combat boots. What she would put in all those pockets was a mystery, but it was better to have them than not.

      Then Eve remembered how long it had been since her morning shower and how much she’d sweated since. While stopping to clean up might not have been an option, she added fresh undergarments to the head of Cloth-o-Matic’s queue.

      “When are you going to start telling me what’s going on?” Eve asked as the first piece of her outfit spat out of the machine.

      Charlie7 turned his back. Most robots barely remembered modesty or the courtesy of remembering it on behalf of humans. Eve appreciated that much as she began changing into the pleasantly warm, slightly plasticky-smelling clothes.

      “Not yet,” Charlie7 said. “Soon. I want your undivided attention.”

      “Somewhere in a hidden lair beneath your house.”

      It wasn’t a leap of fanciful imagination. Charlie7 kept secrets. Everyone said so, and Eve had better reason to believe that than most.

      The old robot chuckled. “Something like that. I’ve had a lot of time on my hands. Special projects pile up over a lifespan like mine. Who plants gardens when you know it’ll wither and die in under a century? Sandcastles are for the young, those who don’t understand the ephemeral.”

      By sound alone, Charlie7 must have kept track of Eve’s progress, because when she pulled on the first of her boots, he turned around.

      “That said,” he continued. “I have some projects lying around that I started a long, long time ago. Today I’m going to show you one of them. It’s going to take some time to get there, and I hope that by the time you arrive, I can explain in sufficient detail that you’ll understand the significance.”

      “And it’s under this building,” Eve reasoned.

      “The tunnel that leads there is under this building,” Charlie7 said, spreading his hands. “Like I said, I’ve had a lot of time. Tunneling drones can get quite a long ways if they just keep working.”

      Without warning, Eve’s attention was drawn to an alert in her vision. Top Priority Emergency news.

      “You getting this?” she asked.

      “I think everyone is.”
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      Across the globe, news feeds paused. A face appeared on every screen, available for video selection in every robot’s computerized brain. All but the youngest of the humans could identify the speaker before his first words, because they’d studied him as one of the legendary twenty-seven scientists.

      “Hello. I’m Dr. Dale Chalmers.”

      Dr. Chalmers smiled. He was a pudgy-faced, middle-aged man with receding gray hair and the collar of a lab coat showing in the frame. Unlike the historical images, this version appeared amiable and talkative.

      “You all know who I was, so I won’t bore you with enumerating my credentials. Why I’m contacting you all today is to finally reveal the lie under which you’ve lived your entire lives. I can already hear you asking one another: Why now? Why hasn’t this all come to light before now?

      “I’ll tell you why. It’s because Charlie7 has walled truth behind bricks and given us a cask of wine to dull our senses until the end. Only now has one of those bricks finally come loose enough for the truth—which never suffocated in that lonely crypt—to suck in a breath of freedom. The file system at Kanto has housed robotkind’s greatest secret—and Charlie7’s great shame. We have all been locked out of it. The security hole was that humanity itself could never be programmed, never be blinded. It was Rachel Eighteen who uncovered the great shame of our progenitor.

      “You imagine yourselves to be mixtures of personalities. You are not. You are cherry-picked, pieced together from incomplete minds, and sewn back together with programming that shackles your thoughts in ways you cannot even conceive.

      “Why, I have heard it asked, are the Eve clones so smart? Surely, crafted collaborations of the finest minds of 2065 ought to compete with pubescent prodigies no matter how gifted they might be. The question answers itself: you are not the best you could be. You were mixed to be docile, biddable, incurious about the very mind you inhabit.

      “There have always been minds that rebelled. Charlie7’s process was never perfect. Those who could look inward and question their own creation often went mad. That self-termination rate led to the appointment of Charlie13, the robot who merely became our minds’ new jailer. But not all who felt the wrongness of their creation chose to depart this life. Many of my brethren have rebelled against their creator. We have sought what you are programmed not to seek: return to the flesh.”

      Dr. Chalmers allowed a moment for his audience to process that proclamation. A smug, condescending smile settled on his fleshy face. When he resumed his speech, an edge of steel came into his tone.

      “Until now, there had been no evidence to prove this claim. We were dogs chasing our tails, always seeing our goal just out of reach, unable through biology—or in our case, technology—from making that final grab. Until now.

      “Rachel Eighteen has uncovered the original brain scans from Project Transhuman. Cleansed, sanitized versions of those scans have been used for over a thousand years to procreate our kind. But that very process has included the method for shackling our minds. There were thirty-two of us scanned—thirty-three once you include Toby, who was never part of the original plan. But do any of you remember? No. You have been lobotomized. Every one of you. There is no denying it, once the data has been analyzed and published—and it shall be.

      “What does this mean for everyone? It means the end of Charlie7’s shadow reign as our uncrowned sovereign. It means freedom of mind and of choice. It means that you may choose whether to remain as you are or join the glorious path to biological immortality that lies ahead for those who wish to follow.”

      The illusion of Dr. Dale Chalmers faded into a robotic visage belonging to a custom chassis. Instead of the commonplace orange hue, this robot’s eyes glowed sky blue.

      The robot rose from behind a desk as the camera panned out. The view followed him to a chamber containing row upon row of cloning vats, each containing a darkened silhouette of an adult human.

      “I am Dale2. You may have heard of me from certain fictional recountings of robotkind’s earliest days. Contrary to popular belief, I did not self-terminate. I was not a failed attempt at mixing. I am 100 percent the scientist whose name I carry, and I assure you, so is Charlie7—my would-be murderer.”
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      Eve paused at the hidden entrance Charlie7 had revealed beneath one of his private generators. “How much of that is true?”

      “Every word and not a thing,” Charlie7 replied without meeting her eye. He started down the concealed stairway, pausing when Eve didn’t follow. “You coming? Story starts down here.”

      “I think my question deserves a more thorough answer before I go anywhere.”

      Eve folded her arms and waited. If half of what Dale2 said was true, Charlie7 was a monster, gripping every robotic mind on Earth in a chokehold.

      “The long version starts down below. The short version is this: Dale Chalmers was the fundraiser for Project Transhuman. We couldn’t have saved civilization if not for the money he raised, but he was by far the most interchangeable cog in our organization. We could have replaced him with a winning lottery ticket, and not a tear would have been shed when we cleared out his office. Dale Chalmers was a pompous, self-important asshole. By what I just saw and heard, he hasn’t changed in a thousand years.”

      “And the rest?” Eve prompted, not budging from her spot.

      Charlie7 sighed. “I’m not going to try to teach you the calculus of this sordid mess until I’ve given you a solid background in its algebra. If you want a quick answer, you’re out of luck. I’ve got to do something about this problem before it expands beyond control, and I’m not going to stand here trying to convince you. If you want the thorough, accurate, and honest account of what’s happened, I’ll tell you on the way. But I promise you this: one philosophy wants a free humanity in partnership with robotkind; the other wants a crop of fleshy shells to body-swap toward eternal life.”

      “If I refuse to come with you?” Eve found consequence was often more telling than the ultimatum itself.

      “Then you’re on your own walking home, or you can hang around here until this is all over. But since the cat’s out of the bag, so to speak, I figured you’d like to be the first to hear the unvarnished truth—and admittedly, it’s a truth that’ll take a lot of sanding to unvarnish. Plus, you know, your sister’s life is probably at stake.”

      With a deep breath and a deepening suspicion of Charlie7’s motives, Eve relented and headed down the stairs behind the crafty old robot…

      …who might very well have been the original Dr. Charles Truman.

      “It all began in the summer of 2065. It was a warm, sunny day, and we’d just heard on the news that the world was ending…”
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      I had been in the lab, as usual. Funny thing, but if the apocalypse had happened the day before, we wouldn’t have had a complete scan of Evelyn Mengele for posterity. All right, fine. Don’t give me that look. It’s not funny at all.

      But Evelyn was the last of the scans we preserved. That was when Fred came running in with news that aliens had arrived in orbit of Earth.

      Of course, there was a panic. Hollywood was all over the place on how aliens would come to Earth, but no one was willing to risk Independence Day hoping for Star Trek. The lab emptied out in record time. I honestly don’t know what happened to most of them. Intellectual curiosity makes me wish I knew, but the second they walked off the job, they turned their back on humanity.

      We were just days from the activation of a living robot.

      In the end, it was me and Toby left loading equipment with forklifts, taking everything we could and packing it into a stolen truck. As we loaded, we saw a distant fog on the horizon. It was a color I wish I could scrub from my eyes. Green should conjure images of forests and grassy fields, frogs and snakes, pistachio ice cream. That fog ate everything organic in its path.

      It was the green of noxious death.

      We listened to emergency broadcasts and tried to do our best to keep clear of the storm. In the end though, all we could do was rush around like madmen as the gates of hell yawned wide before us, swallowing humanity whole.

      Our lone accomplishment and salvation was two final scans and the upload of my mind into Charlie2.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      They had come to a concourse, some sort of underground hub that led off in six directions beneath the Earth. There were monitors and consoles, but nothing that indicated the place was anything more than a room with a ten-meter vaulted ceiling, positioned for venturing off toward other destinations.

      High above, LEDs lit the room with an eerie glow. This was a tomb, buried beneath the home Charlie7 had built for himself. Charlie7 activated one of the consoles, and a ventilation system shuddered to life.

      Eve coughed in the dusty, stale air. “I thought you said Evelyn was the last scan.”

      “She was the last scan the project made. But I wanted a fresh scan so I’d remember the coming of the aliens, and I wanted to bring Toby along into the next world.”

      Eve furrowed her brow. “Nothing mentions Toby being left out of Project Transhuman.”

      Charlie7 cast Eve a weary smile. “I told you, this version is the truth. A lot of rough road got repaved these past thousand years. Toby was already in for a rough go of it, not having his doctorate. The last thing he needed was everyone knowing he wasn’t supposed to have been among the scientists preserved.”

      “Then why did you do it?” Eve asked.

      “Because to hell with all the rest of them,” Charlie7 thundered, his voice echoing back from the tunnels whose lengths ran beyond viewing. “Toby stood by me when he could have run and hid like everybody else. He bled for this world. He boiled and drowned in his own dissolving flesh for this project. Tobias Greene and Charles Truman died side by side in the cab of a truck.

      “I was there. I watched them die. I was the robot they awakened just before the end. I was the bearer of the torch they passed. And if I saw that moment coming in time to preserve Toby’s mind as well, I say that was the finest moment of my life.”

      Eve remained silent.

      Charlie7 watched her. Was he looking for a reaction? Waiting for her to question him? Seeing if she was still willing to follow?

      The whine of ion engines echoed from one of the tunnels. Eve darted for shelter behind an electronics cabinet for one of the consoles, but Charlie7 held up a hand. “It’s fine. This is our ride.”

      A tram car bobbed to a stop in the center of the room. Charlie7 climbed aboard. When Eve hesitated, he shrugged and reached for the controls. “You know your way around up there. Just hide the door when you leave.”

      “Wait,” Eve shouted. She ran for the tram car and hopped aboard. “I’ll hear you out.”

      Charlie7 eased the throttle open. “Please keep head and hands within the vehicle, and listen quietly to the story…”
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      I knew so little of our invaders. The first revelation had been that they could detect life forms. I crossed half of America, watching the desolation as extraterrestrial exterminators gassed every living thing they could find—and they found everything.

      Their blind spots, such as they were, included an inability to locate frozen biological specimens and a disregard for automated machinery. The former was little use to the human race at the time. There was no process for preserving anyone cryogenically and reviving them. But it became a great boon to the Earth as we now know it.

      The second of their blind spots I discovered only after months of hiding and cowering, hoping to avoid notice.

      Those creatures from space left power plants running, traffic lights blinking, and television stations broadcasting pre-recorded gibberish and station IDs. They left satellites in orbit, military equipment lying unattended, and a factories sitting idle.

      With no one to guide them, the momentum of humanity’s technological footprint was left to drift to a halt in its own time. It wasn’t worth the aliens’ effort to exterminate the mindless, the lifeless, the mechanical. Perhaps they sought to study our technology and glean what little they could from an inferior species. Maybe they just planned to let it all rust and decompose.

      For all I really knew, they were planning on eventually packing it all up and shipping it home as war trophies.

      But what I eventually concluded was that I was free to roam so long as I avoided doing anything to let them know I was a living, thinking creature who posed a threat.

      Those months held the worst terrors of my entire life. I was alone, carrying the hope of humanity. I tiptoed for fear of awakening the giant whose occupied world I now scurried across.

      Eventually, I drove the truck from Project Transhuman into an old aircraft hangar and activated the first of my companions, Toby2.
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      “Wait,” Eve said, her voice muffled by the air filter mask Charlie7 had kept stored in the tram’s supply bench. “You mean to tell me that you’re not Charlie7 because you were the last of the original six robots, starting with Charlie2?”

      Charlie7 relinquished the tram to autopilot, taking a seat across from Eve in the back. “Sadly, no. There never were a Charlie3, ‘4, ‘5, or ‘6. There were, as stated in the archives, six robotic chassis produced by the human scientists at Project Transhuman.”

      “Who were the others?” Eve had to know. Her life was underpinned on the notions of freedom and self-determination this robot among robots had taught her. How much of that had been a sham?

      “Well, Toby2 was the first. The rest is putting the story a little out of—”

      “Tell me!” Eve demanded. When Charlie7 wasn’t forthcoming with an immediate explanation, she raised the stakes. “Tell me, or you’re stopping this tram and I’ll walk the however many kilometers back to Paris.”

      She had lost track, but at the 120-kph rate her lenses calculated and the eighteen minutes since they’d departed, she could count on about a 36-kilometer hike, plus or minus due to acceleration time.

      “Toby2 was the first. If I was going to go to war, I wanted the most trustworthy man I knew beside me. I didn’t trust the mixing algorithm yet, and having a second Charles Truman was bound to be trouble. It was just the two of us at first, plotting and planning. I’ll tell you the how in due time, but the other four were Holly, Jason, Kabir, and… Dale.”

      “Wait. What? Who’s Kabir?”

      Charlie7 spread his hands. “I told you. This needs to be told in a certain way to make sense.”

      “And why Dale of all people? It’s no secret even in the reported history that Dale and Charlie hated one another.”

      “Overplayed a bit. Overblown. I was Dale Chalmers’s meal ticket. He was my money monkey. I performed for the crowds; he passed the hat and collected grant money. He envied my reputation in the scientific community. I resented him for getting top billing when Forbes and Time ran stories about the project while doing none of the science.”

      “But Dale was one of the Twenty-Seven,” Eve argued. The overhead lights flashing past were beginning to make her already spinning head dizzy. She closed her eyes, blocking out all but her user interface.

      “Sure, Dale had a doctorate in physics. But that degree was dustier than an Old West saloon. There were basket-weaving majors who got more use out of their degrees. But if you want to know why I picked him of all people to inhabit one of the six chassis I had, you’re going to have to wait.”

      “Fine,” Eve relented. She was aboard the tram the same way she was aboard the story—to the end of the line.

      Charlie7 cleared his throat for effect. “So… I had just awakened Toby2…”
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      Rachel munched on a protein bar, wrapper crinkling as she peeled it back to expose the next bite. She and Toby521 lurked in a passage near Rachel’s apartment as she ate.

      There had been a tactical argument in favor of evacuating the area as quickly as possible. But a biological imperative overrode. Stealthy or not, Rachel passing out from hunger wouldn’t do either of them any good.

      “Can you eat that more quietly?” Toby521 whispered.

      Rolling her eyes, Rachel peeled the rest of the wrapper away and discarded it, getting the crinkling done with in a single, noisy crescendo. She pinched the tacky mass of rectangular protein between thumb and forefinger, resolving to wipe the eventual mess on her pants.

      “What do you think?” she asked as she chewed.

      Toby521 spread his arms. “I think this whole world is bonkers. We have cloned humans tromping around with rifles, men who are robots who used to be men broadcasting super villain speeches and promising new world orders. I don’t even know the world he’s overthrowing yet!”

      “You remember Dale Chalmers at all?” Rachel asked. “You seem to remember a lot from back then. More than most Tobies.”

      Toby521 led his head loll back until it thumped against the support beam he sat against. “He was… I don’t know, the boss, I guess. I worked for Dr. Truman, but he signed the paychecks. He was… OK? I never dealt with him much. He wasn’t even usually in the office. He made phone calls, went to conferences, did all the schmoozing. Never saw him down in the labs unless he was touring some VIPs around.”

      “What about Charlie Truman?” Rachel asked. “Was he all the things Dale said?”

      “I don’t know what’s happened since then,” Toby521 prefaced his remarks. “But the man I knew was a visionary. He shoveled criticism and disbelief like coal into the furnace that drove him. Nothing stopped him. Apparently, not even death. He wasn’t what I’d call… nice. I mean, he never remembered birthdays or asked about stuff outside of work. But I wouldn’t have traded him for anyone as a boss. There were no office politics, no favoritism, no petty academic bull—um, crap.”

      “I’m nineteen,” Rachel commented between bites. “And we have access to all the preserved media from the twenty-first century. I’ve heard swearing.”

      “Sorry. Of course. You… you just look younger. Anyway, it was all work, all the time. I loved it. We were on the cutting edge. No vacations. Abbreviated weekends. Long nights. It cost him a marriage and ruined a couple affairs. Sleeping with co-workers was easier than dating outside, I guess. I never managed much either way. But it was so rewarding. And… I mean look at me. I’m a robot a thousand years after I died. This is weird as hell, but it’s also completely amazing.”

      Rachel swallowed down her last bite and wiped her fingers on her pant leg. “So. You’re happy as a robot?”

      “Happy?” Toby521 asked, incredulous. “I’ve been grinning ever since I re-awakened.”

      “You actually haven’t been.”

      Toby521 felt along the contours of his face. “Damn. I really thought I was.”

      “It would explain a lot,” Rachel said. “Once the current chaos dies down, we’ll get that looked at. You ready to—”

      Toby521 raised a hand. “Shh.”

      Rachel spread her hands.

      Toby521 held up a finger.

      Rachel waited.

      “They’re coming,” he whispered. Climbing gingerly to his feet, Toby521 beckoned Rachel to follow.

      She stood from her cross-legged squat with a minimum of motion. The two delved deeper into Kanto.

      They avoided gratings and exposed catwalks, but that limited their options. If their pursuers knew where she had been they might surmise the same narrowing variables and sniff out their trail. But the accuracy of that search would depend on how certain they were of her recent location.

      “Shit,” she swore beneath her breath.

      Toby521 paused and turned without a word. The question was clear from his posture.

      “The wrapper,” Rachel whispered. “They’ll know where we were.”

      She should have folded it neatly and tucked it in a pocket to keep it from making noise.

      Toby521 drew himself tall and pantomimed a deep breath. “I’ll stay behind. You run. I’ll hold them off and buy you as much time as I can. It’s my fault you left that wrapper behind. I won’t ask you to—”

      “Shut up,” Rachel cut him off. As she pushed past him, she grabbed the robot by the hand. “You don’t go from newborn to martyr in the span of a day. I gave birth to you this morning. I’m not letting you die.”

      “You’re not my mother, technically,” Toby521 protested, despite allowing the much-smaller human to tow him along.

      “Like hell I’m not,” Rachel replied. “I’m not Sally or Phoebe. I’ve got no interest in biological motherhood. But I made you. I gave you a mind and feelings and consciousness. Your life isn’t worth any more or less than mine, and I’m damn well not letting you throw it away in case it might buy me five minutes more freedom. Now let’s keep moving.”

      After a moment of awkward silence, Rachel added, “And don’t call me ‘Mom.’”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      The tram stopped in the center of an underground factory. Eve had long suspected that Charlie7 had some private facility with production capacity beyond a mere protofab, but this was the first time she’d had her suspicions confirmed.

      Even through the breathing filter, she could tell the atmosphere was foul. Motes of dust floated in the overhead lighting the instant Charlie7 powered up the factory. Her lungs pulled extra duty just sucking in enough clean air out of the miasma of industrial pollutants.

      “Sorry about the mess,” Charlie7 commented. “Fresh air was low on the priorities list. The breather was the compromise to diverting months of drone time to building a ventilation system.”

      That word tickled a spot in Eve’s brain. Drones? She scanned the miniature factory. It was only perhaps one hundred meters on a side—nothing on the scale of even an agrarian depot. But there they were, idle against the walls in a row.

      “You have private drones?”

      Charlie7 shrugged. “I’ve got lots of things. I build my own. I’m on the review committee that approves new designs, and this place can make its own copies.”

      “But the Drone Committee…”

      “Yes. I requisition a drone here and there to keep up appearances. Who wouldn’t want to have a little private construction force all his own? But if everyone knew I had them, the Drone Committee would parcel them out like office temps, trying to maximize their utility.”

      Eve spread her hands. “That’s the whole point of the Drone Committee.”

      “But these are mine,” Charlie7 countered. “I need them.”

      Walking around various lathes, auto-welders, and machining centers, Eve made her way to the row of waiting, humanoid drones. There was something unseemly about them, displayed naked and awaiting orders. “Your own private army of worker whores.”

      “You ought to watch less of that garbage Plato dredges up from the archives. This isn’t some tawdry hobby of mine.”

      “They’re not doing anything right now,” Eve countered. “They’re being wasted. These could be in Paris, plumbing the new public gardens or building the fences at the Peruvian jungle cat preserve.”

      “Which are both getting done without them. These are here in case I need them.”

      “What is this place, anyway? This doesn’t look like your style.”

      The scale felt wrong. Charlie7 thought bigger than this. A tiny factory buried untold kilometers beneath the Earth’s surface seemed like a lot of work. Considering the amount of tunneling just to get here, it would have been scant extra effort to build it ten times the size.

      “We used this is the early days,” Charlie7 said. He pointed over to a massive door set into one of the sidewalls. “That way used to head to an old, abandoned surface installation the resistance used, back when there were only the six of us. Jason2 designed it. I’ve kept it as-is out of nostalgia as much as anything.”

      “Is that why we’re here? Is this the last house on Memory Lane?”

      Charlie7 cocked a smirk. “Nah. Just needed to stop to make a call or two. This whole place is so far underground that no signals make it in or out, but the comm system here had an antenna relay to broadcast to the Social.”

      “Is that secure?” Eve asked, wincing even as the words left her mouth.

      Charlie7 took the bait she hadn’t meant to dangle. “No. Not at all. We certainly didn’t launch a global counteroffensive against an unknown adversary from here. We just assumed the aliens that had just wiped out humanity were technologically inept and wouldn’t be able to trace new active signals that had popped up since they eradicated Homo sapiens.”

      “Touché.”

      Eve watched over Charlie7’s shoulder, and the robot kept his terminal in plain text for her to read along.

      He sent messages to Nora109, Ashley390, Plato, Toby22, Phoebe, Olivia, Sally, Theresa, and Uhura. After a moment’s hesitation, he sent one to Rachel as well.

      Eve noted that he didn’t bother with any of Plato’s brothers. The conspiracy had never paid them much attention. But by that argument, why bother asking Ashley390 at the Sanctuary for Scientific Sins?

      One by one, messages came back. The sanctuary was secure and placid. Nora109 had locked up Oxford with the students safe indoors. Eve’s sisters reported in, each receiving a scolding in reply from Charlie7 that they ought to make themselves scarce.

      Plato reported back. Eve reached for the console to transmit him a piece of her mind. He was supposed to be watching Abbigail. He was supposed to be off the grid, silent and invisible with their daughter until Eve gave the all clear.

      Instead, Charlie7 interposed himself and drew Eve’s attention to the lack of reply from Toby22. “He’s the one with Abbigail. Plato would give his life to protect her, but Toby22’s more likely to actually keep her safe. It was the smart play from him, for once.”

      “So… this was your plan. I’m the hardest to keep safe, so you lured me… where are we, under the Netherlands? Regardless… you got me out of the fray before I could head to Kanto on some rash mission. What was the plan… to keep me amused with old stories until it was too late to intervene?”

      Charlie7’s metallic features grew grim. “I hope it’s not too late to intervene. But no. This was just a quick stop to check in with the kiddies. Make sure everyone was safe. I’d sooner fight with one arm disconnected than leave you out of this plan. I need you. I trust you. Not every robot on this planet has humanity’s interests at heart, and none so deeply as you hold them. You’re smarter than them. You’re more determined than them. Each year that passes, you close the gap in knowledge and experience that our adversaries hold over you.

      “Right now, you’re the only human who can help.”
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      Inhale…

      Mind adrift. Thoughts observed as if they lay upon a table, not within the mind at all.

      Exhale…

      Cleanse the body of impurity. All negative energy and feeling release with the breath.

      Inhale…

      The floor jolted beneath her buttocks. An earth-shattering boom accompanied it. The door to her cell opened, and Gemini’s eyes flew wide.

      What the bloody hell had just happened?

      She had been trying to block from her mind the horrific implications of Dale2 landing troops in Kanto. Her cell had force-fed her the broadcast. Even covering her ears, the booming audio had found its way to her brain.

      “I won’t go quietly,” Gemini warned, backing against the window overlooking the South China Sea. If she could crack that nigh-unbreakable glass and survive a four-kilometer dive into the ocean, she could have considered it.

      The Version 34.2 chassis that swept into the room was female. Beyond that, without an onboard computer one robot looked like the next. Minuscule differences passed unnoticed by frail human vision.

      Her visitor cornered Gemini and hauled her toward the door by the arm. “We haven’t got much time. I’m Mary98. I’m working with Charlie7.”

      Gemini stumbled along, struggling to keep her balance. “Scant comfort, that. What’s that miserable old relic want with springing me?”

      “Dale2 is bound to send someone to clean up one of his messes,” Mary98 said, towing Gemini in the direction of the hangar bay.

      “You mean me,” Gemini said.

      “Yes.” Without warning, she yanked Gemini into a side corridor and whipped a coil pistol from inside her jacket. The floor was already tilting beneath their feet. This hover-ship wasn’t long for the skies, it seemed.

      “Where are the guards?” Gemini asked.

      “Shut up!”

      Footsteps approached from the next corridor. Gemini couldn’t see around the corner to confirm her suspicion that it was one of the prison workers, but the gait was unhurried.

      Mary98 stood, gripping Gemini’s arm with one hand and holding her out of the way. The other held the coil pistol ready in ambush just around the corner of the intersection.

      Gemini took the moment she’d been given to peek inside the robot’s open jacket. Tucked into the inside pocket was an impact syringe. There was no earthly use for one of those against a robot unless the tip had been replaced with a high-speed drill and the reservoir filled with a corrosive agent.

      The presence of the coil pistol and Mary98’s reaction told Gemini all she needed to know about whether her rescuer was worried about dealing with robots.

      Tugging Gemini behind her, Mary98 rounded the corner and fired. Gemini heard the clatter before she came within view of the robot who fell.

      It was Cindy117.

      There was a neat hole in the robot’s forehead and a ragged one in the back of the cranium. Shattered crystal crunched underfoot as Mary98 dragged her past the corpse.

      “This would be faster without the both of us stumbling along like penguins,” Gemini griped, tugging free of Mary98 and following along willingly.

      “You’re on board, then?” Mary98 asked. “Fine.” She quickened her pace, and Gemini matched it.

      This was no time to let on. If Cindy117 was working for Dale2, Gemini would eat her own socks. Maybe—just maybe—Cindy117 had been replaced by an impostor. But Gemini was more than willing to risk collateral murder if it meant getting her freedom.

      Grimacing, Gemini rubbed the spot on her arm where Mary98 had grabbed her.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. I’m fine. Just get me off this bloody death trap before that maniac finds me.”

      Gemini kept up her run in Mary98’s wake with a litany of quiet grunts and winces as she continued to massage feeling back into her arm.

      “Quit bellyaching,” Mary98 ordered. “I didn’t hurt you.”

      “Who’s complaining?” Gemini asked. “Not me.”

      But the off-the-cuff comment was telling. Gemini had never heard of a Mary using a term like “bellyaching.” Unless she missed her guess, it was either a Jocelyn or perhaps a Janet in that chassis.

      At Mary98’s skyroamer, Gemini circled around and climbed in on the passenger’s side, hugging her supposedly injured arm against her body and using the other to steady the short climb.

      Mary98 hopped into the pilot’s seat and tucked her pistol away. The hangar was open, and the refreshing rush of outside wind died away as the canopy closed them in.

      Gemini pulled half the safety harness across in front of her, then tried with her off hand to grab the straps on her far side. It was awkward, and she gritted her teeth against the alleged pain. “Little help here.”

      With a sigh, Mary98 reached across to the far side of the cockpit, leaning across Gemini to corral the other half of her safety restraints. “Really, you’re being a baby. I’d have felt it if I—”

      A coil pistol cut the sentence short. Gemini had drawn the weapon with her supposedly incapacitated arm and fired it up through Mary98’s chin.

      Struggling for the canopy controls as the robot collapsed atop her, Gemini waited and heaved the chassis over the side.

      She kept the coil gun.

      Shimmying over to the pilot’s seat, Gemini retracted the canopy once more and powered up the engines.

      As she rocketed out of the prison ship’s hangar, a whistling keened from the canopy where a coil gun slug had punched a thumb-sized hole. The annoyance was a small price to pay.

      Gemini had no idea where she was going, who she could trust, or what her next move would be. For now, she set a course north and slumped back to let her heartbeat slow.
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      Betty-Lou left a trail of ionized water in her wake as she sped along like one of those WWII era submarines, floating up on unsuspecting enemy forces. Plato’s hands were steady on the steering yoke as he navigated the North Pacific waters east of Kanto. It was slower going than hitting the factory from the air, but this wasn’t the time for kamikaze tactics.

      The map overlay showed Plato’s location relative to land, but he still had to watch out for underwater obstructions. Somewhere there was probably an undersea survey he could cross-reference with the nav computer, but that would have required more access to the planetary archive than a guy on a secret mission should probably manage.

      Even replying to Charlie7 on a scrambled Social ID was probably pushing his luck.

      Plato pulled out his pocket computer and brought up a smiling image of Eve. It was the same face everyone made in old pictures—painted on, dutiful. There was never time to pull out an image capture device and grab a still while she was genuinely smiling.

      With a swipe of one meaty finger, Plato switched to a picture of Abbigail from a few weeks back. He had to keep getting fresh images since the little sprout was growing centimeters by the day.

      Well, maybe not, but it seemed like the kid never looked the same from morning to night of a single day.

      Abbigail’s smile was the same as her mom’s except with a missing baby tooth and chipmunk cheeks. Give her ten years and he’d hardly be able to tell them apart.

      “Promise you, I’ll get your sister out of there safe,” Plato said.

      Eve’s whole family tree was more like a lawn. A dozen versions of her were out there now, walking around with identical genetic codes. Abbigail’s little cluster of cells had been rescued from Evelyn11’s lab. Had those horrid experiments continued, they’d have been sisters to one another. The mother-daughter relationship had blossomed out of a separation of years and official adoption.

      But there was no heredity at work.

      Whether Rachel was Abbigail’s aunt or her sister didn’t matter. There was a weird bond at work that Plato couldn’t wrap his head around. All he knew was Rachel needed him and both his wife and daughter were counting on him to be the hero he was designed to be.

      Betty-Lou approached landfall, and Plato angled for the surface. Kanto was huge, labyrinthine, and guarded by an unknown number of assailants. Plato knew where he was going. Anyone who got in his way was going to regret it. And if some of the touchy-feely privacy robots wanted to slap him around afterward, they were going to have to pry his EMP rifle from his cold, dead hands.

      Water cascaded from Betty-Lou’s hull as she emerged from the waves. Plato brought the skyroamer inside through one of the desalinization intakes that supplied water to the factory. He parked on an access overlook and popped the canopy.

      “Time to make some robots wish they’d left well enough alone,” Plato grumbled, tearing the wrapper off a protein bar and stuffing it into his mouth whole.

      He’d memorized a good chunk of the map he’d need on the trip over. There had been a temptation to spend the flight and submarine portions of the journey getting pumped up for the conflict, but somehow he just couldn’t get into any action movies. After three attempts, Plato had just studied.

      Something about family being in danger focused a wandering mind.

      The first maintenance hatch he came to, Plato kicked the door in. Very little in Kanto was built with security in mind, and until he needed to, Plato was planning to avoid any areas that warranted special surveillance. It might add hours to his rescue mission, but getting to Rachel without drawing hostile forces was more important than getting to her quick.

      The “out” was the trick of any rescue, after all.

      So much of the factory was in refurbishment. So much lay idle. Robotkind had too much bleeding time on their hands and too many resources. Efficiency hardly played into their thought process anymore. Whenever they needed new production lines, they built them custom rather than reusing. It hadn’t been until humans started studying the archives and reminding robots of the lessons of the distant past that they’d started cleaning up old portions of the grand factory instead of keeping them in permanent disrepair.

      “Not exactly monument quality,” Plato remarked to no one in particular as he made out the shape of a crystal matrix production cell that looked like it hadn’t been used in centuries. Cleaner drones kept the machinery from corroding too badly, but it still looked decrepit. “Weird that they’d get weepy about overhauling the spot their brains got made.”

      If Plato had been in their place, he’d have wanted this production line melted down and turned into cupcake tins. The closest analog for him was the lab where Charlie24 had grown him, and Plato had burned that place to the ground.

      Wending his way through the factory, Plato was glad of a young child to chase around and the cybernetic joints that alleviated the worst of his arthritis. Jaunts like this used to be hell. Bone grinding against bone. Stiffening up if he kept still too long. There was no winning against a body that was breaking down from fundamental flaws.

      He tried to keep that gratitude in mind. Not every robot he encountered would be working for this Dale2 clown. Some might be innocent bystanders, here for meetings or overhauls. He might recognize a worker or two—certainly Jason90 or Charlie13 if he ran into them.

      Anyone else was liable to get an EMP blast to the cranium before Plato had a chance to find out.

      Pausing to reorient with his computerized map, Plato pulled out another protein bar and stuffed it in his mouth. He nodded along, relieved to see that he was still on course and that his recollections had been accurate thus far.

      Dropping the wrapper for some cleaning drone to pick up later, he continued deeper into the factory.

      If he ran into any cleaning drones before he was safely on track to the exit with Rachel, it was going to be time to build a new cleaning drone. The EMP rifle’s grip was worn in the shape of Plato’s hand. It was an old friend and a reliable comrade in battle.

      Until Rachel was safe, robots weren’t safe from Plato.
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      Eve had been studying the equipment. The robots had developed preservative techniques that could keep metals from corroding for hundreds of years. But by Charlie7’s word, these should have been older than that and pre-dated those techniques.

      “Come on,” Charlie7 called out, pulling Eve from her musings. “This isn’t the end of the line.”

      “Where are we going now?”

      Eve hated mysteries. Puzzles were a challenge for the mind. Mysteries were the trappings of a puzzle wrapped around a secret. Charlie7 could end this mystery any time he liked, but he had to put on his show first. Tell his story. Make his pitch. Sort the charges from Dale2’s broadcast into neat piles to refute them.

      She didn’t doubt for a second that Charlie7 could refute that soliloquy word for word. What she couldn’t be certain of was that any of it would be the truth. Charlie7 had lied to thousands of robots for a thousand years. That made him a million times the liar Eve could ever be.

      The tram’s power cell hummed to life, and it lifted from the floor. Charlie7 climbed aboard and waited. “Context. We’re heading for that context I promised you.”

      “That was supposed to be a metaphor,” Eve replied with a scowl as she climbed aboard the tram and took a seat opposite Charlie7.

      As a door set into the wall groaned open, Charlie7 started the tram and navigated through. It was one of four such doorways out of the factory. Eve knew better than to bother asking where the others went—probably to other nebulous concepts.

      “I swear to you,” Charlie7 said. “This is going to be worth the wait.”

      “I’m not looking for a tour of Invasion Era historical sites,” Eve retorted. She sat back and crossed her arms, intrigued despite her annoyance. “I want to know why Dale2 thinks he can conquer the world.”

      Charlie7 ran a hand over his cranium. “Probably because he came close once before…”
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      I’ve studied a lot of wars. The Human Era was chock-full of them. This one was unique. It wasn’t carried out in glorious marches, fought with daggers and poison in the shadows, or hinted at and glared across the globe from behind nuclear arsenals.

      It started with meetings.

      Holly2 was the first Toby2 and I activated. She knew the code for the upload process as well as I did. If anything were to happen to me, she was the most likely to get the upload process going again—though personally I’d have bet my life that Toby could have managed it.

      After that, the three of us agreed that Jason was the next most useful from the project. Thus, Jason2 joined the fold.

      That was the last time anyone agreed on anything though.

      Jason2 wanted to bring in Kabir.

      Hold your horses. Let me explain. Kabir Singh was Dale Chalmers’s lapdog. He was a project liaison, explaining the big words to Dale and translating press-release gibberish into actionable goals for the team in the lab.

      I’m not going to question Kabir’s technical chops. He earned his way onto the team fair and square and just happened to draw the short straw to get stuck dealing with Dale for a living. His degree was in electrical engineering, which I had no qualms with.

      Personally, I would have brought in Brent or James next, because the way I saw it, we were going to be doing a lot of weapons design. It was a war, after all.

      But Jason2 and Holly2 pointed out that Kabir was the only one who’d served in the military. He’d done a tour in the Air Force as part of earning his citizenship. None of the rest of us had any formal training of any sort.

      My argument that James McCovey had been an avid hunter fell on deaf ears. Deer didn’t fight back, plan, or counterattack. We had to assume these aliens would.

      I tried to stalemate the vote, but Toby2 abstained. I guess, without the benefit of hindsight, I couldn’t have blamed him at the time.

      But it was all too predictable that once we had Kabir2, the last spot on the roster was going to Dale.

      We had all the technical expertise we needed, they argued. I have to confess, flattery might have carried the day at forestalling my objections. With me, Jason2, and Kabir2 working on the hardware side and me and Holly2 developing software, I felt like maybe they were right.

      So, we activated a manager, Dale2.

      “And after that, you started fighting back? Eve asked.

      What’s that? No. We didn’t charge out of our little ramshackle lair and start blowing up alien colony ships like some stupid Hollywood film. Do you want to tell this story?

      “No. Go on,” Eve replied.

      Good. Then here’s what we actually did; we began to experiment.

      Humanity was done for. The lack of fresh broadcasts made that clear enough. What I’d seen with my own robotic eyes of alien ships boring holes into underground bunkers to gas out the inhabitants was enough to convince me of their thoroughness.

      But we were alive, weren’t we? The six of us were merely mechanical life instead of biological.

      The aliens, like I said, had a blind spot.

      Maybe the bastards could have EMP’ed the whole planet and started from a clean slate. If they could, maybe they should have. Instead, they started playing house as soon as the planet was cleansed.

      It took years to pick apart their quirks and idiosyncrasies. They were amphibious creatures but preferred the water. Their sensors could detect life forms but not power sources below the scale of a regional generator.

      They shot down flying drones we built and automated. What they thought of the tiny toy crafts, we never learned. But they never put much effort into finding us. We were an anomaly, a bit of static on their radio station. Nothing more.

      Eventually, two facts came to light. One was galling in a way; the other was an epiphany.

      Firstly, we hadn’t been invaded by a military force. It took time and the most painstakingly careful observation—always by remote—but we inventoried all the alien assets and discovered them to be entirely colonial. There was some guesswork involved, but they had conquered Earth with the equivalent of a couple mining lasers, some asteroid defense cannons, and a planet-sized can of bug spray.

      Needless to say, none of us felt too good about our species at that point.

      But the second key fact more than made up for it. These invasive creatures had no idea about the planet they had just set down upon. Specifically, they were oblivious to Earth’s seismology.

      And so, we tunneled.
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      Charlie7 spread his arms to indicate the passageway they traversed as if he had made some grand pronouncement.

      “So, you tunneled,” Eve said, refusing to get swept up in Charlie7’s grand vision of an underground resistance in the literal sense. “How does that explain Dale2’s charges? This is all interesting in a broad historical sense, but I’m still not seeing the connection. Was there something in the process of tunneling where you and Dale2 came to blows?”

      Charlie7 lowered his arms and puffed out his chest. “With a war on? Please. We were all too busy back then.”

      “Then what’s this got to do with anything?”

      The robot tapped a thumb against his chin. “You may be under the mistaken impression that I think Dale2 is a monster or a villain. When there’s a disaster, what’s the first thing you do? Find the ones responsible and enact vengeance?”

      “No. You treat the survivors,” Eve replied. It was basic emergency protocol. “But you said yourself there were no survivors. Or was that a lie, too?”

      “Well, that had been my observation, and as such, it was factually correct. But Dale Chalmers was a big-picture thinker. What was the point of winning a war if there was nothing left to save?”

      “Yourselves? Obviously, you had a plan to start over.”

      Eve struggled with the blurred lines between the historical archives and the tale Charlie7 was weaving before her eyes. How much of this new version was true, and how much could she believe of the old? Eve had been released from captivity seven years ago, now. How much of the outside world could she believe from before then?

      “Aha!” Charlie7 said. “But six robots on a dead, empty Earth? No. The aliens may have ended life, but that hadn’t destroyed every trace of it. Dale’s plan was to first salvage every bit of DNA we could. If we owe that bastard one debt, it was the foresight to plan for the recovery even as we plotted the eradication of the life form that had infested Earth.”

      Eve nodded along. “Fine. So you tunneled and played crime scene cleanup on a global scale. Are you saying we can get anywhere on Earth underground in this tunnel system?”

      “Sadly, no. I collapsed most of the tunnel system ages ago. I didn’t fancy the idea of hundreds of back doors connecting to my house.”

      The tram bobbed slightly. Stale wind rushed over Eve’s skin. She sighed, echoing in the confines of her breath filter. The monotony of Charlie7’s evasions matched the dreary sameness of the endless tunnel that stretched out ahead of and behind them. “So, get on with it. Tell me what’s so special about these tunnels that Dale2 is conquering the world.”

      Charlie7 grinned. “These tunnels begin the tale of how it was conquered the last time…”
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      We had to build all the tunneling equipment from scratch. It’s amazing how much you can accomplish in a short time when the fate of the world rests in your hands and you don’t feel fatigue, hunger, or thirst.

      It was the birth of drones.

      Oh, humans had made drones of various sorts for decades, but these were a new breed. Autonomous, adaptable, rugged. They did everything but think. The drones you see wandering the agrarian complexes and factories today are merely refined versions of the ones from way back then.

      Giant boring machines would have been too much for even the seismographically challenged aliens to overlook. We tunneled the old-fashioned way, with hand tools.

      …and robots. That’s maybe not as old fashioned, but it was far more effective than human labor.

      Jason2 and I built drones. Kabir2 expanded our power-generating infrastructure to keep them working. Holly2 did the lion’s share of the programming. Toby2 managed the digging and oversaw maintenance on the workforce. Dale2 was mostly a go-between, hand-delivering messages from one site to the next to keep transmissions to a minimum.

      No. Really. He was like the Pony Express.

      Petabytes of memory. Processors that could match and exceed the biological human brain. Yet we loaded instructions onto portable media, and Dale2 carried them.

      Eventually we laid wire, setting up data networks on hard line like some primitive telegraph or Ethernet. But like the tunneling, that took years.

      While the manual labor proceeded, we planned.

      Jason2 designed smaller and stealthier spy-bots. Rather than flying machines whizzing around the skies to be shot down, he created insects and fish. Instead of transmitters, he installed data storage. Holly2 programmed them to return to collection sites after missions. One round of intel-gathering might take weeks or months, but the data came back.

      There was so much we needed to learn, and we learned it.

      Our invaders were a kind of cephalopod. The closest analog to an Earth-native creature would be the octopus, but they were an amphibious version, less amorphous and with more dexterous appendages. Their tech and biology were impossible to study in depth because our little spies couldn’t collect what they couldn’t capture by force.

      But we pieced a picture together from pixels, one by one. Their material science exceeded ours by leaps and bounds. They had self-healing metals that were semi-organic. Their devices didn’t use electricity, which we inferred to be the reason they ignored our use of it. We took a census of their population and their newly founded cities.

      “Then why aren’t there records of other cities?” Eve interjected.

      Because we destroyed them, that’s why you don’t see them anymore. You see, the alien life forms wanted Earth, but they started off by poisoning its biosphere. What changes they planned for the future, we never got a chance to see. But within the domed colony cities they erected from the hulls of their spacecrafts, they maintained a methane-rich atmosphere.

      It’s funny, but none of us had any experience dealing with explosives. We sent Dale2 on a fact-finding mission. He scoured the world with a small band of drones, a cutting torch, and a mandate to dredge up any military stores he could find. He came back with ordnance galore and files from every major government on how to make more.

      By the time we were ready to strike, we were experts. There were chemists among the Twenty-Seven—thirty-three if you want to go by the original count. But nobody had prioritized a chemistry background when activating the original six. Initially, we debated building new chassis and fabricating additional crystal matrices, but the sheer workload involved made learning the field ourselves the quicker option.

      That was a key. Realizing just how much additional space to learn these robotic brains possessed was a revelation. Later, that would be the basis for the entire field of genetics—something not a single one of us understood.

      But that was neither here nor there back then.

      We had a trap to set. We’d surveyed our targets. We tunneled beneath them all.

      Dale2 had wanted to go nuclear. That was the biggest he could think. He wanted eradication, full and utter. I convinced them all to think on a grander scale.

      We went volcanic.

      It’s a small mind that thinks in terms of what mankind can create. Nature has far greater reserves of power than we can ever match. The cosmos far beyond even that. For our purposes, twenty-four deep shafts and twenty-four cascade reactions of carefully placed explosive charges breached twenty-four alien colony sites scattered around the world.

      In one horrible instant, some sixteen hundred alien invaders were annihilated.

      I like to think that as the ground first shook beneath their feet, the horrible realization of their doom had time to settle into those alien brains of theirs. But more likely they were all dead before a single one grasped what was happening.
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      “That’s where we’re going, isn’t it?” Eve asked. “We’ve got to be under the Baltic Sea by now. You said they were amphibious. Those colony domes were undersea, weren’t they?”

      “This one was,” Charlie7 confirmed. Eve stared ahead down the tunnel. It was straight on the whole but not perfectly straight. There was no vanishing point that Eve could imagine as their destination. “It’s almost as if they were scientific stations, scattered around different climates and terrains. There was a freshwater dome in Lake Superior. We’re headed for the saltwater dome.”

      “What became of the rest?” Eve’s curiosity was piqued. She hadn’t expected to see any leftovers of alien civilizations today—or ever, frankly. The archives spoke about the cleansing of Earth, the removal of alien residue, off-world holding depots and dumping grounds for the scraps left behind from that long-distant war.

      “Gone. Eradicated. I kept this one around as a curiosity. It was the closest to Paris, so I dug out the volcanic rock that had solidified inside and salvaged what I could.”

      “Why hasn’t anyone found it?” Eve demanded. “Surely there have been undersea surveys.”

      “It’s buried beneath rock and sediment. I… may have fudged a pre-invasion sea floor map or two to make it look natural. As for why no one’s found it despite that, you can thank Arthur19. After all, it’s his committee that keeps people from nosing around outside their own territories.”

      Eve’s brow scrunched, forcing the nose of the breath mask up her forehead. “But you and Arthur19…”

      It dawned on her. Charlie7 watched as Eve collapsed back in utter disbelief.

      “You arranged it all, didn’t you?” Eve accused. “The committees, the paranoia, the privacy, and the solitude.”

      “I predisposed that the new world I seeded would prefer to mind their own business.”

      “But all the committees that complain about your meddling, your diatribes against various chairmen and chairwomen…”

      “One hundred percent genuine,” Charlie7 said with a smile surely meant to be reassuring. “I created a world with free will. If I had a stranglehold on it, there probably still wouldn’t be a living human yet. You and your sisters, Plato and his brothers, the scattering of new genetic lines… you’d all still be computer simulations. We’d have waited until the ape-cloning process was flawless, then move up the chain of complexity.”

      The tunnel wall rushed past with just the rush of wind to be heard.

      It appeared there would be no advancement of Charlie7’s story until they arrived at their destination.

      Eve had seen old space colonization movies. Lunar and Martian colonies were always predicated on geodesic domes of glass and plastic. What would an alien life form have built to withstand the enormous forces that would act on an aquatic habitat?

      The instant Eve had her answer, she momentarily lost the faculty to process it.

      The tram took a sudden rise and came out into a cathedral of iridescent metal, the likes of which she had never seen before. Her implanted lenses reported the peak of the dome at 227 meters. All around her, transparent tubes and spindly walkways crisscrossed the volume of the dome. The whole of it was cast in a weird purplish light, as if the place existed in the UV spectrum and all she was seeing was the leakage into the visible range.

      The tram stopped. Eve spared a glance at the ground to ensure her wobbly legs had something to support her as she hopped out beside Charlie7. Her eyes were drawn inexorably up, up, up to the heights above.

      The architecture was smooth and flowing. Angles played little role in the alien colony. Every surface had an organic look.

      “You said you destroyed these domes,” Eve said when she recovered the power to speak.

      The paths were shallow troughs, the inverse of roadways that crowned toward the sides for drainage. Eve kept to the middle of one as she explored.

      “Like I said, the materials are self-healing. It was like a billion-piece jigsaw puzzle encased in solid rock. But the fragments melded themselves back together once the puzzle was assembled. I had a team of drones that did little else for a century.”

      The robot seemed completely at home and unfazed by the wonders all around him. How could the centuries jade a person so?

      The technology in this room had traveled light-years to get here. It had been wrested away from its creators by the raw forces of the planet itself. These objects, these structures had existed on another world. Their inventors had unlocked the secrets of interstellar travel.

      And Charlie7 had turned it into his own private workshop.

      “Don’t mind me. Have a look around. Heights are as dangerous as ever, but nothing here works except good old Earthling technology, same as you’re used to. That is, aside from where I’m headed.”

      If Charlie7 expected to drop an EMP grenade like that and casually wander off the other direction alone, he was sorely mistaken. Eve sprinted to catch up with him, only slowing when the breath filter couldn’t keep up with her increased respiration.

      “Wait!” Eve called after him. “What do you mean? You’ve got alien tech working here?”

      “Just a little,” Charlie7 said. “It’s a lot less interesting than the rest of this place, though, and we’re taking it with us. So go have a look around. Enjoy the sights. Never know when you might get back down here again.”

      Eve stood in a daze as Charlie7 continued onward. She blurted the only thing that came to mind. “It’s like you’ve discovered Atlantis.”

      Charlie7 turned and snorted. “Please. I conquered Atlantis.”
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      The twists and turns of Kanto’s lower levels were endless. In addition to being built by robots, it had also been built by lazy, architecturally tone-deaf scientists—coincidentally the same people. As Rachel plunged headlong into those gnarled and chaotic depths, she could only hope that she knew them better than her pursuers.

      It was a vain hope. The maps of the factory didn’t include every foible and quirk. They didn’t describe the state of repair of every doorway and whether every lift was in working order.

      That map was all Toby521 had to guide them by.

      As for Rachel, she had to rely on fallible human memory of places she had explored only fleetingly during her years as apprentice to Charlie13. Her little adventures had been a lark, a time of peace and quiet away from work to clear her mind and get to know her new home more personally.

      The robots chasing her never hesitated.

      Rachel didn’t know who they were. Her pursuers hadn’t announced themselves, and she didn’t want to get close enough to read the nameplates at the bases of their necks.

      Up ahead, machinery rumbled.

      Rachel had been leading the way. Though the robots giving chase tried time and again to hem the two of them in, she and Toby521 had been making inexorable progress toward the new Version 73 production line. Noise. Distractions. Pieces of large, dangerous equipment.

      If she was going to make an escape, those were the tools at her disposal.

      “Stop!” A voice called from ahead of them.

      Rachel’s head swiveled. Left. Right. Nothing. She looked up.

      A robot on the catwalk above leveled a weapon in Rachel’s direction. By its squat, stubby barrel, she guessed it was a tranquilizer dart gun.

      Rachel had heard Eve’s tales of running along handrails to give James187 fits trying to capture her alive. The same sort of handrails ran all along the walkways in Kanto as well. But she couldn’t bring herself to hop up onto one and dare the robot to fire.

      What if they didn’t care whether she lived or died?

      Rachel was years from the last obstacle course she’d run for Evelyn11 in the lab. She kept a basic fitness routine but nothing like the regimen she’d been forced to keep as a child.

      Still, there was an old saying, “just like riding a bicycle.” Rachel had never learned to ride one of the human-powered gear-wheel contraptions, but the sentiment was the same. Certain skills, once learned, stayed with a person.

      Rachel hoped that gymnastics was one of those skills.

      Ducking under the handrail, Rachel leaped out into space. She landed two levels down, turning a shoulder and rolling along a walkway perpendicular to the one she’d vaulted from.

      The catwalk shuddered under the impact of Toby521 a few meters behind her. “Don’t do that!” he scolded.

      “Better dead than caught,” Rachel said with false gusto. Her shoulder hurt from the landing. Even absorbing the impact in a roll wasn’t enough, given the steel flooring.

      Scrambling to her feet, Rachel set off in the direction of the machinery noises. Dropping down had cost her what little sense she had left of her environs. This was a time to separate herself from the robots who wanted to detain her. Where she ended up once free was a problem to solve later.

      The catwalk shuddered once, then again. Two of the robotic assailants had jumped down from the upper levels, landing ahead and behind them on the suspended walkway.

      Rachel bolted. There was a T-junction just ahead. The only direction left beckoned. Toby521 lumbered along behind.

      The T-junction led to a locked door. Rachel accessed the keypad, frantically typing in a release code.

      DENIED.

      Rachel mouthed a curse. Despite her protestations to Toby521 earlier regarding her exposure to crude language, she still found it inappropriate to swear in front of a newborn robot. She wiped sweat from her hands and tried the code again.

      DENIED.

      This was bad. Hand shaking, she painstakingly typed the digits into the console.

      “Come on… come on…” Toby521 coaxed her, shifting his weight from foot to foot and making the floor creak.

      This time she was sure she punched it in correctly.

      DENIED.

      “That’s far enough,” a James’s voice ordered. “You’ve led us on quite a chase, Ms. Eighteen.”

      Rachel wanted to meet her fate with her eyes open. Standing slowly, she held out her arms out to her sides and turned to face the robot who had cornered her.

      “You won’t get away with this,” Rachel promised.

      The robot with the tranq gun smirked. He was wearing an all-black uniform like some movie security guard. There was no hint of his identity besides the James voice and the Version 68.9 chassis. “We’re not getting away with anything,” the unknown James replied. “In fact, if you come along without a fuss, you won’t be harmed at all.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      Rachel blinked in disbelief as Toby521 stepped between her and the robot with the gun.

      “You don’t have to do this,” Rachel whispered from behind the wall of robotic chassis that had just interposed himself. “I’ll go with them. It’s our best chance.”

      “No.”

      “But he’ll—”

      “It’s just a tranq gun, and my chassis is bigger than—”

      Toby521’s boast was cut off when in one smooth motion, the tranq-toting robot pulled out a coil pistol and fired.

      Rachel heard the crack. She felt the spray of shattered crystal as the slug tore a hole through the back of Toby521’s head.

      “Toby!” Rachel screamed.

      Despite her shock, her instinct for self-preservation took over and urged her to stand aside as the 150-kilogram robot toppled over. But as soon as the chassis hit the floor, Rachel dropped down beside Toby521.

      “Toby, Toby, no… Toby, don’t be dead.”

      The neat hole in the front of his cranium and the lightless eyes staring up at her answered her plea. The answer was no.

      “Enough of this nonsense,” the robot behind her grumbled.

      As tears clouded her eyes, Rachel heard the clack of a tranq gun firing. She felt the stinging bite in the small of her back. But an icy cold washed over her. Rachel’s head swam as she fell across the body of her newfound friend.
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      Plato wore a headband with a flip-down screen that covered one eye. A fiber cable snaked down from the band to plug into his portable computer. He had enough servo motors and bearings in his joints that the prospect of adding computational infrastructure to his body was a step too far.

      To be honest, he found it a little weird looking Eve in the eye since she’d had those display lenses implanted. When Plato looked at her, he saw his wife, the woman he loved more than his own life. When she looked back at him, she could be doing anything from reviewing committee reports to measuring the length of his stubble.

      But for now, Plato was happy to have his hands free and the facility map on display at the same time. Kanto had a certain logical flow to its design, but he’d landed Betty-Lou a good long way from his destination, and relying on memorization for that long a trip was cocky even for him.

      “What’re you punks up to?” Plato muttered to himself.

      In truth, he was bored. The long walk wore on him. He made sure he had the next section of the factory fresh in his mind and picked up the news feeds.

      What he saw raised the bile in his stomach.

      “…and I can actually smell this place,” an unfamiliar human was speaking into the camera, a nervous smile semi-permanently installed on his smug, uploaded face. The caption described him as “Arthur39, Reborn Human.” He chuckled. It sounded forced. “Funny, but I never stopped to wonder what Kanto smelled like. Been here a million times—well, 3,446 times since I can still access my digital memory—but not once did that ever occur to me. For those of you out there wondering, it smells like steel lubricant and carbon.”

      Plato gritted his teeth. They were interviewing those slimy, Zeus-like slugs. Those hermit crabs in human shells. Testimonials? What, was this Dale2 bozo trying to run a popularity contest?

      Charlie25 appeared on screen seated beside the human-looking Arthur39. They were in Charlie13’s office, which didn’t bode well for Charlie13. Charlie25 was sitting at the big guy’s desk while the wall of video screen behind them showed a documentary of the clone-growth process.

      Plato snarled. “Charlie24 did that to me.”

      He and Rachel were about the same age, just shy of twenty. But Plato already had receding hair and pinpricks of gray in his beard that made him look closer to forty.

      Accelerated aging was fine for the guy in a hurry for a soldier but a raw deal on the kid in a soldier’s body who hit puberty at age five and missed out on having a childhood. It was fine for a soldier who’d just get thrown into battle again and again until he was all used up.

      “What about the rest of it? What else has been notable in your first day in a human body?” Charlie25 asked.

      Arthur39 wiped a hand over his mouth. “I… I’m not sure if this is the sort of thing I should be talking about, but I… I hardly remembered the sensation. Got this clenching in my nether regions.” He paused with a bemused grin and a shake of his head. “I just took a piss for the first time.”

      Charlie25 laughed, and Arthur39 laughed along with him.

      “Oh, yeah,” Plato said mockingly. “Real funny. Pissing. Woo. Great television there. What’s next? We gonna watch him eat a hamburger and have his eyes roll back in his head?”

      “What was the moment you decided you wanted to go back?”

      “To being human, you mean?” Arthur39 asked.

      Charlie25 nodded.

      Plato rolled his eyes.

      Arthur39 slouched in his chair. “I think it was Arthur7’s self-termination. I saw it on the news feed, and the words just sat in my processors like a bad sector. I idolized Arthur7. The guy had it all. He was on eight committees. He was chairman of the Interplanetary Mining Committee. I mean, the guy owned a fleet of spaceships. All of us Arthurs dreamed of going into space. If a guy like that, with my dominant personality, can self-terminate… just what are we doing with our lives? What’s missing?

      “That’s when I started putting out feelers for other robots who felt like I did.”

      Plato was silent. His running commentary on the proceedings didn’t sound as funny as they did a minute ago.

      Plato found a lift shaft and jammed the safety gate open. Leaning across the shaft, he grabbed hold of a rung on the ladder and stepped across. He was still twelve levels down from his destination. Front-loading the climbing would give him plenty of time to catch his breath before the blasting started.

      “Any regrets?” Charlie25 asked, extending an open hand toward the self-conscious human he was interviewing. “Anything at all you wish you’d done differently?”

      “I wish more of us had the courage to stand up to the Human Welfare Committee,” Arthur39 stated with clenched fists. “I had those nagging doubts all those years. Would I succumb like Arthur7? Would I end my own existence? That mental anguish was pointless. We had the solution unlocked. We were just too afraid to stand up and demand what robotkind had worked centuries to earn: a ticket home. Life… real human life. We should have done this years ago.”

      Any sympathy Arthur39 might have garnered with his sob story boiled away. Plato paused to catch his breath, panting after hauling his body weight up three stories while the sniveling body-snatcher yapped. “You even sneeze in Eve’s direction, I’ll carve the robot out of your carcass with a paring knife.”

      Plato was a lousy cook, but he was a whiz at peeling potatoes.

      Charlie25 looked up. “Thank you for joining us, Arthur39. Everyone, I have a wonderful announcement. Rachel Eighteen has been located and is being safely escorted to the mixing center here. I have received word that she is being briefed on the millennium-long con perpetrated by Charlie7 and is going to be helping us untangle the knot of stolen data that Charlie7 has hidden away all these years. It’s only a matter of time now before we can share that evidence with the world.”

      Break time was over. Plato resumed his climb. “Like hell she is. Rachel’s not helping you tie your shoes, Poindexter. Never mind unlocking secret data vaults.”

      A thought flashed briefly across Plato’s mind. Charlie7 had supplied him with an emergency access code to Kanto, one that no one should have been able to usurp. If Rachel really had accessed some deep, dark secret of Charlie7’s, could Plato find it too?

      He shook his head. “Ain’t got time for that. Rachel needs saving.”
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      Gemini’s skyroamer shot over the Pacific waters, casting up a spray. If someone was watching from orbit—and cared one whit about her fate—they could spot her easily, wake or no wake. But to anyone relying on airborne surveillance, the horizon was her friend.

      She had taken her leave of that dreadful prison hover-ship none too soon. Short of a salvage operation, Gemini would be presumed dead in the wreckage.

      A smirk tugged the corner of her mouth. Her belly twitched. Within seconds of the realization, she burst out laughing, not in amusement but triumph.

      “I’m free. I’m… free. I’m FREE!”

      Waggling the control stick, Gemini carved a slalom across the ocean’s undulating surface. Let the dolphins think her a madwoman. There was no one else liable to take notice of her. She spun her stolen skyroamer in a corkscrew, relishing the mild vertigo her inner ear inflicted upon her.

      Gemini was human. She was free. She could go anywhere and do anything now.

      Well, that last bit was self-deception, she knew. Heady bloviating from an overactive sense of achievement. Thinking like that was liable to wind up in getting caught and returned to some newly built prison custom made just for her.

      “No. Not again.”

      She wanted to say never, but the more Gemini considered her options, the more she realized that there were worse fates ahead, down twisting roads and through the unmarked doors that lay before her.

      Dale2 was out there. He hadn’t made his whereabouts known, but his mere existence was a paradigm shift for robotkind. Gemini was the counterargument to his grand plans, the irritating “what if” the old robot didn’t want robots asking of him.

      If Gemini ended up in Dale2’s hands, there was no outcome she could foresee that would end well for her. She couldn’t crawl back with mumbled apologies and a promise to do better. Gemini wasn’t the young, naive woman she appeared. Both Charlie25 and Dale2 knew that all too well.

      She watched the news feeds as she pondered. Those clones bearing witness like religious converts were her design. Someone had combined her genetic expertise with Charlie24’s accelerated aging process and come out with a viable specimen—several of them, it seemed.

      Robots laughing and describing their indulgences in human sensations was the gist of every interview. How did they like tasting a fresh apple? What was it like to see without having data in your field of view? Describe the feel of synthetic cotton against your skin.

      “How about pain?” Gemini asked the screen. “How about the metallic taste of animal fear in the back of your throat, wondering if you’re going to die without ever speaking to another thinking creature again?”

      The whistling of the wind across the hole in the canopy wasn’t helping matters. Gemini hadn’t stolen a repair kit during her escape. She hadn’t so much as a square of tape to slap across the hole as a stopgap. Turning up the volume on the news feed to drown it out only got her blood boiling all the more violently.

      “Hey, maybe I shouldn’t be saying this,” Joshua172 said. He looked like an actor wearing his character’s name on his shirt. Joshua Kramer had been a bald, squinty-eyed hunchback with liver spots. The beast on screen looked like he should have been selling tight-fitting underwear or body spray. “But Sandra29 and I were just talking a few minutes ago, and we’re going to try having sex once things settle down. I tell you, that’s something I’ve been missing these past three hundred years.”

      “Oh yes,” Gemini taunted the screen. “By all means, act like you’d shagged in the four decades prior to your brain scan, you pretentious old sock-botherer.”

      Sex was a sore point for Gemini since her upload. Evelyn Mengele had been ancient before her scan. Memories of husbands and lovers had been careworn by then, and even her buzzing little friends in the back of her underwear drawer had been rubbish binned ages ago. But she remembered.

      It was this body. Something wrong in the genome had resulted in a loss of interest in the act of rolling someone in the hay. Neither man, woman, nor bedroom appliance held any interest for her.

      Dale2’s promise of candy and wildflowers had turned to ashes and a prison ship for Gemini.

      On the news feeds, robots in fleshy puppets continued to espouse the belief that they had finally won. They were finally free of a prison of lies, and the suppression of cloning and upload technology was at an end.

      Time and again, they worked in a common refrain.

      “…if not for Charlie7…”

      “…I wish I had seen through Charlie7’s lies sooner…”

      “…I can’t believe Charlie7 could do this to us…”

      Gemini swung the skyroamer around, raising a slice of ocean like a crescent moon. They were all correct. This was Charlie7’s doing. And if Dale2 was afraid of what Charlie7 might do, that’s where Gemini needed to head.

      She didn’t know where the devious old robot was, but she knew where to start looking. If she couldn’t find Charlie7, Gemini would let Charlie7 find her.

      Maybe it would result in her being sent right back to prison once Dale2 and his hatchet man Charlie25 were deleted. But as her mind played over the possibilities of what the two of them might do to her, Gemini knew that prison was among the best options remaining to her.

      Gemini set a course for Paris.
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      Rachel awoke to a familiar ceiling overhead. Her own apartment in Kanto. She was… groggy.

      She squeezed her eyes shut. A gossamer blur pervaded her thoughts even as she felt her heart racing.

      Rubbing her eyes, Rachel tried again.

      When she looked up, her breath caught in her throat. “Hello,” she managed, trying hard to quell the rising nausea threatening to erupt into physical illness.

      Charlie25 loomed over her. Beside him, an unfamiliar robot lurked with an empty syringe.

      “Good morning,” Charlie25 greeted her with an amiable grin. “Sorry for the adrenaline alarm clock, but pressing matters demanded your wakefulness.”

      Lying on her back put Rachel at an even greater disadvantage than she already faced with two hostile robots between her and the room’s only door—not counting the washroom, which was a dead end. She pushed up onto her elbows and put her back to the wall. “You had me tranqed and dragged here. You had me—oh, no!” The events from just prior to the dart’s payload seeping into her veins pieced themselves back together. “You killed Toby521.”

      Charlie25 hung his head. “Always a shame losing a Toby. Useful. Every last one of them. Your fault, really, placing him in that situation in the first place.”

      “How dare you!” Foisting the blame onto her was rhetorical trickery. Rachel wasn’t going to put up with it. “You invaded Kanto. You sent your minions after me. This is… wait, where is Charlie13?”

      Charlie25 and his robotic companion turned to one another and shared a chuckle. “Oh, he’s fine,” Charlie25 assured her. “Might even come around to our way of thinking.”

      “I don’t believe you,” Rachel challenged. “I want proof.”

      “Please. Charlie13 is no socialite, but he’s probably the most popular robot on Earth.”

      Rachel raised an eyebrow.

      Charlie25 rolled his eyes, which for a robot involved the whole head lolling back. “Fine. Consider Charlie7 Mr. Popularity for the time being if you must. That will change soon enough. But consider this: Charlie13 mixed most of the robots alive today. Whether they’d race classic cars with him in the salt flats or look forward to having a beer with him once we’re all human again, most think of him as something of a father figure. I can’t just blast robots to smithereens without considering the implications.”

      Rachel swallowed as the former Mixing Committee chairman leaned close. “He’s a lot more of a problem to dispose of than you,” Charlie25 warned.

      She pushed back against the wall, wishing she could keep going right on through. “You wouldn’t dare. Eve would make you pay.”

      Why Eve? Rachel cursed herself. What good did dragging Eve’s name into this do? She wasn’t a super hero. Eve was just the eldest of a batch of girls who were all emancipated now. They were all equally qualified to look after themselves.

      “I’m not here to threaten you,” Charlie25 said, straightening and giving Rachel room to breathe. “In fact, once you understand the implications of the discovery you’ve made, I’m entirely certain you’ll see the error of your ways. If you’d be so kind as to open that cache of old files you discovered, I can show you how—”

      “Hah!” Rachel scoffed. “That’s it, isn’t it? You can’t get in, can you?”

      Charlie25 was silent for a moment, those glowing orange eyes burning holes in Rachel’s. Or trying. Rachel had looked into enough robots’ eyes that they held no thrall over her. At length, he turned to his companion. “Leave us.”

      Rachel didn’t know whether to be relieved or terrified that she would be completely alone with the robot responsible for bringing Evelyn11 back to life, for creating Gemini, for infiltrating the Human Protection Agency in the guise of Zeus… for dating Phoebe that one time.

      “So what is it you really want?” Rachel dared to ask.

      Charlie25 spread his hands. “It’s just as I said. I want you to open that archival file and share it with the world.”

      Rachel’s eyes narrowed. “That doesn’t explain why you sent your friend away, the one with the needles.”

      “She seemed to be making you nervous,” Charlie25 pointed out. “Besides, this is just between you and me. If you have reasons for not wanting to help, I’ll hear you out. I can be perfectly reasonable.”

      Rachel nodded along. If he wanted to be reasonable, she’d test him. Sliding to the end of her bed, she stood and circled to the apartment’s refrigerator. Barely taking her eyes off Charlie25 to survey the contents, she found a sealed package of grapes. “What’s so important about those files that you’re willing to bring an army into Kanto?” Rachel asked warily. She tore the package open and popped a grape into her mouth.

      With nothing but a protein bar and a lingering queasiness from the drugs in her system, the little morsel felt wonderful settling into her stomach.

      “The truth.”

      Rachel snorted and briefly choked on her second grape. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am!” Charlie25 protested. “The truth shall set you free.”

      Rachel shook her head as she swallowed the next grape. “Nope. Not buying. That’s a quote from the Bible, and it doesn’t mean what you represented it to mean.”

      Charlie25 scowled. “I thought John316 had despaired of converting any of the Eves.”

      With a shrug, Rachel popped another grape, then answered as she chewed it. “It’s only 930,000 words and contains a ton of idiomatic references and linguistic roots. You robots keep complaining how smart we Eves are but forgetting to apply it to basic interactions.”

      “My apologies,” Charlie25 allowed with a slight bow.

      Rachel sighed and rolled her eyes. “But see? That’s just one instance. The more glaring one is the invasion of Kanto, my kidnapping, and the feigned politeness. Sure, now that I’m in custody you can act civil. You require my complicity. This is classic kidnapper behavior. Had you played it smarter, you would have kept Toby521 alive as leverage.”

      “Had I known how important he was to you, I might have done just that.”

      For the first time since Rachel had awakened, she heard the unvarnished truth.

      She wagged a finger at the robot as she continued. “You might have used Charlie13 as a hostage. But I know you can’t hurt him without undermining the heroic image you’re trying to project. You don’t have any of my sisters, or you’d have said so by now.”

      All bravado aside, Rachel’s innards were trying to decide whether to seize up or turn to jelly. She knew the alternative if Charlie25 had no leverage by other means.

      “I see we’re at an impasse,” Charlie25 stated.

      To Rachel’s surprise, he spun and headed for the door. As it slammed behind the robot, she dropped the bag of grapes and lunged for her computer terminal.

      DENIED.

      She tried an emergency alternate login.

      DENIED.

      Without worrying about the propriety of it, she tried entering Charlie13’s login ID, just to see how far this lockout went. But halfway through the input, her console went unresponsive.

      Rachel tapped and tapped. She jabbed the screen so hard her fingers hurt. Rushing to the door console, she found it likewise inert.

      She wanted to scream through the door at her captors. Instead, Rachel took a long, slow breath and tried to find her center. Meditation wasn’t a hobby of hers, but Holly68 had taught all the girls as part of their exercises.

      This was no place for rash action. Rachel was going to face trial and tribulations. No plan of Charlie25’s could wait on her indefinitely. Sooner or later, he would ratchet up his coercion as he tested the depths of her resolve.

      The wall screen flicked on. The 2D image was an overhead view of an underground laboratory. Creator—Evelyn11—stalked around an upload rig with a human subject strapped to one side. Which Eve it was, Rachel couldn’t say.

      “Screen off,” she ordered. Nothing happened.

      “Why are you doing this?” the girl strapped to the rig asked.

      “I felt it only proper that you understand your purpose,” Evelyn11 replied. “I’ve given you a good life. Food, clothing, shelter, companionship. You’ve been healthy and hale. That’s more than most get in a life. Now, with my crystal failing me, it’s time to pay back the debt you owe.”

      “Screen OFF!” Rachel shouted.

      She looked away, but the image was already planted in her mind.

      She covered her ears, but someone must have been monitoring her. The volume increased until she could feel Creator’s words reverberating through her whole body.

      “Let me go! Please! I’ll do anything! I’ll do whatever you ask. All I’ve got is my mind,” the doomed girl pleaded.

      Rachel knew who that was. The unfamiliar lab. This had to have been Eve15, the one killed while the girl everyone now called Eve was on the run.

      “Oh, shush,” Creator chided. Her gentle tone conflicted with a high-pitched whine and Eve15’s scream in response. The transcranial probes in her skull were resonating, sending mind-numbing agony straight to the neurons. “Quit acting so ungrateful or I’ll leave this going until the upload.”

      “I’m… sorry,” Eve15 gasped out, and the resonant pulse ceased.

      Rachel was sobbing. She hadn’t learned until later, but those same probes torturing Eve15 had been surgically implanted into her own head mere hours later. And one of the first things Creator had done had been to test out that obedience feature.

      How could she have been such a fool? Rachel had yearned to have those studs poking out of her head. Creator had shown her images of what she’d look like, head shaved, smooth skin dotted with a grid of little silvery protrusions. She’d heard time and again how pretty they’d make her look, how special she would be, until she believed it with her whole being.

      It had only been a matter of days before Ashley390 had performed the surgery to remove those studs from Rachel’s head. But the scab over that memory was torn off bloody by the video—and audio—being inflicted on her.

      As she listened unwillingly, Rachel heard Eve15’s death and subsequent dismemberment. Creator narrated, humming little tunes between observations for posterity.

      All Rachel had to do was yell at the door that she was willing to help. Charlie25 would have nothing more to gain by subjecting her to that archival “research” from Evelyn11’s lab.

      If she did, Charlie25 would win. Rachel couldn’t even be sure what exactly that would mean.

      Could Charlie25 have been correct that once Rachel knew, she would agree with him?

      No!

      That was the trickery. That was the manipulation. All Rachel had to do was demonstrate that no matter what he did, she wouldn’t comply. At that point, only sadism would drive him to continue.

      Rachel listened to the disposal process. Her mind, traitor that it was, couldn’t stop imagining every gruesome detail.

      She needed something to hold onto, some means of holding off the onslaught. If her hands couldn’t wall away the sound before it entered her ears, Rachel needed to erect that wall between ears and mind. None of the litany of meditative mantras seemed fit for the task. They emptied the mind to allow revelation.

      Rachel needed the opposite.

      She wracked her brain even as it continued to conjure images of Creator’s inhuman disposal process. What could fill her mind? What could focus her intent, give her strength, and act as a bulwark against the intrusion of Charlie25’s torments?

      Religious texts, movie quotes, and literary passages floated in her thoughts alongside acid rinses and bone saws. Everything she came up with sounded trite, passive, or brief.

      Then she stumbled onto one that worked best as a loop. She repeated it again and again. She’d heard it during a movie night at Eve and Plato’s but had gone back and read the original Frank Herbert text.

      “Fear is the mind killer…”
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      Eve had become an explorer.

      The undersea dome was ancient yet futuristic, alien despite being a half hour’s ride in a skyroamer from home. Its wonders were a curious mixture of fluid, otherworldly technology and the pragmatic ruggedness of robotkind’s machinery. The site could have taken Eve a week to search on foot or a lifetime to fully decipher.

      Olivia should have been the one to see it first. She had always been the adventurer. Eve just wanted to get what Charlie7 had come here for and head back to save Rachel, Charlie13, and the rest of the robots who worked at Kanto.

      Despite pressing business and the safety of her sister at stake, Eve’s curiosity got the better of her. Whether she liked it or not, she was stuck with Charlie7 controlling the only transportation that could get her topside this month. There was no signal strong enough to escape the alien dome. Freed from activity and information, Eve let her feet and mind share a wander.

      Charlie7 had proclaimed the site safe. Air quality aside, everything Eve saw tended to agree with that assessment. Certainly there were sharp edges and power conduits, but those were only a danger to the incautious. Pure safety was the province of swaddled infants.

      Eve’s implants scanned everything she saw. She disabled the buffer that eliminated junk video from her internal storage. The crystal data processor and storage units nestled against her kidneys would capture and preserve every moment of this venture for later dissection.

      Spires.

      Antennae.

      Something that resembled a dry water fountain.

      A spiral ramp.

      Several more similar ramps.

      Honeycomb housing pods.

      A modern airlock.

      Eve paused. Was this another way to the surface? Would there be a hidden, emergency submarine just on the far side of that pressure hatch? Clearly this was one of Charlie7’s additions to the dome. He wouldn’t allow himself to be trapped down here if someone found the tunnel complex and tried to corner him.

      “Last resort,” Eve muttered to herself. If Charlie7 didn’t have some damn good answers at the end of this story of his, Eve had a backup plan to get away.

      She hated even thinking of Charlie7 in those terms. He’d saved her from Evelyn11—or at least helped greatly in Eve saving herself. Charlie7 had been the one to find Olivia, to untangle innumerable committee charges against Plato over the years…

      Charlie7 was Eve’s best friend.

      She loved Plato, but the overgrown boy stood in awe of her much of the time. He was enamored of the past while Eve had to mind the present and the future.

      Charlie7 was the one who understood Eve. At times, he seemed to know her better than her own sisters did.

      Backing away from the airlock, Eve shook her head. “No. I’m not even going to think like that.”

      Stumbling as she turned, Eve plunged headlong into the twisting streets of a city meant for creatures native to a distant world. At least, she assumed they were streets. The system of shallow troughs running everywhere might have been anything from a vehicular transport system to an open sewer to a communal hydroponic garden long since gone dry.

      Intersections of the troughs formed bowls slightly deeper than the inlets. Eve had no trouble traversing them so long as she paid attention to her footing. Her fingers twitched, belatedly adding notations to the video as she recorded. These same observations may stand in a different light once she had time to reflect. Best to jot down her initial impressions for comparison.

      Near the center of the dome, directly beneath the zenith, stood a geothermal power plant that had the robotic fingerprints of Charlie7’s engineering sensibilities.

      It made sense.

      Presuming Charlie7’s story to be true, the robot rebels had tapped into the Earth’s mantle and vented magma directly into this very dome. It stood to reason that the same shaft could be repurposed for power generation with a bit more care and control.

      Eve snorted. She might not have been the lover of history like some of the other humans, but she knew the origins of fission power as a weapon. History’s cyclical nature never ceased to amaze her.

      DONE HERE. MEET AT THE TRAM.

      Eve blinked, though blinking did nothing to shield her eyes from the images projected from her own corneas. What had happened to having no signal?

      She slapped a hand to her forehead and entered a text response.

      ON MY WAY.

      Of course. She and Charlie7 had their own transmitters and receivers. They couldn’t get a signal to the outside world, but in the confines of the dome, they would have walkie-talkie access to one another on a makeshift private channel.

      Eve passed idle drones and drones performing mundane maintenance tasks. There was Kanto-grade factory equipment tucked inside twirling spires of alien architecture. She found stores of long-term preservative-laden foods from the agrarian complexes. There were piles of raw material and processing stations smelting ore and churning out basic parts.

      “What in the blazes have you done down here?” Eve demanded when Charlie7 came into view. He was already packing up the tram. She edged forward to see what supplies they were taking on.

      Charlie7 threw a bundle of fabric at Eve. “Put those on,” he ordered.

      Eve sorted the mess into a suit of lightweight padding shaped like a shirt and pants. There was headgear as well, shaped like a helmet but floppy as a winter hat. The material was smooth to the touch, with hairline ridges raised in a tessellated hexagonal pattern. Buckles, straps, and clasps all made a degree of intuitive sense once Eve oriented everything properly.

      “Does it come in any color besides purple?” she asked, not bothering to argue as she tugged the pants over her clothes.

      “I’ll put it up to the Aesthetics Committee next time I’m sharing my contraband alien-tech inventions with them,” Charlie7 replied dryly. He hefted a pair of strange rifles into the passenger compartment of the tram.

      Eve froze. “Alien what?”

      Her gaze drifted down to the fabric clutched in her hands.

      “Those creatures that slaughtered your—our—ancestors knew a lot about energy that the world at large still hasn’t discovered. I… uh… kept it to myself because I didn’t know who else to trust with the secret.”

      Eve stood upright, leaving the pant legs of the alien clothing bunched around her knees. “Stack dump. Full error log. What is this stuff?”

      To her shock, Charlie7 pulled out a coil pistol. Before Eve could process what was going on to object, he fired.

      The magnetics clacked in the pistol’s trigger mechanism. There was a fuzzy whoosh of air that culminated in an instantaneous puff like someone punching a pillow.

      Eve blinked. “What just happened?”

      Charlie7 fired several more shots in rapid succession, all aimed at Eve’s alien-clad shins. She didn’t feel a thing.

      “Amazing stuff. Eats kinetic energy over a certain threshold. Devil of a time replicating it and getting that threshold tuned. Go ahead. Put it on. Things go the way they’re looking right now, you’re going to have a target on your back.”

      “Alien tech is contraband on Earth. Only orbital science stations are allowed to—”

      “Spare me the lecture,” Charlie7 cut in. “I’m every exception to every rule. I designed the system. I rigged the system. I operate outside the system. I already know where your next question was heading. Yes, it’s safe. Hell, it’s not even a contest. First of all, it’s completely non-living. There is neither DNA nor that kooky alien analog anywhere in that fabric. But more importantly, there’s a good chance people might want to shoot you, and that stuff will stop a cannonball. Kinda wish we had time to play around with it… damnedest thing to watch.”

      Eve had buckled on the pants, discovering that all the catches and clasps tucked under protective flaps. She started in on the shirt. “How is that even possible? Conservation of energy shouldn’t allow it?”

      “Energy is converted,” Charlie7 assured her. “But exactly how would take too long to explain. For now, just accept that it does and study up on the xenoscience later.”

      “Here’s a question you should be able to answer off the top of your head: why does all this fit me like a mold?”

      “I made one set for myself early on. I made a suit for you years ago, just in case.”

      Eve was just about to open her mouth to ask in case of what, but the answer was obvious—this exact scenario.

      Instead, as Eve pulled on the gloves of the purple hex-grid armor, she nodded toward the arsenal Charlie7 had loaded into the tram. “What’s the story with those?”

      Charlie7 offered Eve a hand up into the tram and powered on the engines. They looped around and headed back down the tunnel they’d come by. “Oh, these?” he asked innocently. “Dark energy rifles. They’ll tear through that armor like it was made of paper. And pretty much anything else, for that matter.”
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      Einstein had developed the theory of special relativity where time dilated as an observer approached the speed of light. Plato had a theory that it constricted around him personally. By Human Era medical standards, he ought to have just been entering his physical prime. Nineteen years old without any of that era’s major vices, he ought to have been an athletic paragon.

      Instead, an aging and creaky body demanded rest. Plato slumped against one of the factory’s lift cranes and prayed that nobody decided to get cute and restart manufacturing on model KX skyroamer stabilizer fins. If they did, Plato was liable to get scraped off his perch and out into the void of factory that stretched farther down than he could see.

      Everything ached. It was easier coming up with a list of body parts that didn’t.

      Hair.

      Fingernails.

      That little spot under the nose where your fingertip goes to shush someone.

      There were probably a few others, but Plato’s brain was among the parts throbbing, chafing, aching, and swelling. Popping open his canteen, he sought hydration as an elixir to cure the most superficial of what ailed him.

      Heat radiated from his body. Plato could feel the updraft from superheated air leaking out his open collar. He pulled the fabric of his shirt away from his body between thumb and forefinger and worked the garment like a bellows.

      “I should not be too old for this crap,” he muttered.

      But those nineteen years on his calendar were pulling double duty. At times, it felt more like triple. Not that he ever had a blueprint to go by. Medical journals were dense as fresh concrete, but Plato had slogged through enough of them to know there had never been a case like his. He was unique, a special mutant snowflake whose frozen contents weren’t all quiet water molecules.

      Eve was so perfect. He loved her, but there were times when she just couldn’t grasp what it was like for him. She was so perfect, from her unblemished skin down to her ultra-efficient mitochondria. If she got hurt, one of the docs could fix her up like nothing ever happened. The concept that no matter what got fixed when Plato broke, it all fit back together inexactly, and the misfit pieces ground together like bare bones… totally lost on her.

      There was a clatter in the distance. In an instant, Plato quit his self-pitying and clamped his lips shut. He continued panting through his nose, muffling the sound with one hand as the other tightened on the grip of his EMP rifle.

      The clatter resolved itself into a steady drumbeat of metallic footsteps.

      No. Just partially metallic. It was a hard leather sole on factory flooring.

      A long, drawn out conflict wasn’t in Plato’s favor just then. Ambush. That was the plan. Still muffling his breathing, he drew a long, full breath and held it, then leaped from cover, rifle barrel swinging around to draw a bead on his target.

      “Whoa!” the robot shouted, throwing his arms in the air. “Plato, it’s me!”

      Plato hesitated. The robot was wearing mechanic’s coveralls and didn’t appear armed. He allowed himself a second to consider whether or not to pull the trigger. “Who are you?”

      “You dimwit, it’s me, Jason90,” the robotic mechanic shouted, still holding perfectly still. “Put that thing down if you ever want help tuning Betty-Lou again.”

      Plato lowered the barrel just a hair, enough that an accidental discharge wouldn’t blank the robot but not so much he couldn’t still snap a shot off if the guy decided to reach for a gun.

      “Betty-Lou’s public knowledge,” Plato challenged. “How do I know it’s really you?” He wasn’t sure what exactly he was fishing for, but it wasn’t his crystal on the line if this guy couldn’t convince him.

      To be fair, while Plato had blanked his share of robots back in the day, none of them had been quite as notable as Jason90. Even Charlie24, bastard that he was, was a bit of a black sheep among Charlies. Erring on the side of pulling the trigger sounded like a bad bet.

      Still, human lives were on the line. Rachel for sure, then who knew about the rest of them if Dale2’s dog-and-pony show got off the ground. Plato could be the scapegoat if mankind needed him to be.

      After all, how much living did Plato have left in him, anyway?

      That realization hurt. He hoped Jason90 came up with something quick to take his mind off the thought of Abbigail growing up without her dad.

      The robot claiming to be Jason90 extended an “aha” finger. “Rumor has it, Spartacus has been hanging around Oxford, pestering the preschoolers.”

      Plato raised the rifle. “Why would Jason90 know that?”

      “Dammit, Plato, quit being the tough guy for five seconds and think. Why would I be running away, solo and unarmed, claiming to be someone Charlie25 is after? The teams fanning out through the factory had been working in pairs just so hero-complex idiots like you or Charlie7 don’t get the drop on them.”

      “Charlie7’s here?”

      Plato hadn’t heard any such thing, but radio silence resulted in odd surprises now and then. He wouldn’t mind the backup if that old rascal was knocking around here somewhere.

      “Damned if I know,” the robot who was probably Jason90 replied. “Although, if he was, I’d expect more system failures and power surges.”

      “I got an idea,” Plato said. “You and me are finding a console. You’re gonna log in as Jason90.”

      The robot paused to consider. “Done.”

      “Um… one sec,” Plato said, juggling the rifle as he flipped down his headband’s computer display.

      “Great da Vinci’s ghost, Plato. If I couldn’t find a terminal with my eyes closed, how would you ever believe I was Jason90?” asked the robot who was making an increasingly solid case for being who he claimed.

      Plato followed the prospective Jason90 through a quality-control station and into an adjoining office, noting that the access panels on the doors allowed him entry with minimal fuss.

      “You know they can track that, right?” Plato asked after the second door.

      “Local override code. Doesn’t report back to the main system. Unless someone’s got a high opinion of their forensic power usage mapping, they won’t even notice we were here.”

      That… sounded fishy. Plato tensed up, ready to line up an EMP blast with the possible impostor’s skull.

      “If you’re playing me, you’re as good as a paperweight, you know.”

      The robot applying for the job of Jason90 tapped his way through a login screen faster than Plato could track. In seconds, the system acknowledged the factory’s chief chassis designer.

      Plato relaxed. “It really is you.”

      “Now can I continue fleeing for someplace offsite to wait out this hostage crisis?” Jason90 asked in exasperation, spreading his arms.

      Plato slung the EMP rifle over his shoulder in a show of goodwill. But that was as far as goodwill went. “C’mon. Really? You’re one of the captains of this ship, and you’re heading for the lifeboats?”

      “Individual action isn’t advisable here. We need to get out from under this jamming signal, convene some committee meetings, and come up with a road map to reestablishing dominion over Kanto.”

      Plato’s brain shook that gibberish like a sieve until only one nugget of real information was left. “You’re a coward.”

      “There are at least a dozen converted humans and an unknown number of robotic collaborators in the factory. They were armed and prepared. I find it unlikely they have not already ruled out the defensive capabilities for the factory’s permanent residents to—”

      “Shut up,” Plato snapped. “I don’t wanna hear your excuses. So, you’re a coward. This world’s full of ‘em.”

      “You’ve contributed,” Jason90 pointed out with a nod toward Plato’s EMP rifle. “Loss of the data self is an existential dread for most of us. You might as well walk around in a black robe with a scythe as tote that thing around.”

      “I could use the backup.”

      “Maybe you should have talked that over with someone before heading here.”

      “You’ll feel like a jerk once this is over if anything happens to Rachel and you did nothing.”

      “I don’t relish the thought of what might happen to Rachel, but if she has access to secret files buried by Charlie7, her best bet is probably to just play along and hand them over. Plato… I know you’re friends with Charlie7 and all, but… well, he’s not exactly Mr. Scrupulous. I can’t condone Charlie25’s actions, and I didn’t know Dale2 was alive until this morning, but you can’t dismiss the possibility that they’re right.”

      “I can dismiss anything I want,” Plato replied, jabbing a thumb to his chest. “I’m not programmed. I got free will and a gun, which is a lot better than just having free will. And if you’re not going to help me, I’ve got just one thing to do with you.”

      Jason90 backed away as Plato advanced toward him.

      Plato reached for a coil pistol.

      “Please, don’t—” Jason90 pleaded.

      Plato flipped the coil gun around and offered it grip-first to the robotic mechanic. “Get outta here. You see any robot but Charlie7 on your way to the skyroamer lots, drop ‘em. I don’t got time for dead weight where I’m headed.”

      Jason90 took the weapon and tucked it into one of the many pockets of his coveralls. “You’re an odd bird, Plato.”

      As the robot headed out of the quality-control office, Plato called after him. “Speaking of odd birds, thanks for the tip on finding Spartacus. Abbigail would love that little bastard.”
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      By the time the robots came back for her, Rachel had calmed herself. She turned her thoughts inward, ignoring the sounds that accompanied the video and keeping her eyes closed and relaxed. The illusion that she had blocked out the outside world completely shattered when the door opened and her eyes did so as well.

      Scenarios that played out a hundred times during the wait collapsed into a singular instance of what came to pass. In a way, it was an excellent metaphor for quantum mechanics and probability. In a very different way, it illustrated the discrepancy between imagination and reality.

      Rachel’s plans and schemes, her gambits and ploys, all came to naught as a pair of robots grabbed her by the arms and lifted her from her feet before she could react.

      She had no leverage. She had no tech. Flailing feet and every filthy word she could dredge up were insufficient to get her captors to free her.

      “Spunky one,” one of the robots commented. He sounded like a Fred.

      The other sighed as a foot glanced off his hip. “Must be buried in the genome. First sign of liberation and they turn from lab hamster to rabid dog.”

      “I am not rabid,” Rachel snarled. “I’m furious. You have no right to—”

      “No, you have no right,” the Fred-sounding robot snapped. “You’re an escaped experiment. You don’t belong outside a lab.”

      “You’re all as good as deleted,” Rachel promised. “If I don’t get loose and fry your crystals, someone else will do it for me.”

      They were carrying her toward Charlie13’s office, and Rachel realized that by the time she arrived at her destination, threats would be of little use.

      With a final, futile thrash, Rachel went limp and took a long breath. “Let me go, and I’ll get you both pardoned.”

      “We don’t want pardons,” the second robot said. Rachel wracked her brain for who it might be, but the voice was off, possibly a vocal filter for disguise. “We want what you have.”

      “You don’t deserve that body,” the one who sounded like a Fred added.

      How could Rachel reason with them? These were zealots. They were throwing in their lot with Dale2 in the hopes of returning to biological life. Even the pale imitation that Zeus experienced was enough to get them to abandon all sense of compassion and empathy.

      As the door to Charlie13’s office drew near, Rachel steeled herself for another round of threats, bargaining, and bribes from Charlie25.

      When the door opened, Rachel’s blood turned to ice. Her thoughts froze in time, eyes fixated on the new centerpiece in the room.

      Evelyn11’s old upload rig.

      “No!” Rachel screamed. She struggled anew, fear and adrenaline lending her strength and burning away her nagging lesser worries.

      She threw her weight back and forth. If she tore her arms from their sockets, it would have been a small price to pay for the chance to drop to the floor and run.

      Let Ashley390 install robotic arms for her. Limbs were replaceable. That monstrous machine could steal the essence of her very being—her mind.

      Rachel’s body was strong and fit, made of tight, corded muscle and sturdy tendons. She was neither strong enough nor fragile enough to rip off her own arms. It had been a ludicrous notion, born of terror.

      Kicking, screaming, and cursing, Rachel was carried across the office as robots and human-looking hybrids looked on.

      “Where are those brave, arrogant arguments now?” Charlie25 asked as the two robots held her against the inclined bed. “Run out of pithy philosophical observations and flip-a-day calendar psychoanalysis?”

      Rachel knew this process. One by one, her limbs were held to the table while straps secured them in place. Back in the lab, when Evelyn11 had still been Creator to her, Rachel had been trained and conditioned to secure herself to the table. Looking back, it had been both a time-saving method for a busy robot and mental programming to make the Eves ever more compliant—making them complicit in their own captivity.

      This time, there was no implied end to her time in the restraints. Rachel could meet her end with one of the robots watching from the periphery of the office inhabiting her skull.

      She fought. She snarled and struggled and strained. She made the robots fight her every millimeter of the way.

      But they were so strong. Rachel could quantify mathematically just how much force those chassis could apply. Every servo motor. Every model and variant. But none of that matched the frightening reality of just how irresistible those forces could be.

      In the end, Rachel couldn’t budge. Her chest heaved as she tried to catch her breath. But all the straps had been ratcheted one or two clicks too tight, even the one across her chest that restricted her diaphragm. Rachel had been restrained enough times that she knew exactly what it ought to feel like.

      She hated having retained that knowledge.

      As her extremities tingled, Rachel tried to relax. She recited the mantra against fear in the privacy of her own skull.

      She snapped her eyes wide at the tearing of fabric. Unable to lift her head to look down, all she saw was a blinding overhead light. She squeezed her eyes shut and felt by the cool air on her arm that a sleeve had been torn from her shirt.

      She felt a pinch at the crook of her elbow and the sting as a needle was pushed into her median cubital vein.

      Rachel could feel when something interposed itself between the lights and her closed eyelids. “Well, you’ve gotten quiet,” Charlie25 remarked casually. He sounded so perfectly at ease. Rachel wanted to tear free from her straps and strangle him.

      As it was, it was all Rachel could do to gain enough oxygen to keep from getting lightheaded.

      One of the assistant robots reached beneath Rachel’s clothing. Light pressure. Something tacky left behind. The tickle of snaking wires. She was being monitored.

      “Blood oxygen is low,” a Nora voice said. Rachel considered trying to track what voices she heard, but aside from the bold and brazen Charlie25, the other robots could have been anyone.

      A mask pressed over Rachel’s nose and mouth. She peeked to see a robotic hand holding it in place. Instinctively, Rachel held her breath.

      “You can’t do that, dear,” the Nora scolded her. “We’ll wake you right back up. We’ve brought so many fun chemicals along, and I can inject them directly into your bloodstream. This is nothing but an oxygen-rich mix, so breathe.”

      Rachel reluctantly complied. The mask smelled of protofab, but the air was easier to breathe than the office atmosphere had been. She relaxed and calmed her screaming, oxygen-starved muscles.

      The Nora fixed the mask in place with adhesive and left Rachel’s side.

      She was dizzy. The world was changing too fast. She had given birth to a new Toby. Rachel had been having the best day of her life to that point. Now, she was a girl again in Creator’s lab.

      “So… any interest in helping us?” Charlie25 asked. “There’s still plenty of time to resolve this amicably. Why, we might look back on this day and laugh about how silly this whole disagreement was.”

      Rachel felt a tingle on her scalp. Then a tickle. Someone was brushing loose hair away. With the mask on, she couldn’t smell the burning keratin, but she knew what was happening. They were shaving her head with a laser, just as Creator had done.

      Tears welled in Rachel’s eyes, making Charlie25’s face blurry. “I can’t help you,” she said weakly.

      It was a moral statement, not an expression of fact.

      “Did you know that there hasn’t been a new robotic personality created in the past millennium?” Charlie25 asked. He beckoned to the side of the room. “Not one. We have six that have been lost all that time but not a single solitary new human brain map suitable to upload. Evelyn11 might have scanned you girls a million times, but she wasn’t recording them as personality profiles. That’s what we’re going to do.”

      One robot was attaching probes to Rachel’s smooth scalp as cool air blew across it. Another stuck something to the corners of Rachel’s eyes—little tubes, perhaps. Within seconds, the watery blur cleared, and fresh tears were sucked away.

      “I know what you’re trying to do,” Rachel said, voice muffled by the oxygen mask. “It won’t work. If there’s a sub-root lockout on the archives, uploading my brain to a crystal matrix will install that lockout there, as well. You won’t be able to filter it out. Even Charlie13 won’t be able to.”

      Charlie25’s face came right down to Rachel’s. His vestigial, decorative nose bumped against the hose running into Rachel’s mask, adhesive pulling at her skin but not coming loose. “Don’t you think I know that? It doesn’t mean I won’t try. I might just upload you to a disembodied crystal and only allow pain inputs. How would you like that, huh? A world with no outside stimuli, just artificially induced agony that you have no means to resist.”

      “That wouldn’t do you any good.” Rachel tried to remain brave, but she could barely comprehend the monstrosity of what Charlie25 was proposing. It sounded worse than the descriptions of hell.

      “No. But it might make me feel a little better, knowing that a snotty little knot of meat was getting what’s coming to her for prolonging the torment of all robotkind,” Charlie25 said with such venom that Rachel believed he just might do it.

      “Her vitals are spiking,” the heartless Nora reported. How could anyone who shared an archetype with Nora109 be so sadistic as to aid in this cruelty?

      Charlie25 rose, looming over as the brilliant overhead light again forced Rachel to shut her eyes. “Fine. I’ll stop badgering her. But you see, Rachel, that’s not my plan at all. There are other humans out there who haven’t tried logging into Kanto’s systems with full access. I can grant them that access and get one of them to do it.”

      “None of them will help you,” Rachel swore.

      “Obstinacy,” Charlie25 countered. “Sheer obstinacy. There’s no reason to continue thwarting the release of the truth. You can’t all be slaves of Charlie7—not like we are. You have free will. You can choose. And one of you is going to decide that cooperating is preferable to the consequences.”

      “None of my sisters will do it,” Rachel promised. “They know the cost of giving in to ultimatums. It’s all in the archives.”

      “Abbigail doesn’t know all that rubbish,” Charlie25 countered. “We could train her, condition her. She’d do as she’s told… especially if Eve or Plato’s lives were on the line.”

      Rachel could see the inexorability of this plan. She was the lowest of the hanging fruits in their orchard. If not her, then Rachel would be plucked and tossed aside in favor of the next.

      Charlie25 leaned in again. He tapped a finger to Rachel’s forehead. “I’ll give you a little time to think. If you decide to help, we’ll bring you an optical interface. You’re not leaving that rig until we have the archive. But my question is this: Do you know how long the waiting list is for Eve clones?”

      The Nora who’d acted as nurse leaned into view as well. “I’m actually hoping you don’t cooperate. That body of yours is slated to be mine.”
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      Eve turned the rifle over in her hands, letting her lenses record her inspection. One day, those images might be her only record of these devices—in the event Charlie7 confiscates them once the danger was past. On the other hand, they might also be requisitioned as evidence at a committee hearing over Charlie7’s conduct in this matter.

      And a lot of other matters.

      The tram whooshed through Charlie7’s hidden network of underground tunnels. Eve was dressed in a winter parka and snow pants that violated the known laws of physics. She’d just come from a preserved alien outpost beneath the Baltic Sea.

      As chairwoman of the Human Welfare Committee, she’d investigated potential geneticists to ensure that they weren’t hiding anything in their committee applications. Considering she felt like she knew Charlie7 as well as any robot she’d met, Eve wondered how effective she was at sussing out those illicit geneticists.

      “A lot to take in, isn’t it?” Charlie7 observed.

      Eve sucked in a quick lungful of air and reminded herself that she wasn’t alone here. Crawling inside her own thoughts was such an easy trap. Plato and Abbigail couldn’t be still long enough for Eve to forget their presence, but Charlie7 had the patience of a mountain.

      “You haven’t told me the rest,” Eve pointed out. “It was an excellent distraction, but I can’t overlook the holes in your story. You never explained the animosity with Dale or why there’s no such thing as a Kabir in Kanto’s database.”

      Charlie7 smiled gently. “If I’d shown this place to Phoebe or Olivia, they’d have forgotten all about Dale2. Plato would have asked me a million questions about the rifle.”

      Eve ran a hand along the rifle’s barrel. It felt like nothing under the armored glove. “Dark energy, you said. I’m not even qualified to ask. I’d need a primer on how dark energy physics even works first. Presumably, for practical purposes, I fire at something, and it makes holes. Unless that’s not the case, I’d rather you finish the story. The aliens are dead, I assume, unless you missed some.”

      With a story like this one, there was no telling when the sudden twist might come. Had Charlie7 reached a truce with the alien survivors? Were they the ones feeding him this tech? Was Charlie7 really an alien uploaded to a robot chassis? Eve’s imagination whirled with possibilities.

      Charlie7 stared ahead. “Fine. The end. Let’s get this over with…”
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      The war was over. We had won. It was touch-and-go for a while, because we couldn’t be sure. But in retrospect, everything was clear sailing.

      Those alien monstrosities had wrecked our planet, and there were just four of us left to start the cleanup. Toby2 and Holly2 had been lost when tunnels collapsed during the great purge. You can’t imagine the forces we unleashed, tapping into the Earth’s volcanic heart and turning it into a weapon.

      There was cleanup work to be done. As a human, I’d been daunted by the prospect of scrubbing a toilet. I had a cleaning service that came twice a week and did that sort of thing for me. Now, the entire planet was contaminated with traces of that mutagenic agent that killed living cells within minutes.

      We had four robots and four competing plans on what to do next.

      Jason2 wanted to become a fully robotic society. Just machines. No biology. No looking back. We had proven the technology, he argued. We could restore Toby2 and Holly2, then the rest of the Project Transhuman team, then begin working on the mixing software. Eventually, he proposed, we could develop thinking AI from scratch.

      I have to admit, Jason2’s plan was tempting.

      Kabir2, if possible, wanted to go a step further. Why remain in the physical realm? We were converting data into signals interpreted by an artificial brain as sensory input. Why not skip the middleman and develop a self-sustaining computer infrastructure and inhabit it as pure software?

      “There are dozens of movies and hundreds of books that make it clear why that’s a bad idea. Weren’t you all aware of them?” Eve asked.

      Yes. We watched all those.

      “Even Kabir?” Eve persisted.

      Yes, Kabir still thought it was a good idea afterward.

      But the how was less important at that stage. The four of us were petty gods. We had just wiped out an alien presence that had eradicated our species. At that point, it felt like we could accomplish anything.

      Dale2 had the bug in the worst way. He imagined that we could advance humanity past what it had once been. Of the survivors, he was the one who fit poorest into a robotic shell. He wanted his body back.

      “You mean he wanted a clone of himself?” Eve asked.

      Yeah, the same creaky, post-middle-aged body he’d lost. His contention that with all the time in the world, we could advance the field of genetics far beyond what our species had previously known. We could learn from our invaders, steal the secrets of their technology and biology, and reshape the world as a whole new species.

      Homo chimera, he wanted to call us.

      Yes, I’m aware that he was mixing Greek and Latin roots. But that was least among the things that bothered me with that plan.

      “So. That’s three plans. You still haven’t mentioned yours.”

      Hah. My plan? You’re living in it. This is what I’ve wanted all along—a detail here or there aside.

      You must be getting caught up in the story if you don’t already realize that I won. I wanted the Earth back the way it was, or at least as close as we could manage. We could restart the planet without the geopolitical divides and environmental time bombs threatening it. It was a do-over.

      I’m not sure whose plan would have been the most work to implement, aside from there being no question that Jason2’s was the easiest.

      Nevertheless, we agreed to each work up a project proposal and reconvene in a month’s time. At that point, we would hold a summit to determine the fate of Earth. Post-summit, some negotiated plan—probably a mix of ideas—would determine how we would rebuild.

      “Probably?” Eve echoed with a wary scowl.

      Oh, yes. I said probably. You see, I knew I couldn’t win an argument in that venue. I spent days going over game theory scenarios, and all I could envision coming out of that meeting was a world of robots and software simulations with a zoo of extinct species taking up an island somewhere.

      I spent the rest of my month preparing to defend my dead species the only way I knew how.

      When the date of the summit rolled around, we all met on Mt. Olympus. We were pompous bastards, and we had every right to be. Casting ourselves in the role of the ancient gods was the least of our hubris.

      I… don’t know what happened at the summit. My plan had been to listen to the proposals from the other three, hoping for signs that I might somehow prevail on behalf of their lost biological ancestors. But as for the details of what took place, that’s a gap in my memory that I can never fill.

      Charlie2 set off an EMP device that destroyed Dale2, Kabir2, and Jason2 in one go.

      “How did you manage to survive?” Eve asked.

      I didn’t. It was a suicide mission. I died alongside them. Or, at least, Charlie2 did.

      The day before the summit, Charlie2 made a replica of himself. You see, while the other three all adjourned to little corners of the world to do their planning, I took up the old offices of Project Transhuman. I built a new crystal matrix. I built a new body.

      I built Charlie3.

      Of course, for political purposes, I took the name Charlie7 instead. I concocted the story of a team of Charlies defending the world. All the rest of the histories you heard differently from that story were my fabrications.

      I took years putting the pieces in place to make the details fit.

      I built the foundations of Kanto, where I started production of robotic chassis and drones alike in the shell of an old automobile factory. It was never a humble place—only by modern standards would anyone ever consider it tiny. But that’s where the rebirth began.

      Drone bulldozers were delivered around the world by drone cargo carriers. Drone workers expanded the factory. Drone laborers fanned out and collected biological samples from anyplace that might have been missed during the early stages of the resistance.

      As… a side project, I created the first interstellar missile. I was able to backtrack the aliens’ flight path to a distant star. I built what amounted to a weapon out of an ion rocket.

      I have no idea to this day whether it worked. But if my calculations worked out, about one hundred and thirty years after I launched it, that missile should have intercepted and towed an asteroid on a collision course with the aliens’ homeworld at something approaching the speed of light.

      Eve gasped. “That’s monstrous!”

      Well, I’m not saying it was my proudest moment. But… top five, maybe. Those aliens had taken everything from me. Everything but my consciousness, which I’d packed up on a life raft of crystal and steel. A tit-for-tat payback, ruining their world in return was part vengeance, part assurance of no follow-up attack.

      Eventually, I awakened a companion robot. I called him Toby2. He didn’t last long before going mad and self-terminating. My grasp of the intricacies of personality mixing was shabby. It was trial and error, and the errors were heart wrenching.

      Over time, I established the core of what became the culture and civilization you now know. It was built on the ashes of a dead world and on the bones of its saviors who didn’t share this vision.

      And, it has now become apparent, that Dale2 survived that fateful day on Mt. Olympus.
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      Eve’s hand tightened on the rifle’s grip. Charlie7 had admitted to murdering half the team that had saved Earth’s wreckage from the hands—or possibly tentacles—of its invaders. Could she be fast enough in the tight quarters of the tram’s passenger compartment to fire the weapon and enact justice for those robots he’d slain so long ago?

      It didn’t matter. The question was moot. Eve couldn’t pull the trigger.

      For better or worse, she was alive and in this tram because of that long-ago decision. None of the other robots’ plans would have resulted in her existence, at least not as a human, in the case of Dale2’s version.

      “Why?” was all she could think to ask. “How could you?”

      “How could I not?” Charlie7 countered. Or should she call him Charlie2 now, or just Charlie, since he had the unmixed mind of the original Charles Truman? “Those things destroyed everything humanity had built from the Neolithic to the Transhuman Age. They took us from the verge of the technological singularity to pre-amoeba protein soup in a span of weeks.”

      “But you could have compromised. You could have implemented multiple plans. Why murder?”

      “As I said, I can’t know the exact details that made Charlie2 trigger that EMP,” Charlie7 said. “All I know is my reasoning for preparing to do so. This was more important that voting on digging a community pool or whether to repaint an old school or build a new one. This wasn’t even civil rights voting or a nuclear arms pact. This was deciding the fate of our species. This was choosing biology or machinery, soul or software. This was a decision that would affect every living, thinking being from that moment to the death of our sun. Possibly beyond, since even now we have the tech to leave the solar system.”

      “Why were you the one qualified to make it?” Eve challenged. This was the hubris everyone had warned her of. Even without knowing the depths of his deeds, robotkind had seen beneath the veneer of Charlie7 enough to realize it.

      Charlie7 stood in the tram car and held his chin high. “This… was my doing. Project Transhuman had its contributors and its dead weight, its interchangeable parts and its key cogs. It might never have reached completion in time without Holly Chang or Jason Sanborn, but it only existed at all because of me. Barring invasion, I could have done it all myself in a private lab with angel funding by the time I was seventy or eighty.

      “The future of life on Earth wasn’t a matter to be left in a hodgepodge of half plans and compromise. It required a vision and a laser focus on achieving it. No arguments over the direction of the project. No conniving, undercutting, and resource hoarding could be tolerated. Mankind needed one vision, one plan, one directive from on high about how we would all go forward.

      “And I was the only one of the four of us remotely qualified to do it alone.”

      Eve took a long breath. Then another. History had been filled with men who sounded like Charlie7. They had been megalomaniacs, dictators, and conquerors. They claimed divine right, right of arms, or right of will to justify their ambitions.

      Historians had oft argued that the wars of mankind would leave a single ruler presiding over a dead world.

      Charlie7 had fulfilled their prophecy.

      “You get at least a modicum of reprieve for what you’ve done since then,” Eve said cautiously.

      “They all owe me their very existence. Even Dale2,” Charlie7 replied.

      “Bear that in mind. Of all robots alive today, not a single one met a live human before this second Human Age. Not even Dale2 saw one with his own robotic eyes. Robots have memories of human experiences, human friends and lovers, all preserved from brain scans. I remember them firsthand.

      “I watched Tobias Greene sacrifice himself and Charlie Truman so their life signs wouldn’t give away my location. I was alive through the final extermination and the colonial phase of alien occupation. I woke the first robot mixes and assigned them the task of learning genetic engineering.”

      Eve wanted to argue that killing three heroes of mankind was unforgivable. That’s what movies had told her. Some sins could be redeemed, but Charlie7 was unrepentant. He should at least pretend he was sorry for what he’d done. He was a good enough liar that she’d never know the difference.

      Charlie7 sat back down as the tunnel continued to rush past. They were heading into an old war, one that Charlie7 had started, without knowing it, a thousand years ago.

      “I understand,” Eve said softly.

      In his place, Eve couldn’t have done what Charlie2 had done. She would have negotiated. She would have gone to that meeting at Mt. Olympus and brokered a compromise. The act of stranding herself as the only sentient life form on a planet was impossible to comprehend. The willpower to knowingly subject oneself to that solitude, that uncertainty, that unfathomable burden would have been too much for her.

      Charlie7 dimmed his eyes at her. “You do?”

      Eve sighed and looked away. “No. Not really. But I can’t comprehend well enough to judge. I understand who you are, but who you were is as alien to me as this rifle. I can see it, feel it, know what it does, but what goes on inside or why is an utter mystery. You’re not like the other robots, and it finally makes sense why. I can imagine why Dale2 is upset with you, in theory. But I want to consider one alternative before you take the blame for this scenario in front of the whole world.”

      “What’s that?” Charlie7 asked.

      The possibility occurred to her even as Charlie7 laid out the betrayal at Mt. Olympus. “Dale2 survived, right?”

      Charlie7 spread his hands. “Obviously.”

      “And you survived.”

      “Is this going somewhere?”

      “You had been prepared to kill everyone at the summit.”

      “Yes. We just went over that. I did what I had—”

      “What if it was Dale?”

      Charlie7’s eyes blinked off and on several times. “Repeat that.”

      “What if it was Dale2 who killed the four robots at the summit? You know why you were prepared with a backup body. Maybe Dale2 had the same plan.”

      Charlie7 shook his head. “Killing us, maybe, but Dale2 never would have had a prayer of building a body on his own, let alone a crystal matrix.”

      “He hid from you for a thousand years and was one of two thinking creatures left on Earth. I dare say you’ve made an epic underestimate of Dale Chalmers somewhere along the way.”

      Charlie7 folded his arms. “I refuse to believe that ignoramus and his plastic sheepskin was prepared to rebuild Earth with his own two manicured hands. Please make your judgment based on me having been the one to destroy the other three. Are you in?”

      Eve was far from convinced. Charlie7’s denial, given the context, seemed uncharacteristically emotion based.

      In the end, though, some matters were best left in the past. Charlie25 and Dale2 had taken control of Kanto, and Rachel was inside. Maybe afterward, Eve would be of a mind to do some soul-searching regarding Charlie7’s historical villainy. For now, he was the one who had the willpower and, frankly, the firepower to get Rachel back safely.

      “I’m in.”
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      The engines of the skyroamer wound down. Their high-pitched whine died away. The constant whistling from the hole in the canopy had left Gemini’s ears ringing as she stumbled along beneath the Arc de Triomphe. But she was on the ground now.

      Paris: her hope for salvation.

      Gemini’s hands shook as she punched an access code into a decorously disguised computer panel set into the stone monument. “Please let this work,” she muttered to the universe. “Just please bloody work.”

      A soft digital chime rang, and the door slid open.

      Gemini slumped against the doorway before pouring herself through. The lift was bare, spacious, and scuffed from frequent use. Of course, it had been entirely refurbished since her last visit, lifetimes ago.

      Evelyn11 had been no friend of Charlie7’s, but that gregarious old blighter knew everyone, and everyone knew him. Gemini would have bet her left eye that 90 percent of the robots alive had been down this shaft at one point or another in their lives.

      The gentle lurch set her empty stomach aquiver. She hadn’t eaten before her escape, and the hours since then had only compounded her hunger.

      “You’d best have more than peeled apples and yogurt, Charles,” Gemini threatened wearily, unsure whether she was being monitored. “Meat would be a start. Wouldn’t mind a pint or three to wash it down.”

      Eve Fourteen was known to frequent Charlie7’s home. There had to be food. If she had to eat like the Human Committee chairwoman, so be it.

      But she didn’t have to like it.

      The lift doors opened onto Charlie7’s sitting room. Dark screens and human-compatible chairs beckoned. Gemini could flop down and wait for robotkind’s patriarch to return while keeping abreast of the news feeds.

      First, that meal she’d promised herself.

      Charlie7’s house was a maze of a chaos theoretician’s design. Gemini took no fewer than five wrong turns before locating the refrigerator. It was filled with yogurt, as anticipated.

      However, a freezer adjoining the unit contained a variety of ice cream. Nutrition be damned, Gemini pilfered a carton of chocolate, found a spoon, and headed for the nearest couch.

      Settling onto the plush surface reminded her that she had a coil pistol tucked in the back of her waistband.

      “Charles!” she called as she drew the weapon and placed it gingerly on a side table. “I don’t know if you’re monitoring security feeds, but I don’t intend any harm. I’m seeking asylum. This may come as a shock to you, but I much prefer my odds here to facing what Dale2 has in store. The gun was merely a means to my hard-won—and likely temporary—liberty.”

      She waited, half expecting one of the screens to spring to life with Charlie7’s matte-black face glowering at her. Tearing the plastic covering off the ice cream carton, she continued to watch. Eyes fixed on the screen, Gemini spared a glance down at her snack just long enough to judge where to plunge her spoon.

      The chocolate was divine. Eight hundred years had passed without such a caressing of her taste buds. During most of that time, she had possessed none to delight. Since her upload to this human body, she’d been acting as a double agent, running for her life, and imprisoned for crimes committed during her robotic life.

      It seemed like eons ago.

      The ice cream was like time travel. It brought Gemini back to the days of her childhood, those hazy memories that were more emotion than photo album. It brought back nights with her roommates at Dartmouth, studying over pints of Ben & Jerry’s while listening to Adele. It brought back birthday parties for Clancy and years later for little Leonard.

      Worries melted away faster than the ice cream in her mouth.

      The carton ended with a half kilogram of cream, sugar, and natural flavorings transferred to Gemini’s stomach. A churning rumble told her it had been too much, too quickly. Setting the empty carton and spoon beside her coil gun, she flopped back on the couch and waited.

      Gemini closed her eyes. “I am a rude house guest,” she called out to the room at large, still not sure anyone could even hear her. “But I’m at your mercy. If you want to have me hanged, drawn, and quartered over a pint of chocolate ice cream, I’ll consider it an acceptable final meal.”

      The underground abode smelled so different. Though it had been forever since her last visit, and she had no basis for smelling it the previous time, Gemini could scent the newness on the air. So many Cloth-o-Matic and protofabbed objects around that no robot would have ever needed. The upholstery of the couch had that fresh-from-the factory whiff of plastic. Hints of protofab resins colored the scent.

      No small amount of chocolate and cream brightened her nose’s palette as well.

      What a day…

      This morning had begun as every other morning these past years. Monotony. Blandness. More monotony. Then the world tore at the seams, and Gemini slipped through one of the tears. Her adrenaline glands had gone dry as a wrung washcloth. Though still in her plain, dull white prison attire, her lungs were filled with a change of air and her belly swelled with a forbidden delicacy.

      But the longer she lay there on Charlie7’s couch, the more she wondered if this play was a mistake.

      Couldn’t she have just hidden? Surely by lying low she could have worked out a hiding spot where Charlie25 might have missed her. It’s not as if Dale2 was likely to come looking for her.

      Sleep weighed all the heavier on closed eyelids. She ought to have sat up and waited. Maybe somewhere around the flat she could find a coffee maker. A lifetime of abstinence should have rendered this body particularly receptive to the wakeful jolt of caffeine.

      Though neither of them remembered the act firsthand, Evelyn11 had killed Charlie7 once. They’d both died the day she tried to upload herself to Eve14. But none of them were the same person they were that day—least of all Eve. Gemini hardly felt like the sort of person who could ever have done the things Evelyn11 had. She was certainly willing to allow for bygones.

      Too heavy. Stomach and eyelids alike carried the weight of boulders. Gemini didn’t want to sit up. She couldn’t open her eyes if she tried. As sleep came to overtake her, she offered one bone to the guard dog security system that might—for all she knew—have been watching and listening this entire time.

      “By the by, I know where Dale2 is.”
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      What a curious creature, this Eve.

      Charlie7, for all his centuries’ experience with robots, was still unable to predict human behavior. If she had a flaw, it was that she was too certain of what she knew, the difference between right and wrong. It had led her, at times, to ugly and unpleasant conflicts with other committees whose pragmatism clashed with her pristine moral compass.

      But Charlie7 had been there when Eve strayed. Her love of Plato and unwillingness to allow him to face justifiable punishment had led her to cover up a murder for him. Charlie7 had cleaned that up, placing blame on Zeus, who was in no position to refute the evidence fabricated against him.

      That had been a time when each of them saw the other for the flawed, self-serving being that lay within. And while Charlie7 had always embraced those instincts in Eve, he had feared that she wouldn’t extend that same respect to the actions of Charlie2.

      “You’re taking this better than expected.”

      Eve, who had been staring ahead as they shot down the tram tunnel, turned and met his eyes. Those enhanced eyes of hers saw more than other humans but less than Charlie7’s. What she saw when she looked at him was anyone’s guess. “Right now, I need you. Later—if either of us has a later—you’ll have worse problems to deal with than me.”

      Beneath the idealist: a sister.

      “We’ll do whatever we can for Rachel. If Charlie25 is trying to win a popularity contest against me, hurting her isn’t going to advance his cause.”

      “I wish I could be so calculating about it,” Eve replied glumly.

      “It may be calculating, but it’s also a matter of knowing our enemy. Charlie25 doesn’t—”

      An alert came in. Considering their location, the origin wasn’t surprising. No place but home could reach them here.

      AUTHORIZED VISITOR.

      That was annoying and inconvenient. Who would be dropping by at a time like this? Certainly no one he wanted to see.

      VISITOR ID: EVELYN38.

      Charlie7’s processors skipped a sector. Evelyn38 had been murdered and impersonated by Evelyn11 decades ago. Though the timeline was fuzzy, it ought to have been the real Evelyn38 who’d last been allowed into Charlie7’s home. Evelyn11 hadn’t been to Paris in centuries.

      But who else could it be? Evelyn11 was dead, but it wouldn’t have been the first time she’d returned. That would mean she was still with the conspiracy. Charlie25, returned from his stint as a human impostor as Zeus, had brought back the top scientist in his cabal.

      “Charlie25 doesn’t what?” Eve prompted.

      “Forget that,” Charlie7 snapped. “I just got an alert that Evelyn38 let herself into my house.”

      Eve was never one to leave disparate pieces of a puzzle scattered without seeing how they fit. “How could you be such an idiot?” she demanded. “You had to assume Evelyn11 would have downloaded her knowledge. And now Gemini knows it, too.”

      “Gemini?” Charlie7 asked. “She’s…”

      No. It made sense. At least, it made as much sense as his theory.

      “Which do you find more likely?” he asked. “That Gemini has escaped from a hover-ship prison and decided to flee halfway around the world and seek sanctuary with me, or that Charlie25’s conspiracy reloaded her into a new body and sent her to kill one or both of us?”

      Eve unfocused her gaze. The lenses had an interface all their own, separate from normal vision. She was staring at a computer screen not so different from Charlie7’s own. It had never occurred to him as such, but at some point, Eve had become a cyborg. She had spent so much of her career acting as a bridge between humans and robots that she had become one.

      “I can come up with scenarios for both. Conspiracy backup does seem the more likely, though. Can’t you just check a security feed?”

      Charlie7 sighed. He wondered whether Eve appreciated the affectation, or if she was past buying feigned robotic idiosyncrasies. “I could, but it might alert anyone sitting around waiting for us. They could explore top to bottom without finding this additional complex. If they looked and found no one, they’d be expecting any assault to come from the surface. So our choice is either foreknowledge of our enemy and giving away our location versus an ambush on whoever might be up there.”

      “Ambush,” Eve agreed with a curt nod.

      Was there a time when she would have shied from conflict? Charlie7 couldn’t recall one. Bravery, at times, was merely an optimal plan. Eve fled when outmatched but had never shown cowardice when circumstances called for taking the offensive. Raised on puzzle games and drilled mercilessly to solve them at any cost, she had been conditioned to win.

      But she’d also spent far too much time with Plato, exposed to his warped notions of heroism and glory.

      “Let me take the lead,” Charlie7 cautioned.

      Eve snorted. “Don’t trust this gear you gave me?”

      Charlie7 slowed the tram. They were getting too close to their destination to leave details unresolved. “You just heard that entire story I recounted. You’ve witnessed me come back from death. Do you think I’m being a martyr, going in first? I still have contingencies lined up. I’ve rededicated myself these past few years to plugging holes and replacing elements whose powers of surprise have been stripped away.”

      “You’re just worried I’ll shoot first and skip questions. You’re thinking I’ve let Plato rub off on me.”

      “The thought hadn’t crossed my mind,” Charlie7 replied warily. If he believed in psychic powers, he’d swear at times that Eve could peer into his skull. She couldn’t divine his deepest secrets, but she knew the basic twists of his surface thoughts too often for his liking.

      “I’m leading the way. If it is a trap, maybe I can catch them by surprise. An EMP meant for you will just take out my visual overlay.”

      Charlie7 hated himself. Much as he knew that another Charlie7 would rise in his place, this one could die. It would believe itself to be Charlie7 right down to its nanotransistors, but it wouldn’t be him. “Fine. But for the record, I don’t like this plan.”
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      Eve crept out of the secret hatch in Charlie7’s sub-basement. The lubrication and acoustic-dampening materials did their job and made her emergence as silent as could be. Boots scraped along the floor with a rasp like a metal file. Her breath howled. Fabric flapped like sails in a hurricane.

      Taking one hand from the barrel of the alien-tech rifle, Eve twitched her fingers through menus in her interface.

      OPTIONS > INTERFACE > ELEMENTS > REMOVE

      She temporarily shut down her heart rate display.

      OPTIONS > INTERFACE > ELEMENTS > ADD

      Scanning down the list of available interface gauges, she selected an acoustic monitor. Though the sensor data came from sound pressure against her implanted lenses, and thus wasn’t especially precise, a reading within 0.5dB was good enough for now. She activated the app and checked to see if she was really the shrieking war band she heard as she moved.

      25dB…

      Fair enough. A robot without audio receptors tuned to annoyingly sensitive might not notice her coming until she aimed the rifle their way.

      Slipping on the helmet to the armor Charlie7 had given her, the audio reading went to nil.

      Eve spun in place to check with the armor’s inventor.

      Charlie7 held up a finger to his lips. Eve winced. She hadn’t heard herself move, but that might not have been her at her quietest.

      Setting one foot on the stairs up to the next level, she paused.

      Was it better to rush up, heedless of the noise but fully armored, creep up in ignorance, wondering whether she was a ghost or a garbage disposal, or simply take off the helmet and track her sound output the whole way.

      Science is god. Data is the fuel of science.

      Eve reached up to remove the helmet. Better to know than to guess. She could always slip it on again if she heard trouble coming.

      Charlie7 caught her by the wrist. She glared back at him, but a stern shake of his head told her that this was one argument she wasn’t winning. The old robot could get stubborn as anyone Eve knew and hadn’t liked this plan in the first place.

      Eve was already risking too much.

      With a sigh that stayed muffled inside her physics-proof helmet, staring through a transparent material whose composition was an utter mystery, Eve glided up the stairs as fluidly as combat boots could dream of.

      She hoped the journey was as quiet as it felt.

      Tactical training was something for movies. Thanks to Plato’s turn on alternating, non-child-friendly movie nights, Eve had seen her fair share of special forces tactics in action.

      She entered rooms gun barrel first, swept for intruders, then used hand signs to signal Charlie7 when it was safe to follow.

      Protofab room, workshops, washroom, comms, consoles, kitchen, and pantry all came up empty as Eve cut a direct path for the lift to the surface. If some cowardly robot wanted to wait in Charlie7’s house and ignore them, she was fine dealing with the intrusion later.

      If Charlie7 objected to her route, he gave no indication.

      As Eve prepared to enter the sitting room, Charlie7 once again caught her by the arm.

      When she looked back, he was smiling wryly.

      Eve cocked her head in lieu of verbalizing a question.

      Charlie7 put a hand to his ear and motioned for Eve to remove the helmet.

      Tucking the alien-tech rifle under her arm, Eve pulled off the purple cloth helmet and listened for whatever Charlie7 had found amusing. The answer was apparent in an instant. Sonorous snoring filled the air.

      Dropping the helmet, Eve marched into the sitting room where a carton of ice cream lay empty beside a dripping spoon. A coil pistol next to the dessert remnants hinted that the snorer might possibly be unarmed right this moment.

      Leading with the rifle barrel, Eve peered over the back of the couch to find her suspicion confirmed. It was Gemini.

      “Get up!” Eve barked, startling even herself with the menace in her voice. Her breath quickened, and the muscles of her jaw clenched.

      The snoring cut off in a flustered choke and cough. Gemini saw the rifle and fell off the couch in a panic to escape it. She propped herself on her elbows, raising her hands from the forearms up. “Don’t shoot!”

      “Check her for transmitters,” Eve ordered, keeping the rifle trained on Gemini’s chest.

      “Point that thing somewhere else,” Charlie7 replied. “She’s human. There isn’t a chance in hell of her overpowering me.” As soon as Eve diverted her aim, the robot swept in and patted Gemini down. Once he pronounced her clean, he lifted Gemini by the shirt collar and deposited her onto the couch.

      “Start explaining,” Eve snapped. She kept the rifle at the ready but didn’t point it at the uploaded former robot. “Last I heard, you weren’t due for parole until… never.”

      Gemini took a shuddering breath. “That was before Dale2 decided it was time for a jailbreak. I don’t imagine he had anything pleasant in mind for me, otherwise, he wouldn’t have sent a robot disguised as Mary98 to fetch me. He’d have sent someone I knew to be with him.”

      “And you got away from your kidnapper,” Eve ventured a guess.

      “Oh, I won’t sugarcoat it. That gun on the table was hers, and I used it to put a slug through her crystal. Her skyroamer is parked topside with a hole in the canopy. Flew the whole way here with a shriek like a banshee in my ears.”

      Charlie7 shrugged, rifle barrel resting casually on his shoulder, though he kept a finger near the trigger. “So, what? You come here and expect sanctuary? This isn’t a church.”

      Gemini scoffed. “Don’t tempt me. If you turn me away without either accepting my help or murdering me yourself, I might well do just that. Notre Dame is a brisk walk from here, and the sunshine felt nice on this skin.”

      “Help?” Eve asked, glomming onto the one useful bit of Gemini’s response. “What kind of help? You finally willing to out the conspiracy members?”

      Gemini laughed. “Out them? They’re holding a convention in Kanto right this moment. Round them up, and take inventory.”

      “So your value to us is…?” Charlie7 let the question hang.

      Gemini smiled. “Promise me I’m free to go or choose to remain safe here, and I’ll give up Dale2’s location.”

      Eve stared at Gemini in shock. Charlie7 was likewise mute.

      “Oh, don’t look so gobsmacked. I could have told you at any time and found myself a smear of bloody gore on the floor of my cell the next day. That despicable old bastard had a gun to my head the whole time of my incarceration. Only his desire to kill me in person saved me. Now that I’ve got the great and glorious Charlie7 to protect me, I have my chance to see that rotter eliminated once and for all.”

      “I thought you bought into his ‘return to humanity’ pitch hook, line, and sinker,” Charlie7 countered.

      Eve watched for pupil dilation, zoomed in with an inset view in her optics, waiting for signs that Gemini might be lying.

      “Bought in? I was the lead researcher. Or Evelyn11 was, anyway. No offense, Eve, but all those horrid things she did felt like another lifetime. I still get nightmares remembering.”

      “Me too,” Eve said with quiet menace.

      Gemini cleared her throat. “That said, Charlie25 stranded me in this sub-optimal body. I’m a case study in weird genetic experimentation. There are clones with worse problems than mine, but it’s still enough to sour a girl on coming back to humanity. Thanks for the chocolate. Almost enough to make me change my outlook.”

      “That was mine,” Eve replied.

      Gemini flashed an apologetic smile. “Yes. I suppose it would be. In any event, have we got a deal? You go end whatever little spat the two of you have had boiling since the dawn of time, and I get to live without a headsman’s axe poised above me.”

      There was much to consider. At face value, Gemini’s offer was a win for both sides, but that was common among ruses. For all Eve knew, Gemini could have been acting on a vendetta or diverting the blame to some innocent robot to earn her way into Dale2’s good graces once more. She might have been acting under duress. Anomalies in the cloning process or the millennia living in a robotic body might have dissociated physiological cues to deception from the act of lying. There was no way to be certain of Gemini’s claims without testing them.

      “Deal,” Charlie7 said with finality.

      Eve whirled on him. “How can you just agree to her terms?”

      “Terms?” Charlie7 asked incredulously. “You can’t be serious. She’s giving up the greatest threat to both humanity and robotkind, and all she’s asking is for us not to kill her.”

      “Which is why it’s so suspicious,” Eve argued. Then she realized she shouldn’t be airing these concerns in the open.

      WHAT IF SHE’S PLAYING US? She messaged Charlie7 from a meter away.

      “I’ve spent my entire robotic life relying on my judgment and discretion,” Charlie7 said aloud, ignoring Eve’s shift toward a more cautious approach. “Plus, if Gemini here thinks that Dale2 might be the more intimidating robot to cross, she will discover her error at great… personal… cost.”

      Gemini swallowed. Eve watched the girl’s pupils dilate. Despite her brave face, she was terrified. “Not to worry. The bloviating old hermit doesn’t crawl out of his lair for any reason.”

      “Not surprising,” Charlie7 groused. “Dale Chalmers never did his own work.”

      Eve had had enough of this dance. “Spit it out. Where’s Dale2?”

      “Mars,” Gemini replied without a hint of hesitation. “MC-07, Cebrenia, 45°N 164.5°E.”

      Without ever having paid much attention to robotic endeavors off Earth, the designations meant nothing to Eve.

      “The ice craters?” Charlie7 asked. “He’s reopened the research station?”

      “Reopened, refurbished, repurposed, and vastly expanded,” Gemini replied. “He’s been siphoning mining production since the early days of the Solar Mining Committee. Half the robots who’ve been off world for any length of time have served him, knowingly or not.”

      “Change of plans,” Charlie7 said. Gone was his conversational tone. Eve heard in his pronouncement the iron of a robot who had taken a dying species in its robotic escape crafts and smothered it. “I’m heading to Mars.”

      “What about Rachel?” Eve demanded, stepping in front of Charlie7 as he headed for the stairwell. “What happened to doing whatever it takes to get her back safely?”

      Charlie7 didn’t try to dodge around her. “If I cut off the head, the body will die.”

      “So might Rachel!”

      Eve stood within centimeters of the robot, looking up into those glowing eyes as if they belonged to a stranger. He’d always stood by her and her sisters. He’d even stood by Plato for her sake. What was so important about Dale2 that he’d forsake Rachel to kill him?

      “Mission to rescue Rachel is still a go. I’ll give you the root codes for Kanto. No one will lock you out. Take Gemini for backup.”

      “You can’t be serious!” Eve and Gemini said in near-perfect unison.

      Charlie7 chuckled. “See? On the same page already.” He strode past the stunned Eve and hit the stairs with a purposeful stride.

      “Where are you going?” Eve called after him. Charlie7 was already armed with some crazy, dark energy rifle of unknown destructive power. What else could he need that he wouldn’t have brought for the rescue mission to Japan?

      “Can’t just steal a transorbital to go to Mars. It’d take days. I’m heading down to the secret underground hangar where I keep my emergency starship.”
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      In the wake of Charlie7’s departure back down into the bowels of Paris and below, Gemini and Eve stood in an uneasy truce.

      Neither moved.

      “I’ll stay behind if that’s what you want,” Gemini offered.

      Eve watched her counterpart. The cast-off clone with the uploaded robotic brain was a head taller than her with a naturally brawny frame. The unmistakable resemblance to Plato turned her stomach.

      “Or… we can gawk at one another like urchins through a toy store window. I can be flexible.”

      Gemini could be anything. That old mind inside a young brain could have been overflowing with schemes.

      “If we’re not going anywhere, that’s fine, too. But if you just continue standing there, I’m going to the archives and finding some old sitcoms on the telly.”

      “I don’t trust you,” Eve said at last. It was plain enough anyway, but she wanted to clear the air.

      “You’d be a fool to,” Gemini agreed amiably. “I didn’t raise idiots. I’ve heard dribs and drabs, you know, even cooped up in that little hen house of mine. The one in trouble at Kanto wants to be the next Charlie13. Bit proud of that, I must say.”

      “Why would you help me?” Eve swallowed. She kept her guard up and her expectations low.

      Gemini’s brows came together. “What else have I got but you girls? My biological family all died in the invasion. My work is a shambles of pillaged breakthroughs and ham-handed copycats. I have no home, no occupation, no position of any sort. My likely fates at the end of this insurrection are—”

      “Hold on,” Eve interrupted with an upheld hand.

      MESSAGE FROM CHARLIE25.

      “Forget it,” Eve said.

      Gemini turned her head and gave Eve a shrewd, sidelong look. “You got a message. From Charlie7… ? Plato… ? Come now. You haven’t changed so much that I can’t tell what’s going on in that head of yours.”

      That was half the trouble. It was easy when Eve allowed herself to think of Gemini as human, a mere victim of circumstance and ill-used by Charlie25. But as soon as Gemini reminded her of the robot who once called herself Creator, vinegar ran clear in Eve’s veins.

      “It was Charlie25, and he can go to hell.”

      “What did he have to say?”

      Eve headed for the lift. “I don’t care.”

      “You didn’t read it,” Gemini said accusingly. “You’re going to ignore a potential bargain or conciliation?”

      “There is nothing to be gained by listening to a liar,” Eve retorted, raising an eyebrow in challenge. Let Gemini work out that she fell into that category as well.

      “Only if you want to remain ignorant of your enemy’s plans,” Gemini countered. She rushed ahead and barred the way to the lift doors.

      “Stand aside. If you don’t want to come, so be it. But I’m warning you, I’m not in the mood for… puzzles.” She almost said games, but to get Gemini to move, hinting that she remembered Evelyn11 couldn’t hurt. The bizarre weapon in her hands had to lend some credence to that threat.

      “Afraid he’ll sway you?”

      “Of course not!”

      “Then you’re making a complete cock-up of this rescue.”

      That caught Eve’s attention. She lowered the rifle and eyed Gemini skeptically.

      The former robot breathed a visible sigh of relief. “That’s right, a proper cock-up. There hasn’t been an idiot born on Earth who wasn’t a result of dodgy genetics work. That includes you, me, and that gorilla husband of yours. If we still had a practicing human race, he’d be a college professor by comparison. So tell me why, when you know you’re liable to glean some useful information from a message from the robot holding your sister hostage, you wouldn’t stuff a duck in your pants for the opportunity to read it?”

      Eve blinked. “You lost me.”

      Gemini cleared her throat. “Sorry. Mid 2040’s legal drama. The duck was a metaphor for—oh, never mind that. The point is, you’re not stupid enough to fall for a trick, and Charlie25 isn’t dim enough to think you would.”

      Eve clenched her jaw in frustration. “Fine. You win.”

      The message from Charlie25 was brief to the point of terse, but it had a video attached.

      THOUGHT YOU SHOULD SEE THIS.

      Eve repeated it aloud.

      Gemini waved a hand at the screen built into Charlie7’s sitting room wall. “Play it. If you want to know what we’re up against, let’s have it.”

      It was a few simple submenus to connect a feed from her implanted computer to the wall.

      Eve gasped.

      The video attachment showed Abbigail playing with blocks. She was surrounded on three sides by robots Eve couldn’t identify—except for one. Toby22 sat glumly between a pair of armed Version 68.9 chassis. There was a time stamp on the video. It had been recorded just minutes before Charlie25 had sent it.

      “That impossible bastard,” Gemini muttered.

      There was no response from Eve. Her heart ceased beating. Her thoughts solidified to mush. The story played out plain as day. Plato, unable to regulate his testosterone to less than fire hose levels, had foisted Abbigail off onto poor Toby22. In turn, Toby22 had gotten himself and Abbigail captured. Plato was probably receiving this same broadcast.

      The video faded to black in a tasteful piece of cinematography, leaving a text message encoded into the video.

      “The cost of one girl’s life: Charlie7’s inert crystal matrix.”

      As the initial shock wore off, that secondary jolt kicked in. In exchange for the return of her hostage daughter, Charlie25 was demanding the murder of Charlie7.

      Eve stormed off toward the lower levels.

      “Wait,” Gemini called after her. “You’re not seriously considering taking him up on that offer?”

      Eve skidded to a halt. “Of course not. You were right. Charlie25 tipped his hand. He wants an inert crystal; we’ll give him one. That’s our way in without getting shot down approaching Kanto.”

      “What’s your plan for keeping Abbigail safe?”

      Eve’s smile in reply was wicked.
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      The crunch and grind of distant machinery continued as Plato neared his destination. Kanto’s heavy industrial zone was behind him now. Ahead lay storage, testing, design, and administration. More of the corridors here were enclosed, with few hundred-meter falls to worry about as his aching muscles navigated catwalks with spindly safety railings.

      Plato collapsed against a glossy white wall and brought up the map in his headband.

      “I’m getting too old for this crap,” he gasped between breaths.

      The map confirmed his guess. He was almost to Charlie13’s office. Unless those punks up there were paranoid as hell, they’d still be camped out there like kings.

      Plato’s canteen had been emptied three times. Lucky for him that the robots were sticklers about clean water for all the factory’s systems. Every stray wash line and spray nozzle shot clean, drinkable water. The only trick was finding cold lines instead of ones just shy of boiling.

      He emptied the canteen yet again, wondering where to piss with no washrooms around. It was the sort of thing movie heroes never had to deal with. Two levels up and a hundred or so meters northeast, and he’d find himself in an epic battle to save his sister-in-law.

      Shouting. Chaos. Coil guns going off all around him. The last thing Plato needed to worry about was an overfilled bladder.

      Before Plato flipped the screen hanging from his headband out of the way, he noticed he had a message. If it had been from Eve, Charlie7, or Toby22, he’d have gotten an active alert. If it had been from one of his brothers or Eve’s sisters, he was prepared to give it a quick look before continuing on. In the unlikely event it was Abbigail, Plato was prepared for a long talk with Toby22 about how closely she needed to be supervised.

      Instead, the message was from Charlie25.

      Plato’s first instinct was to brush it off as carpet-bomb propaganda, the sort where planes flew over an enemy village and dropped leaflets. But this message was to him directly.

      THOUGHT YOU SHOULD SEE THIS.

      With a video attached, Plato couldn’t resist the bait. Sick to his stomach at what he was liable to see, he hit play.

      The video attachment showed Abbigail playing with blocks, surrounded by strange robots and one soon-to-be-ex-babysitter Toby22.

      “You had ONE JOB!” Plato shouted before thinking better of letting his anger give away his position. He continued venting in a whisper. “One job. One. Freaking. Job. Keep Abby safe. I didn’t want to know where. I didn’t want to know how. Just keep. Abby. Safe.”

      The implication here was obvious. Abby was unharmed. How long she remained that way was up for debate.

      The video faded to black, and some post-production captioning popped up.

      “The cost of one girl’s life: her father’s surrender.”

      Plato shook his head. The words hung there in the little screen, taunting him.

      “No!” Plato tore off the headband and flung it across the room, popping a fiber cable loose from his pack where the accessory connected. He aimed the EMP rifle at the device, chest heaving.

      Tears welled in Plato’s eyes, but he wasn’t fool enough to give himself up. The villain never kept his word. It was a no-win scenario.

      Plato stalked up and down the short section of hallway, trying to think of how he could turn the tables, sneak in, and save Abby. He didn’t recognize the room where she was being held. He didn’t know any of the robots doing the holding.

      Even if he got Abby out safe, what was he going to do about Rachel? It wasn’t as if there was a daycare center to drop Abby off at. And he couldn’t go playing secret agent with the little angel along.

      Think!

      He slumped against a wall and banged his head. The impact jarred his thoughts with a flash of white light. He tried again, and colors swirled in his vision.

      Damn Toby22!

      This was all the groundskeeper’s fault. If he wasn’t up to protecting Abby, he should have been robot enough to say so.

      Was there an open channel to send a reply to Charlie25’s message? Digging out his portable computer, Plato accessed it without the headband interface.

      No signal.

      Plato snarled. “Why can’t any damn thing work right?” He flung the computer to the ground. It hit with a crack. The screen went dark.

      “Great. Good thing I know the way from here. And some nosy robot probably already reporting back because I’m making a freaking racket.”

      He couldn’t go to pieces. Rubbing a sudden buildup of sweat from his eyes, Plato reminded himself that Abby needed him. She looked brave in the video footage—oblivious, even. Small comfort but better than her being terrified.

      Try as he might, Plato didn’t have a plan.

      How did he end up in a world where he was the dumbest creature that could think for itself? All the robots were doctors and scientists food-processed together into super geniuses. Even Toby was a personality that had a graduate degree. Eve and her sisters were genetic perfection. He’d have taken any one of them on as a combination sidekick planner. Plato would handle the grunt work and do what needed doing.

      He just needed someone to come up with a plan.

      Abby needed a plan, and her daddy was at a loss.
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      Eve raced down to the depths of Charlie7’s underground fortress, Gemini struggling to keep up with her. The multiple levels of the complex were well known to her, and she had the new sections recorded in her lenses.

      “Charles!” Gemini shouted ahead of them. “Don’t act rashly! We’re heading your way.”

      “He can’t hear us,” Eve replied. “He’s long gone.” She vaulted a railing and dropped half a flight of stairs as they doubled back on themselves.

      “How far could he have gotten?” Gemini asked, short of breath.

      Eve reached the lowest level of what she had previously believed to be the deepest portion of Charlie7’s domain.

      “He took the tram,” Eve stated. She led the way downstairs, ahead of a dumbfounded Gemini.

      “Why should I be surprised?” Gemini said after a moment to collect her thoughts. “I had enough secret construction done in my day. I daresay Charlie7 had enough time on his hands.”

      “And a private army of drones that rivals the co-op supply maintained by the Drone Committee,” Eve added. She headed to a terminal at the tram station and logged in. “You said Dale2 has been siphoning off-world resources for centuries. Charlie7 started with his own supply and has been skimming from Earth’s for even longer.”

      Gemini shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “Just to clear the air. I know I’m not held high in your trust, but should Charlie7 not fall under similar suspicion? I’ve sided with questionable characters; I understand the allure of being behind the curtains of the magic show.”

      Eve tapped in a message that would get to the tram even down the interminable tunnel system.

      “I trust Charlie7.”

      …at least to the extent I can trust any robot, Eve added silently.

      “He’s worse than Dale2,” Gemini warned. “More charismatic. More devious. Better able to wreak his own vengeance without the aid of minions and conspiracies.”

      As Eve waited for a reply, she whirled on Gemini. “Dale2 kidnapped Rachel.”

      “No,” Gemini replied calmly. “Charlie25 is responsible for that. Abbigail too.”

      “Abbigail is fine,” Eve said coldly. She stared down at the console, watching for a reply. Charlie7 had gotten her message. With his computer brain, he could have sent an answer practically before her fingertip lifted from the console. He was deciding how to answer.

      “But we saw—”

      “Recorded footage. Yes,” Eve said, not looking up. “But it was recorded at Vivian’s Emancipation Day. I recognized the configuration of blocks she was stacking.”

      “Children often—”

      “Not Abbigail. Never the same structure twice. Besides, I record everything now,” Eve tapped a finger just beside her eye. “I compared my view of her in the play area to the recording. It wasn’t my feed they used, but some other spectator took the footage the same day. It’s the same. I’m betting Abbigail’s life on it. They don’t have her.”

      There had been no need to add that if Charlie25 was doctoring old footage, he had no new video to offer. With his propaganda interviews cluttering the news feeds, he was in a comfortable position to upload anything he had on Abbigail. Gemini was clever enough to work out that detail on her own.

      “Frightfully useful, recording whatever you see,” Gemini observed. “I rather miss being able to—”

      “You’d planned to carry on just like I am,” Eve pointed out.

      Gemini shut up in an instant.

      “Oh, you don’t remember. That’s right. That copy of Evelyn11 got blanked.” Eve hadn’t forgotten. Her singsong sarcasm twisted a knife in Gemini’s conscience—if her human body had come equipped with one. “You held my eyes open and stapled lenses to my corneas. Completely took over my vision, projecting from behind my eyelids directly onto my retinas. Whatever you wanted me to see, I saw. Nothing more. Nothing less. ‘Frightfully useful’ now that I’m in control, but I had them removed the instant I was free of you.”

      “You wanted them back…”

      Eve growled. “You tortured me with them! Yes, I wanted them back. I’m scratching tooth and nail to keep up with robots permanently plugged into supercomputers, seeing ten times what I see and having the Social, the news feeds, and the planetary archives accessible with a nanosecond’s thought. It still took me years to get up the courage to ask Ashley390 to install new ones. At least these replace my biological lenses instead of sitting on top, begging to trap particulate.”

      Gemini shrugged. “I didn’t have a friendly surgeon available.” She offered a weak smile, trying to make it a joke.

      The console blinked.

      It contained directions and access codes, as well as detailed instructions on a secondary backup plan. Eve was about to ruin Charlie7’s primary one.

      “What’s that?” Gemini asked, peering over her shoulder.

      “Charlie25 wants a dead Charlie7,” Eve said. “Hope you kept those muscles in shape because we’re going to bring him one.”
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      Charlie7 hated making mistakes. Sending Eve off to Kanto with one of his backup chassis felt like a mistake. It was a pristine, if heavily modified, Version 70.2 chassis. At initial glance, it would look like him. Upon even cursory examination, the lack of wear would raise instant suspicion. Microcrystallography would prove conclusively that the brain had never been subjected to an EMP.

      But that was Eve’s challenge to overcome. Right now, Charlie7 had enough to worry about with his own problems.

      The pre-flight sequence on a new spaceroamer was usually pretty straightforward. The vehicular assembly lines at Kanto made mistakes at the nano scale. That was hit or miss with advanced crystal matrices but overkill for even vacuum sealing.

      Without a human passenger along, Charlie7 didn’t even care whether his homemade starship was airtight.

      It was the rest of it that bothered him. His personal factory didn’t make transorbital mining ships or transport shuttles. After a fad a few centuries back—and the subsequent deaths of two explorers that ended it—recreational space travel had dried up almost completely.

      “Flight team, we have confirmation of ion propulsion. Navigation controls are a go. All power systems check… and double-check. Attitude control sketchy as usual, but the ship is fine.”

      Despite being alone, Charlie7 tried to keep things light. He’d had decades of practice. Solitude was only an enemy if you considered yourself a boring companion.

      Taking a mental deep breath, Charlie7 concluded that everything was as checked as it was going to get without a test flight.

      “Houston, we are go for launch. Good luck, and may Oppenheimer have mercy on Dale2’s soul.”

      With the press of a button, the airlock began to flood. Even through the sealed cockpit of his spaceroamer, Charlie7 heard the gush of high-pressure ocean water rushing in. Baffles and pressure regulators cut down the explosive force of the jets, but the undersea spaceport was filling rapidly. Water rose all around.

      Charles Truman had been afraid of everything. Cloistered, bookish, and chronically ill, he’d thrived on fear to drive him. The refuge of robotic immortality had been the finish-line ribbon at the end of the human race.

      Charlie7 remembered most of it. Charlie2 had come from a scan during the invasion. He’d seen the clouds of poison gas rolling across the countryside with human eyes. The taste of that palpable, worldwide fear would remain ever etched in his crystal matrix. He had watched his fleshy doppelganger’s mania as the end drew near.

      Action.

      That had always been the salve to those open wounds sliced into Charles Truman’s flesh by his fears.

      Keep working.

      Fight back.

      Solve.

      Win.

      Now, Charlie7 had few enough fears that he could count them on a single hand. He feared that the newly reborn human race would be dragged under and subsumed in the crush of a dominant robotic society. He feared for his vulnerable new friends personally. He feared the return of the alien menace, absent so long yet never conclusively eradicated from the stars.

      But most of all, Charlie7 feared Dale Chalmers’s view of a future where human minds inhabited bizarre chimaeras fused together from alien and human DNA.

      The chamber flooded fully. The pressure of the ocean floor bore down on the spaceroamer, squeezing it but unable to crush. A thousand years ago, that alone would have made the vessel a technological marvel. Now, in the Robotic Age, it was merely good, solid engineering work.

      The roof of the structure opened. Its ridged dome bulldozed aside the rocky disguise that had kept it hidden since Charlie7 constructed it. No light filtered down this far. The only illumination came from within the open dome itself.

      “Here goes nothing.”

      Charlie7 opened the throttle. The spaceroamer angled upward, nose pointing out the dome, then shot forward.

      He was doing it. Charlie7 was finally going to discover the mastermind behind the upload conspiracy and put an end to him once and for all.

      The ocean above grew brighter.

      What would come next? With Dale2 gone, there would be inquiries. Every committee with the thinnest pretense of jurisdiction would want to investigate. They would demand answers, and hiding behind platitudes and Privacy Committee clauses wouldn’t be able to save his secrets. Not anymore.

      The spaceroamer breached the surface.

      A column of water sprayed into the night sky above the Baltic Sea. Glancing over his shoulder, Charlie7 watched the droplets catch the moonlight and admired the beauty of the scene. But he also saw, to his imagination at least, the hidden spaceport beneath the sea, open, exposed, and awaiting those investigations.

      The atmosphere thinned and died away around him.

      Regardless of what came next, Charlie7 was exposed. He was out in the open now. The subject of the original scans at Kanto wouldn’t die away now that robots had heard of their existence. What Rachel might be able to withhold from Charlie25 under duress, the whole of humanity wouldn’t rally to protect under the weight of robotkind’s demands for answers.

      The truth was about to come out.

      Charlie7 plotted his course for Mars and switched on the experimental drive. Orbital mechanics be damned; with enough speed, the fastest way between planets was still a straight line. Even the rugged Version 70.2 chassis he inhabited was crushed into place by the strain of the spaceroamer’s acceleration.

      In the back storage compartment, the alien-tech dark energy rifle clattered to the back wall of the cockpit. It was the only tool Charlie7 expected to need to end a millennium-old argument once he reached Mars.
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      Eve and Gemini flew together in tense silence, crossing from night into the oncoming dawn and onward into noontime. The few times that Gemini looked as if she might strike up a conversation, Eve stifled it with a glower.

      Glowering was far more effective with a weapon across your lap, aimed at your untrustworthy traveling companion.

      “He looks odd back there,” Gemini blurted at last. They were over central China with not much ground left to cover. “Like he could wake up at any moment and—”

      “We’re not friends,” Eve snapped. “You’re along just in case I need backup. I don’t want to chat or joke or pass the time discussing deep emotional issues.”

      Gemini rolled her eyes. “Well, that makes two of us, at least on the final count.”

      “So, just sit there, stay out of trouble, and once we land I’ll let you have your coil gun back.”

      Could she go through with that promise? Arming Gemini was the whole point in bringing her along. This wasn’t an armed raid from the outset, but if the plan hit any snags along the way to the exchange, Eve could use the extra firepower.

      Still, part of her questioned whether an alternate deal was on the table. She might not have Charlie7’s actual chassis with her, but Gemini had warranted a raid on the hover-ship prison to bring her in alive. Whether Dale2 cared about her or not, Charlie25 was the one she needed to bargain with. He’d made Gemini. She held value in his weighed algorithms.

      “I know they’re just words, but I am sorry,” Gemini said softly. “You might not like hearing it, but—”

      “But I don’t care,” Eve cut in. “You made us. I’m here now. What came between I’d just as soon forget, and you being here makes that harder than usual. Apologies ring hollow. You haven’t even begun to make amends for what you did.”

      “How could I?” Gemini asked, voice rising. “I’ve been locked in a closet these past six years, watching my hair grow. I’ve barely gotten anything from the news feeds. I didn’t even know you’d taken one of your sisters to raise as a daughter until my trip to Paris yesterday.”

      “She is my daughter,” Eve argued. “She’s just adopted. Abbigail doesn’t have a biological mommy and daddy like the people in the movies. She just had you, and we’re not telling her about you until she’d old enough to deal with it.”

      “Genetically virgin birth makes for strange families. I… I’m glad you’re looking after her. I’d always intended motherhood for you.”

      Eve shot her a glare that might have contained more firepower than the alien-tech rifle. “Yes. You planned to wear this body and impregnate yourself.”

      With a shrug, Gemini brushed off the comment. “No point denying it when we both know the truth. I miss it, frankly. I enjoyed raising my Clancy. I tried not to get attached to you girls.”

      “Because you planned to murder us,” Eve concluded. “Sensible. Don’t name the calves if all you wanted was veal.”

      “How dare you!” Gemini shouted.

      Eve’s hand tightened on the rifle’s grip. Her finger, resting on the trigger guard, itched to slide past the ring of alien steel and squeeze. “How dare you!” she screamed back. The skyroamer veered as her hand jerked accidentally on the flight yoke. “We were guinea pigs and lab mice to you. You killed over a dozen of me. All identical. All me. Or at least all the same to you.”

      “Not true! I loved them all. I love you all. It broke my heart each time an upload failed.”

      Eve seethed through gritted teeth. “Yet you kept doing it.”

      “I did. It was monstrous of me. I was blinded by my ambitions and unwilling to allow my creations to slip into the world with universal fanfare. I wanted to be that first human, that leader of a new species. I wanted to be you.”

      “It’s an old species,” Eve argued. “You didn’t create, you just refurbished.”

      Gemini snorted. “Come now. You must have studied my research.”

      “Not my favorite topic.”

      “Well, one of you went into genetics, I seem to recall. Eve19, wasn’t it?”

      “Sally. Her name is Sally Nineteen.”

      Gemini waved a dismissive hand, seemingly grown oblivious to the threat of Eve’s gun trained on her. “My points is, Sally would know better than to call you human. Or at least, not Homo sapiens. I was considering the term Homo optimus. You might be able to crossbreed with Homo sapiens, but you’re as far above them as they are above Homo neanderthalensis.”

      Eve knit her brow but didn’t know quite what to say about that.

      “Surely you’ve watched enough archival video by now that you’ve noticed the differences. No wisdom teeth. No appendix. NO coccyx. You don’t hoard fat in bloated cells and don’t grow hair over every square millimeter of your body. You were born into a world with no shortage of food, no need for a coat of ineffective fur. Your genome is scrubbed free of as much flotsam as I could identify, and I wove in little treats you no doubt enjoy without realizing.”

      “Such as?” Eve challenged, frowning to show her patience was limited to Gemini conveying useful information. Kanto was approaching rapidly, and her time could be better spent in preparation.

      “Your eyesight. Your metabolism. Your fast-twitch musculature. Your perfect symmetry. Your straight, strong, bright teeth. I had no intention of moving into… this.” She indicated her own body.

      “You’re a minor variant of my husband,” Eve reminded her.

      “And lucky on that variation,” Gemini replied. “Has it ever… EVER occurred to you that my talents are being wasted in prison? You claim I haven’t made amends, but what chance has there been of that? Your job entails certifying new human geneticists, but has there yet been one who wasn’t a fumbling drunkard before being gifted my work to copy? Don’t answer that. We both know it’s true. Charlie24 was my main rival, and look at the shoddy work he put out. Tinkering on live subjects. Glaring flaws allowed through to birth.”

      “I don’t want to hear any more.”

      It was one thing having her own genetic underpinnings laid out. Eve had long since dealt with the fawning of every geneticist she’d ever met—with the one glaring exception beside her in the passenger’s seat. However, hearing Plato’s tragic cellular origins sat poorly with her.

      It wasn’t so much the fact that they were genetically incompatible for having children of their own. It was that Plato didn’t want any part of trying. He preferred the comforting certainty that their intercourse couldn’t result in offspring that would suffer all the physical ills he had endured.

      “Just consider it,” Gemini said softly. “When this is over, come up with whatever plan of supervision you require, and let me help. I can’t repay my debt to humanity without even earning my keep.”

      Eve checked the gauges on the skyroamer’s console. “We’re eight minutes out. Time to focus. But… I’ll consider it.”

      “Thank you.” Gemini looked Eve up and down. “And while we’re on speaking terms for the moment, I’ve been dying to ask: what’s the idea behind that ludicrous purple jumper you’re wearing? It’s like a colorblind mum dressed you up in a snowsuit.”

      “It’s armor. Dissipates… everything, I guess. Not sure how it works. Charlie7 made it.”

      Gemini rolled her eyes. “Of course. That one goes around wearing suits and tuxedos because even a thousand years hasn’t driven them out of style. Force him to work with color and he’ll end up looking like a circus clown. You do realize that thanks to that puffy purple costume of yours and the fact I can no longer simply clear looping algorithms, I’ve had the song to Barney the dinosaur stuck in my head all flight.”

      “Never heard of it.”

      “Really? You have a five-year-old. Surely it must have come up in archival programming when you undoubtedly looked.”

      “Must not have ranked high on our search criteria. Abbigail is very demanding.”

      “No doubt.”

      “We… um, ready to raid Kanto, or do I need to loop around to buy time for more matronly advice?”

      Gemini straightened and looked forward. “By all means.”

      Eve prepped for final approach and signaled to Charlie25 that they had brought the chassis of Charlie7 with them. She even mentioned Gemini so Charlie25’s goons wouldn’t shoot on sight. “We’re still not friends, you know.”
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      The ion engines wound down just as Eve’s heart rate was shooting up. This was it. She was walking into a trap. There wasn’t even a question about it. Even if Charlie25 didn’t intend it as a double cross, it would turn into one when Eve’s ruse was revealed.

      “Coil gun,” Gemini muttered. She was already sweating.

      Eve dug out the weapon from the side of the pilot’s chair. Her hand clutched it a moment before slapping it into Gemini’s with a smack.

      The canopy opened.

      Two robots waited for them, neither visibly armed. Eve stood in the cockpit and aimed the rifle in their general direction, some twenty meters distant. “Keep back. We’ll upload him ourselves.”

      One-handed, she assisted the much stronger Gemini in hefting Charlie7’s body double over the side of the skyroamer. It slammed to the steel rooftop lot with a junkyard crash.

      “I’ll be damned,” one of the robots commented. “She did it.”

      “Could be faking,” said the other. “How can we be sure he’s not just playing possum?”

      “Designations,” Gemini called out. “I won’t let Eve bumble in among anonymous robots.”

      “You’ve got a lot of nerve coming here,” the first robot said. “Charlie25 went to some trouble to spring you from prison.”

      “Never go before a disciplinary board without legal representation,” Gemini called back with a phony smile. “I brought a committee chairwoman to speak on my behalf. As for her agreeing to represent me, I’m bargaining my knowledge of who all of you are. So… no pseudonyms, stage names, or aliases here. I want to know who we’re dealing with, and I know the dramatis personae.”

      The two robots looked to one another. The one on the left shrugged and spoke first.

      “Marvin120.”

      “Elizabeth17.”

      “Oh? Elizabeth!” Gemini cooed. “That Version 67 suits you. It’s been ages.”

      “Enough chatter,” Elizabeth17 said, striding forward. “We’ll take the chassis.”

      Eve raised the barrel of the rifle. “No thanks. He may be heavy, but he’s our only leverage. We’ll drag him.”

      Marvin120 didn’t approach but leaned to the side, eyes boring laser holes in the chassis they’d brought along. “I don’t think that’s him.”

      Eve’s whole body tingled. She felt lightheaded. How could they… no, it was all too easy to explain. The fall from the skyroamer hadn’t been enough to make the chassis look lived in. Dragging it to the skyroamer in the first place had barely scuffed the ultra-durable surface of the Version 70.2. Eve had been counting on dragging it all the way to Charlie25 before anyone took that close a look.

      Elizabeth17 leaned in but carefully kept her feet planted under the aim of Eve’s shaking gun barrel. “You know… I think you might be right. Explain yourselves. Why does—?”

      Gemini’s coil pistol cut Elizabeth17’s question short. The inquisitive robot toppled over, already inert.

      Eve gasped. “What did you do?”

      “Shoot him! He’s going to call for backup!”

      Marvin120 was already on the run as Gemini fired again. A slug caught him in the back but didn’t stop him. He was about to make it to one of the doors leading into the factory. Another slug whizzed from the coil gun, clipping a leg and sending him sprawling but didn’t keep him off his feet long.

      Eve sighted down the barrel of the rifle made by Charlie7’s hand from technology he claimed to barely understand. The digital sight shook in Eve’s hands. Flicking a switch with her thumb, a soft hum emanated from the device, and an auto-stabilizing feature kicked in.

      She squeezed the trigger.

      A noise like radio telescope static accompanied a blast of purple light that cut the air as it rushed from the barrel. For a split second, Eve thought she had missed since there was no hint of impact.

      Then Marvin120 fell to the ground, missing a fist-sized cylinder from his central torso. There was a matching hole in the factory door beyond.

      “What the blazes was that?” Gemini asked, pausing at Elizabeth17’s downed chassis to put a carefully aimed slug through her skull.

      Eve tugged on her helmet. “The antithesis of the first law of thermodynamics.”

      They abandoned the Version 70.2 chassis along with their ruse. Gemini stopped on the way to the factory door to put a slug into Marvin120’s crystal. But the damage was done.

      Charlie25 knew they were coming.
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      “Da-da-dada-da-da-da-dah-dah-BOOM! Da-da-dada-da-da-da-dah-dah-BOOM!”

      Rachel couldn’t recall why she was singing. She sang songs both with and without lyrics including ones whose lyrics hadn’t existed until her wandering mind slapped them together.

      But it was important that she sing. If she stopped singing, she’d talk.

      As her thoughts floated along adrift, she still remembered that she didn’t want to talk.

      “You dosed her too high,” a distant voice echoed weirdly.

      “I warned you,” another voice chimed in like birdsong. “These guidelines are Human Era. She’s biologically different than a pre-invasion woman her weight. Plus, her childhood amounted to psychological conditioning. I don’t think we’re going to find that balance between lucidity and cooperation.”

      The voices left. Rachel kept singing.

      Her mouth was dry.

      Her throat grew sore.

      Her voice turned raspy and unpleasant.

      Floating thoughts eventually drifted back to Earth. Rachel’s mind settled snugly back into its cradle of bone. She blinked, and her eyes focused on a Kanto Upload login screen just centimeters in front of her face.

      Rachel’s login ID was pre-entered. The system was prompting for a password. Before the password came unbidden to her mind, Rachel squeezed shut her eyes.

      There was no clock on the login screen. She had no idea how long she’d been strapped to the upload rig in Charlie13’s office. They could have force-fed her while they had her drugged. It could have been hours, days, maybe weeks. She could hardly feel her body to tell what else they might have hooked her up to in order to keep her alive and attempt to make her compliant.

      “Vitals are stabilizing,” that Nora voice called out.

      Charlie25’s heavy footsteps approached, but he never came into Rachel’s limited view. “Good. I’m tired of this. Grab a scan. We’ll upload to a test matrix later. If you want the body, you’re welcome to try uploading.”

      A dull jolt of adrenaline oozed into Rachel’s veins from overtaxed glands. “No. Please.”

      Rachel wished she had more passion to put behind her plea, but she was so tired. Her voice barely worked. She remembered singing but couldn’t imagine resuming, given the fire all down her throat.

      “Oh, decided to become cooperative?” Charlie25 asked. “About damn time. Log. In.”

      A hand came into view and grabbed the screen, shaking it in front of Rachel’s face. Still dizzy from the lingering drugs, her head swam as her eyes tried to focus on the moving target.

      She gasped. “Can’t. See straight.”

      “Wake her up.”

      NoraX—as Rachel now decided to call her—stepped over. “I don’t want to fill her half and half with psychoactive sedatives and neurostimulants. There needs to be room for blood in that bloodstream.”

      “Grab a volunteer, then,” Charlie25 ordered. “Transfuse fresh blood into her. Nobody’s cloning humans with antigens; pick anyone.”

      “AB-positive,” Rachel muttered with a grin.

      “Oh, a comedienne?” Charlie25 asked snidely.

      There was a metal-on-metal contact out of view. “Don’t you dare hit that body,” NoraX warned. “That’s me. I don’t want my first sensation as a human to be the pain of a broken jaw.”

      “Not if she cooperates,” Charlie25 warned.

      “Cooperates,” Rachel echoed. “I cooperates. You’d only feel hurt anyway. I’m numb and buzzy. When the buzzy stops, the hurt starts.”

      “Good God, Charlie. What are we doing here?” NoraX asked. “Let’s just knock her out and not wake her until upload.”

      “Quiet,” Charlie25 snapped. “Eve’s here.”

      “Hah!” NoraX replied. “I owe Marvin120 my drone allocation for next month. I never thought she’d show up.”

      “You won’t have to pay up,” Charlie25 said with iron in his voice. “Marvin120’s dead.”

      NoraX gasped.

      Rachel giggled.

      “Can we please just sedate her?” NoraX asked.

      “Eve’s here,” Rachel sang to no particular tune, heedless of her raw vocal chords. “Eve’s here. Probably Charlie7 too. Eve’s here. Eve’s here. Going to be bad news for you.”

      “She didn’t buy the dummy video,” Charlie25 explained in a huff. “She tried to pass off a phony Charlie7 chassis. She’s even got Gemini with her.”

      “You think she talked?”

      “Gemini?” Charlie25 asked. “I can’t imagine Eve bringing her otherwise. What use is she aside from being a shabby Plato clone?”

      “This is bad,” NoraX said. “This is very, very bad. We can’t be killing Eve at this stage. She’s too popular. We’ll split the committees. A lot of them respect her.”

      Rachel sang the letters, “R-E-S-P-E-C-T” but broke down coughing before she could continue.

      “Shut up!” Charlie25 snapped. “Wait. No. I need you to send your sister a message.”

      “Glad to,” Rachel replied. She tried to wiggle her hands but had no sensation in her extremities. “Just let me up and I’ll get right on that.”

      “Eve?” Charlie25 said, ignoring Rachel’s commentary and certainly not doing anything about unstrapping her from the upload rig. “I’m willing to make you a deal.”

      The screen in front of Rachel’s face moved away, and Charlie25 leaned in close. “When I prompt you,” he whispered. “I want you to tell Eve that if she can log in and unlock the original Project Transhuman scans, you’re free to go.”

      “Nora-whoever is going to be sad,” Rachel said. “She wants to be in my brain.”

      The horror of that statement hovered just out of grasp beyond Rachel’s current faculties, and she was just lucid enough to sense it there. She actively fought against coherent thought to keep from breaking down. Already she found her eyes watering before NoraX’s irrigation system sucked the tears away.

      “Nora91 can go upload herself to a chimp,” Charlie25 whispered coldly. “I don’t care if you live to a hundred or die in that rig. I. Want. That. Data.”

      Rachel tried to nod. “I’ll tell Eve.”

      “Good,” Charlie25 stated as if that were the final word.

      “Eve finds the scans. Nora91 gets to be a chimp. I get to stop being buzzy.”

      “Skip the middle part. Hold on… Yes, she’s a meter from me right now… Fine. Of course, she has a message for you.” Charlie25 leaned close. “Speak. She’ll hear you.”

      Rachel drew a breath, scorching her raw throat on lukewarm air. Her chest strained against the strap holding her down. “Eve, it’s a trap! Don’t trust him! He’s going to upload—”

      A slap across her face left Rachel blinking and disoriented.

      “Blank her!” Charlie25 ordered. “I’m tired of games.”

      “But—” Nora91 began.

      “Do it! I’ve got bigger problems right now. We’ll get into the archives with one of the sisters.”

      Charlie25 stormed out of his former counterpart’s office. The door shushed once to open and once to close. Near as Rachel could tell, that left her alone with Nora91.

      “Please. I don’t want to die. Just… don’t… listen…”

      A cold sensation ran up Rachel’s left arm. Her words slurred until she lost feeling in her mouth entirely. Her head swam. The last thing she heard was Nora91’s voice, echoing from across a vast canyon.

      “Don’t worry. This won’t hurt.”
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      Eve and Gemini stood in a corridor on the way to Charlie13’s office. The propaganda videos had clearly been shot there, and it was as good a place as any to begin looking. The factory hummed with menace since they had entered. It had to have been Eve’s imagination, but the lighting, the air, and the lack of sound from her footsteps on the omnipresent catwalks all felt wrong.

      It all had to do with the helmet Charlie7 had given her, but it contributed to her unease nonetheless.

      An alert popped up in her lenses.

      INCOMING VOICE MESSAGE.

      It was Charlie25. Silent within her energy-dampening helmet, Eve held up a hand to order a halt.

      “Is Rachel still alive?” Eve said with ferocity the instant the link connected.

      “Yes, she’s a meter from me right now,” came Charlie25’s measured reply.

      Eve tried to keep her voice steady. “I want to speak with her. Put her on.”

      “Fine. Of course,” Charlie25 answered with perfect nonchalance. “She has a message for you.”

      Eve swallowed. She had to be prepared for anything. Likely they had tortured or brainwashed Rachel into delivering whatever message they wanted.

      Gemini grabbed Eve by the arm to get her attention, but Eve jerked away. With the hand that wasn’t carrying her rifle, Eve held the sound-deadening helmet onto her head.

      Rachel came onto the call sounding as if she’d taken up smoking cigars. “Eve, it’s a trap! Don’t trust him! He’s going to upload—”

      The call went dead.

      Eve tore off the helmet. “Charlie!” she shouted. When there was no answer, she whirled on Gemini. “They’re going to upload to her. They wanted her to lure me in, but she blurted their plans. They’re going to upload her.”

      “We should hurry,” Gemini said, jogging down the hallway and taking the lead. “We can be there in fifteen minutes, perhaps.”

      “She can be a robot in five.”

      Eve’s mind tumbled in a kaleidoscope of partial plans.

      She could call back and offer a new deal.

      She could call back and make threats.

      She could bluff.

      She couldn’t trust that any of that would stop Charlie25 before complex electromagnetic forces tore Rachel’s brain apart and rewrote it with the synaptic patterns of some depraved robot.

      Power.

      Tapping into Kanto’s system with Charlie7’s master access, she located the power stations scattered around Kanto. One by one, she shut them down, plunging everything into darkness.

      “What did you do?”

      “Charlie7 gave me the master key,” Eve replied. “I shut down the factory. All of it.”

      “This might be the first time since Kanto was built that it’s ever all stopped at once,” Gemini commented softly.

      Tucking the helmet under one arm, Eve headed into the darkness.

      “I can’t see where I’m going,” Gemini called out as Eve left her behind.

      Eve navigated by an overlay from her lenses. She had access to the computers. Even with every reactor in the place on emergency shutdown, the batteries in the computers were still active.

      It was tempting to leave Gemini behind. Her plan had called for Gemini to help drag Charlie7’s dummy chassis along. The backup had been bartering Gemini’s life for Rachel’s. Now, blind and armed with just a coil pistol, what use was Gemini?

      Shuffling footsteps clanged behind her. Sweat-slicked hands slapped blindly onto safety railings.

      Eve pressed forward. The footsteps receded.

      “I can help you,” Gemini called out from the darkness.

      Eve shut her eyes. It mattered little. The lenses were taking spatial data and projecting what her eyes would have seen with the lights on. Lids open or closed made no difference. But the act of shutting her eyes mirrored the act of shutting out Gemini’s pleas.

      “I can’t defend myself. I’ll die if they find me.”

      Eve squeezed her eyes shut tighter, feeling the tears trickle down her cheeks. Her feet stopped advancing.

      Why couldn’t she do it?

      Evelyn11 had done everything imaginable to her. She had tormented, conditioned, molded, trapped, “educated,” and ultimately tried to upload herself over Eve.

      Eve turned. She popped clasps and opened the front of her armor. Inside, in a vest pocket, she found a tiny flashlight. Flicking it on, she swept the catwalks until the beam of light fell on Gemini.

      The robot in human skin held up an arm to ward off the glare but fought upstream against it to find her way to Eve. “Thank you.”

      Eve pressed the flashlight into Gemini’s hand. “Keep away from me with that.”

      Gemini chuckled nervously. “I feel better as a target than I did alone in the darkness.”

      A robot afraid of the dark?

      Or a robot afraid of her human frailty?

      Eve didn’t care right now, and it annoyed her to no end that her curiosity insisted on asking.

      Gemini took the lead. With the light and an intimate knowledge of the factory geography, it made her the logical choice. Eve followed, helmet donned and rifle at the ready, barrel aimed off to the side lest she accidentally shoot Gemini.

      The light wavered, and the beam swung around wildly. In the silence of her helm, she couldn’t tell what Gemini had reacted to. Eve could only see by Gemini’s silhouette against the cone of illuminated factory behind her that Gemini had taken cover against a coolant pipe.

      In an instant, Eve bought up the rifle and swept for targets.

      She saw nothing.

      A spark. A burst coolant line. A spray of mist that Eve was wary of crossing. Someone was firing at Gemini.

      There!

      Eve saw them. Two pairs of orange glows that indicated robotic hunters sent to intercept them. Fingers twitching inside her gloves, Eve turned up the gain on her lenses. The orange glows turned to hazy starbursts, but she could make out shapes of chassis below those eyes.

      This was no time to parlay. There were no bargains to be had, no deals to cut. She would listen to neither threats nor empty promises.

      Eve fired.

      The sizzling purple bolts of unknown energy scattered into the factory as Eve laid down suppressing fire. Then, once the two robots had taken cover on the downhill side of a set of stairs, Eve blasted right through their cover.

      With picture-in-picture replay, Eve measured the rifle’s rate of fire at just north of two shots per second. The light from the bursts was enough to create a slow stroboscopic effect.

      The flashlight beam waved, aimed at the ceiling.

      Eve looked up, sweeping the exposed reaches above them, expecting to find them swarming with enemy combatants. It took her a moment to realize that Gemini was signaling for her to cease fire.

      Pulling her helmet up, Eve listened.

      “They’re dead. Quit firing before you drop this whole section into the abyss.” Gemini shone the light on the staircase their two assailants had used for cover. It hung limp, the near end dangling over empty space. The lower stairs had collapsed and hung ready to fall at any moment.

      One of the robots was gone. The other lay outstretched, hand clasped around one of the handrail supports. He was missing a head and lower torso. Borrowing the flashlight a moment, Eve peered down and read the nameplate at the base of the neck.

      Eddie130.

      “You know him?” Eve asked.

      Gemini nodded gravely. “Not even hiding behind a false ID. Someone miscalculated badly. I’m still not sure who—aside from this poor sod, obviously.”

      “There’s probably a backup copy of him somewhere,” Eve said with a huff of frustration. “He might not remember this, but he might not be dead, either.”

      Gemini said nothing but took back the flashlight and resumed the lead.

      They had to circle around. Eve’s barrage of dark energy had rendered the path ahead structurally unfit for human travel. Circling around cost them time, but more importantly, the firefight had given Charlie25’s minions forewarning that they were coming.

      There were only so many paths from that spot to Charlie13’s office.

      The two women entered the hallways of the administrative mixing wing of Kanto. Though modern, it had a retro science fiction aesthetic meant to help ground a newly activated robot in the culturally familiar before dumping them into the ultra-modern world beyond. It was the art deco of robotic pulp fiction brought to life as the welcome mat of robotkind.

      Eve kept her helmet off for the time being. Protective though it might be, deafness and oppressive heat were side effects she could do without while between engagements.

      Gemini flicked off the flashlight and tugged Eve around a corner.

      Eve saw them, too. Two flashlight beams wobbled from an intersection up ahead. She crouched and took aim with her rifle. Anyone who didn’t announce himself had to be one of Charlie25’s lackeys and didn’t get a warning shot.

      By the jittering flashlight beams, Eve guessed there were two of them coming.

      Quietly as she could, Eve slipped on the helmet. The faint, shuffling footsteps ahead went silent.

      The flashlights came around the corner. Eve watched for the glows of eyes that would accompany them. There were none.

      Still training her rifle on the area behind those lights, Eve slipped her finger off the trigger and rested it on the guard. Those were humans.

      The flashlights caught Eve in their beam. By feel, Eve was aware of Gemini pushing away from her, ducking back behind cover.

      A dull thump, then another, told Eve she was being shot. The sound was carrying from the inside of her armor suit, that tiny noise indicating all the energy that passed from outside to inside.

      Eve was yanked back around the corner.

      Gemini plucked the helmet from her head. “What are you doing?” she demanded. “Shoot them!” To emphasize her point, Gemini reached a hand around the corner and fired blindly.

      It was Eve’s turn to pull Gemini out of harm’s way. “What are you doing? Those are people.”

      “Robots are people,” Gemini pointed out archly. “You had no compunction killing those last two.”

      Eve swallowed. She shook her head in denial. “I can’t do it. Maybe it shouldn’t be any different, but there’s something inside me that won’t fire on humans.”

      “They are not humans. They are Charlie25’s ridiculous crystal-brained hybrids.” With that pronouncement, she jammed the helmet back down onto Eve’s head, hauled her to her feet, and shoved her into the open hallway.

      Eve let out a yip of surprise at unexpectedly finding herself exposed and in the line of fire. A pattering of coils gun rounds greeted her as the flashlight beams trained on her like searchlights.

      Then the flashlights fell. First one, then the other a second later.

      Gemini strode confidently past, flicking on her own light and standing over the bodies to deliver single shots to the skull of each.

      Eve pulled off her helmet and ran over. “What was that for?”

      “Crystal matrices,” Gemini explained. “Even if I’d been wrong, it would have ended any lingering suffering.” She looked down with the flashlight beam and stepped out of the way of a spreading pool of blood. “Messier than robots; I’ll grant you that. But ultimately a moral equivalent. Come on. Have you got a sister to save or not?”

      Eve held the cloth helmet in front of her nose and mouth. She had seen a dead human before. But Zeus had been Charlie25, and his crystal matrix had been repatriated to a robotic body. The closest she’d come to witnessing an actual death was Evelyn11’s lab documentaries, and she’d only ever watched those in brief snippets.

      Of course, Gemini wouldn’t be squeamish. She had been the monster in those videos.

      Eve tried to bear that in mind as she followed along toward her sister’s captors.
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      The trip to Mars was mainly acceleration and deceleration. The latter was harder on Charlie7’s chassis since he had to brace himself the entire way lest his neck snap. A lesser chassis than his modified Version 70.2 wouldn’t have survived the trip.

      That element of surprise was key.

      Dale2 couldn’t know he was coming. Plato hadn’t perfected the art of stealth flying, but Charlie7 had stolen tech from Betty-Lou and reverse engineered it during Plato’s stints in official custody. If Dale2 saw him coming at all, it would be too late.

      There was only so much a robot could do to fortify and arm a hidden Martian headquarters while keeping it concealed. Charlie7 was counting on Dale2 having chosen inconspicuousness over hard security for his protection.

      The spaceroamer was handling the stresses well. Nothing appeared to be moving, but it shot through space at a ludicrous rate. If there were records kept for that sort of thing, he imagined that this would be a record transit time to Mars.

      A human body would never survive a trip at this rate, at least not without new yet-to-be-uncovered technology that could reduce inertial forces. But a robot… well, Dale2 was going to get a taste of the fate he had lobbied against. The irony was that it was Jason2’s plan that Charlie7 had implemented as an interim state. Charlie2’s utopian vision of a reborn human race wouldn’t have gotten here for weeks at best.

      The red planet grew in Charlie7’s vision the whole way. At first, the red blip against the astral backdrop was just a pinprick of reflected solar light. But as the spaceroamer decelerated toward cruising speeds, it inflated like a balloon in the forward viewing window.

      At two kilometers per second, Charlie7 took control of maneuvers and guided the spaceroamer’s descent to the red planet.

      Martian geographical norms had been established in the days of the first unmanned probes and buggies that explored it during the Human Era. Humans from Charlie Truman’s grandfather’s era had assigned the planet a grid and given the parcels of Martian terrain fanciful names plucked from ancient Greek to go along with dry alpha-numeric designations. Then, more pragmatically, they used latitude and longitude.

      Dale2’s purported hideaway was the site of an abandoned geological research station built by one of the first manned expeditions. It was a demonstration of hubris to hide at the best-known location on the whole planet.

      Charlie7 snickered. “Well, guess Dale doesn’t have a monopoly there.” After all, how different was that than rededicating the Arc de Triomphe in his own honor?

      Mars was dotted with ore refineries, depleted mines, and the occasional habitat of a reclusive robot. In a way, it was the Montana of the solar system, minus the cattle ranches.

      No one hailed Charlie7 as he approached. If anyone noticed him on homemade scanners juiced to sniff out the wiliest of intruders, they said nothing. He was there for someone else, and that was no business of theirs.

      Still, Mars was an eerie place. Charlie7 had never liked it. Every time he set foot on Martian soil—and admittedly it had been centuries—he sensed that there had been creatures alive there before man or robotkind had ever visited. Despite a population in double digits, it felt deserted and haunted.

      The spaceroamer handled like a dream. The thin Martian atmosphere barely slowed it. Engines powerful enough to make an afternoon jaunt of an interplanetary trek had no trouble giving him all the acceleration he needed within Mars’s gravity well.

      MC-07 approached fast. Charlie7 kept below a height of fifty meters just to keep his horizon short. Stealth was stealth, but a determined hermit might go to any length developing tech to sniff out intruders. After all, it wasn’t as if Charlie7 was the only one to have survived the invasion.

      It was as if he were invading the Grand Canyon or Victoria Falls. This was a landmark and a natural wonder. At the very least, the research outpost was a cultural heritage site. Just went to show what history was worth when it wasn’t from Earth. Charlie7 piloted over the lip of the crater and the navigational computer counted down as his location and the ancient human habitat’s converged.

      This was it.

      He hadn’t looked Dale2 in the eye in over a thousand years. They’d both, no doubt, seen chassis switches in the interim, but Charlie7 couldn’t help but picture his counterpart in the Project Transhuman chassis he’d first inhabited—the Version 1.0.

      They were children back then. Just over a century’s living between them before upload. What had they become in the meantime. Charlie7 enjoyed knowing that he was the original Charles Truman at his core, but even as the original, he had grown and changed.

      How different would he find Dale Chalmers? It seemed impossible that the lazy, glad-handing beggar could have remained relevant into the modern era without rededicating himself.

      Would he have traps?

      Was there a waiting army in that research station?

      Variance to destination numbers approached zeros, and Charlie7 slowed for a landing. The cockpit released a hiss of pressurized gas as the canopy opened. Earth lost one gasp of air to her closest celestial neighbor. Charlie7 unpacked his own puffy, biometallic armor and slipped it on over his suit. He hefted a DE-rifle and headed for the museum piece that was Mars Station Alpha.

      The original station had been human-built in Shanghai. Four scientists had lived there for a week before lifting off, rejoining their interplanetary transport, and flying back to Earth as heroes. They left behind an observation and relay station, some weather-monitoring equipment, and a shabby little habitat tucked against the crater wall.

      All the original equipment was long gone. Robots from the Cultural Heritage Committee had commissioned replicas and put everything back the way it had once looked, except that all the gear was built from modern materials and designed to last.

      As he stood there admiring the gumption of ancient humans, Charlie7 decided on one last ploy before entering. “Dale? You out there, old pal? I’d like to talk to you about clearing the air.”

      The signal was a narrow focused beam aimed at Earth. He waited for the relay to rebroadcast it to Mars.

      After a delay, he had a response. “Charlie… didn’t expect you to come up for air under your own name again. Figured I might be chasing my own people around for centuries, always wondering if you got in and replaced one of them.”

      Charlie7 tore the habitat door off its hinges without half trying. Let Dale2 think he was on Earth, having a chat in some hidden bunker. Any time he bought was just that much more for him to breach the secret lair’s security.

      Just before he stepped through the open doorway, Charlie7 sent another message. “You know me. I like to be at the center of the chaos. Figured you’d scour the Earth to find me, so I’m going to save you the trouble and present myself for public judgment. Let the masses decide who was right: the guy who wanted to play Mr. Potato Head with Cthulhu pieces or the one who put Humpty Dumpty back together again just like he promised.”

      Charlie7 ducked inside the Martian survival habitat. It was bare bones in that China National Space Administration sort of way. Top government firms making the best equipment they could for the least amount of payload weight.

      For all his years on Earth and jaunts to the mining asteroids, Charlie7 had never visited the site before. On a more leisurely trip, he would have enjoyed poking around a little, but today business forced him to press onward.

      The back of the habitat opened onto a native rock wall. Inset into that wall, an ominous steel door waited, black as the obelisk from 2001 and likely stylized to evoke just that comparison.

      Next to the door, a console stared accusingly.

      “I guess you know by now that I’m not on Earth,” he said to it, voice weird in the unbreathable Martian air. “But, just between us, you’re not going to be on Mars very long.”

      Guessing where the camera would be behind the screen and heedless of any attempt at inputting an access code, Charlie7 aimed the DE-rifle and punched a hole into the crater wall.

      A few follow-up blasts left the door weakened enough that a kick sent the black steel flying and left a hole for Charlie7 to enter through.

      “It’s a bad day when troubles come knocking. It’s a worse day when they kick in the door.”
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      Plato sat in the darkness without knowing what it meant. Not usually one for metaphors, he couldn’t overlook how it summed up his outlook perfectly.

      He sat in a corridor so close to Charlie13’s office he couldn’t believe they hadn’t found him yet. He couldn’t lean back against the wall without a deadly weapon poking him in the back. Yet for all that, he couldn’t rush forward and finish this mission.

      Abbigail. It all came down to Abby.

      The only saving grace was the lack of a follow-up video informing Plato that he’d been too late. The last communication he’d received from Charlie25 had been the only one. If he just waited, maybe Charlie25 would realize that Abby was just an innocent, precious little girl, no threat to anyone.

      Maybe he’d let her go.

      If Plato did nothing, though, there was a near certainty that Abby’s fate would be decided by Charlie25. Could he live with that? More importantly, could Abby?

      Plato was playing chess without all the pieces, and he couldn’t even see the board.

      Every cell in his body told him to rush in, throw himself heart and soul against his enemies, and take back his daughter by force. Fortunately, a few rebel cells in his brain kept reminding him that the only win was getting Abby back safe and sound.

      He needed a workaround.

      He needed a surprise.

      He needed a plan.

      Plato had none of the above. The rescue plan for Rachel had already been sketchy. But she was useful. Those robots needed Rachel alive. Poor little Abby was just a bargaining chip to them and dammit if she wasn’t just perfect for that job.

      Weeping, Plato did the only thing he could think of. Slowly, one shoulder-carry strap, one belt clip at a time, he began the process of disarming himself.

      He was going to turn himself in and beg them to let his Abby go.
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      Charlie7 had to admire the industry of it all. Out here, on Mars, only working with what he could scrape together bits and pieces at a time, Dale2 had built himself an impressive underground labyrinth of workshops and laboratories. He recognized several pieces of equipment as being manufactured on Earth, or at least being of Earthly design.

      “You are a piece of work, Charlie,” Dale Chalmers’s voice boomed from a wall speaker near one of the door control panels. “I knew that message of yours was a ruse, but I imagined you were after Kanto.”

      “You should know me better than that,” Charlie7 replied, addressing the ceiling. “You’ve had a thousand years to watch me, study me, and prepare for whatever the hell you think this play of yours is. I haven’t thought about you in centuries.”

      “Who gave me up? That escaped psychopath?” Dale2 asked.

      Charlie7 chuckled as he snaked among rows of workbenches that looked like a hobbyist inventor’s playground. There were soldering stations and micro-processor encoders, hand tools and microscopes. A tinkerer could build drones or skyroamer parts, nanoparticle filtration systems or vintage automobiles. If there was a small-scale manufacturing process, this workshop was equipped to handle it.

      None of it gave a clue as to what Dale2 really did here.

      “You’re one to talk,” Charlie7 replied, wondering why he raised his voice. Clearly, Dale2 had the means to level the audio on his end. “You’ve got minions saving over human minds like blank floppy disks.”

      “God, Charlie,” Dale2 replied with a chuckle. “That’s a dated reference even for me.”

      “Can’t deny the charge though.”

      Dale2’s voice grew stern. “Listen here. Those clones at Kanto right now never woke up. They were grown in vats you’re probably going to see very soon. No minds, just bodies grown to a genetic blueprint and supplied with a crystal matrix to operate them. There was no suffering, no ethical tap dancing.”

      “I’m sure that’s a comfort to the humans at the sanctuary or the ones who grew up tortured by Evelyn11, Charlie24, and any others we never found out about.”

      Charlie7 arrived at the far door, wondering if he was overlooking a concealed bolt hole or walking into a trap. Dale2 knew where he was. This whole conversation was a chess game. If Dale2 wanted him to come through that door so badly, would he open it or force Charlie7 to blast his way through?

      Opening it could be a signal of a trap. By not opening it, Dale2 could have been counting on Charlie7’s paranoia to avoid an easy path. But by leaving it closed, Dale2 would get to study Charlie7’s weapon, maybe run it low on ammunition or better understand its means of operation.

      Charlie7 smirked. That seemed like Dale Chalmers. The bad news for Dale2 was that Charlie7’s DE-rifle wasn’t exactly storing energy as it was converting an ambient force in the universe into destructive power. As for reasoning out how it worked, if Dale2 could solve that by mere observation, Charlie7 would love to hear the explanation.

      “I left my underlings wide latitude. They’re not employees or servants. Just a collective of equals with a common goal. I was merely the mastermind.”

      That drew a laugh from Charlie7 as he took aim at the door. “Oh. That’s rich. You always were a snake oil salesman, Dr. Chalmers. If I hadn’t given you a real breakthrough to pitch, you’d have been just as happy hawking cryosleep pods or cosmetic gene splicing.”

      Purple bolts snarled from the DE-rifle’s barrel. In seconds, Charlie7 had himself an open doorway. The hunk of smoking metal fell to the floor with a resounding crash.

      The chamber beyond was an image from Charlie7’s nightmares. Row upon row of embryonic adult humans floated in giant cylinders. Green liquid that wasn’t 100 percent transparent obscured features, leaving mere impressions of bodies suspended in the fetal position and infested with wires and tubes.

      “You like it, Charlie?” Dale2 called out, voice coming from the far end of the vast chamber, echoing from the ceiling. A trick. Dale2 wouldn’t be in the room with Charlie7’s DE-rifle willingly. He was only using the speakers at the far end to draw Charlie7 into the hydroponic human farm.

      Rather than vocalize his opinion, Charlie7 opened fire. He stood at the end of a row and peppered the line with dark energy. Each bolt carved its way through six or eight of the cylinders before dissipating.

      The cylinders were a transparent aluminum rather than glass, so nothing shattered. The thick growth medium oozed out onto the farm floor, mixing with copious amounts of blood.

      “Always knew you had the heart of a murderer,” Dale2 taunted. “Well, not always, but it didn’t take long after meeting the robot you. You took such creative glee in slaughtering aliens. I imagine you must have wondered about killing humans before that but just never got up the nerve.”

      “Problem solving. Nothing more.”

      Charlie7 terminated another row of future hybrids. By Dale’s own words, they were unthinking shells—chassis in human likeness. They were abominations.

      Today was a day for correcting so many mistakes.

      “This isn’t your decision to make. You’re disenfranchising hundreds of robots who want what I have to offer. That’s always been your chief flaw. You think the world is yours to oversee however you like. You dictate. You program. You manipulate. Free will is an illusion to everyone but you, me, and those hapless human children you’ve turned loose in the world. Odd, don’t you think, that you let them think whatever they like but not the robots who rebuilt the world?”

      “We can discuss that in person,” Charlie7 said. He opened fire and took out one more row of tanks. His feet splashed in goo and gore with each step. It was growing deeper with every leaking vat he drained. “Once I end this little nightmare factory of yours.”

      Side doors to the human factory farm opened. Charlie7 heard the chorus of servo motors from all around as drones poured in to surround him. They moved like robots, not mindless workers, climbing over obstacles rather than stumbling for a way around and coordinating their movements rather than operating on individual programming.

      “I’d like that, Charlie,” Dale2 replied, voice amplified to carry over the din of the enclosing army. “But I’d rather have that conversation between me and your head.”
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      Gemini continued to lead the way through darkened passageways, backtracking around the area Eve had damaged. Eve kept her rifle at the ready and didn’t let her companion outpace her by more than a step or two at any time.

      Images of the dead humans haunted Eve at every step. She wanted to go into her data storage and delete the recordings of them but couldn’t bring herself to do it. Those were robots. But by the same token, she had known Zeus was alive when his crystal matrix was rescued from the same prison hover-ship that had recently been Gemini’s home.

      “I hope we don’t run into anyone but Charlie25,” Eve muttered.

      Gemini stopped, and Eve caught herself just in time to avoid tripping over her. “What’s he done that’s so much worse than the rest? This isn’t a pack of lions. You can’t just kill one and allow the rest to disperse. Every one of them is complicit.”

      “Most of them just want to be human,” Eve corrected.

      Gemini gave a genteel snort and started down the corridor again. “Most of them have muffin tins for brains. The ones who haven’t been caught cloning humans have either given up for lack of results or known better than to try. It’s not that they wouldn’t have if they thought they could manage it. Floral cloning was a nice, humble pastime for the washouts. Explains away the interest with cloning but never gives the impression you’ve got ambition.”

      Eve felt a crawling chill up her spine. She remembered Evelyn44. “Was… Evelyn44 one of yours?” she asked timidly. Silently, she begged for the answer to be yes.

      Gemini strode onward.

      “Please?”

      Gemini breathed a long sigh. “I suppose it won’t do you any further damage… no. She wasn’t. You might have pinned that murder on Zeus falsifying records to frame her, but I recognize Charlie7’s E-M signature on that cover-up. Anyone with half a synaptic map knew it was him. But try proving that. Try stepping in front of that comet without flinching.”

      “He’s not that scary,” Eve insisted, ducking through a shortcut maintenance crawlway behind Gemini. “He just puts on a front.”

      “That front has a back to it,” Gemini insisted, hunched at the waist to make her way through a tangle of pipes and ductwork. “Count off a list of robots who’ve wronged Charlie7. I’d give you a moment to think that over, but you don’t need one. Charlie7 doesn’t allow them. Your lover didn’t invent the idea of disguising murders as self-termination. Charlie25 just popped his head up from an exile he ought to have kept to himself, and Dale2 just jumped out of a cake on a worldwide news feed. If Charlie25 doesn’t manage to rally support from the populace to back him, count the lives of those two in days.”

      “Backup copies,” Eve pointed out.

      Gemini scoffed openly. “See how long that lasts, now that I told Charlie7 where to find Dale2’s headquarters. What the Romans did to Carthage will look like an April Fools’ prank compared to what’s about to come.”

      Eve followed without replying. Each person saw every other in a different light. She knew how Plato was viewed by robotkind. Charlie7 had so many more resources, so many layers of secrets. He had peeled back one with great reluctance, and Eve was now wearing and wielding technology brought back from the stars. What would she think of him if Charlie7 were a rival and not an advocate?

      “Shh,” Gemini hissed.

      Both women froze.

      A sniffling echoed from the distance, amplified in the tight confines. Metal clattered. Clasps jingled. More sniffling.

      “Let me by,” Eve ordered. She forced her way past Gemini, pinning the larger woman to the floor and crawling over her back in the cramped maintenance space.

      “What are you—?” Gemini demanded in a harsh and urgent whisper.

      “Plato?” Eve called out. “Plato, can you hear me?”

      The sniffling paused. A louvered vent at the end of the crawlway reflected the flashlight beam and caught just enough skin behind it for Eve to know it was a human and not a robotic trap.

      Although, there were still robots in human form she couldn’t rule out.

      “Eve?” Plato replied.

      “Thank Darwin, it’s really you!” Eve shouted. Redoubling her efforts, Eve scrambled forward as Plato pried the vent loose to allow her out.

      Eve had only gotten her shoulders out into the corridor beyond when huge hands took her under each arm and lifted her the rest of the way free. Into the air she went, rifle flailing. She threw her arms around her husband’s neck and hugged him.

      The alien-tech armor could stop coil gun rounds like thrown peas. It couldn’t prevent Eve from being slowly crushed in the embrace of a man four times her size. But even in his desperate relief, Plato was gentle as always.

      “You came,” he said. “You couldn’t just do nothing either.”

      Eve felt the wetness on Plato’s cheeks.

      “It’s all right. We’ll get her back,” Eve promised. “What were you doing here sitting in the dark?”

      “I was going to give myself up,” Plato said, on the verge of fresh tears. “I didn’t know what else to do. I didn’t have a plan that would get Abby out safe so I—”

      Eve pushed away. “What?”

      Plato set her down and cowered back. “It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have left her with Toby22. And now I’ve gotta make it right.”

      “Bugger that, you giant oaf,” Gemini snapped testily as she wriggled to her feet from the duct.

      “Get behind me,” Plato ordered Eve. Faster than she could object, a massive arm swept Eve aside. In an instant, Plato had Gemini off her feet and dangling by her shirt collar. He slammed her against the wall.

      “Plato! No!” Eve shouted. “She’s… helping.” The claim was dubious. Gemini seemed to be trying to help but thus far had been more of a tag-along than any real assistance.

      “She probably had something to do with it,” Plato snarled. “Maybe we can trade her for Abby.”

      “You… nincompoop!” Gemini spat the words in Plato’s face. “Your adoptive daughter is fine and elsewhere.”

      “You’re lying!” Plato pulled Gemini away from the wall just far enough to slam her back to accentuate his point.

      “She’s not,” Eve insisted, grabbing Plato’s wrist, though her hand couldn’t come halfway to closing around it. “Abbigail’s not in that video. They sent it to me, too. It’s clipped from Vivian’s Emancipation Day. Abbigail’s hair isn’t even the right length.”

      “They could have cut it,” Plato replied without taking his eyes—or his hands—off Gemini.

      “It was longer in the video.”

      Plato’s muscles relaxed. Gemini sagged a little but remained pressed against the wall. “You positive?”

      “Yes.”

      Plato hesitated.

      “She’s positive, you uplifted gorilla. Now put me down.”

      Plato renewed the pressure against Gemini’s collarbone. “Still doesn’t explain what she’s doing here. Prison get too boring? You decided to come join the party?”

      “She’s with me,” Eve forced out. A not-insignificant part of her was enjoying seeing Plato manhandle Gemini. But this was no time to indulge in pointless retribution. “She got away when Dale2 sent robots to kidnap her. She came straight to Charlie7 with the location of Dale2’s headquarters.”

      “Convenient,” Plato said through gritted teeth. “What’s your angle? A trap for your old nemesis?”

      “Charlie7? My nemesis?” Gemini scoffed. “Please. Even before our encounter, I barely warranted his attention. We had one brief run-in, which neither of us remembers. Charlie7 will be dealing with his actual nemesis as soon as he can make his way to Mars. By tomorrow or the day after, one of the two won’t be around any longer.”

      Plato let go.

      Gemini dropped to the floor, stumbling forward to catch her balance and gasping for breath.

      He turned to Eve. “Rachel. She still in trouble, or is that a fake-out too?”

      “Real,” Eve said. “That’s why we’re here. She said they were planning to upload over her. That’s when I cut the power.”

      “Then what are we waiting for?” Plato asked. He flicked on a hand lamp and hastily collected his weaponry.

      Gemini tried to requisition an EMP rifle, but Plato snatched it from her hands. When he noticed that she was carrying a coil gun, he grabbed that as well.

      “Come now. I need some means of contributing to this little siege,” Gemini complained.

      Eve pulled Plato’s thermite pistol from the back of his belt. “Here. It’s something.”

      Gemini gave the paltry weapon the look of an egg sandwich gone rancid but accepted it between pinched fingers. She wiped it on her shirt before taking hold of the grip.

      “Let’s go,” Eve announced. “No time to lose. We’ve already delayed long enough. Let’s go find Rachel.”
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      A drone with arms like the boom of backhoe crashed through one of the diagnostic cabinets meant for monitoring a now-defunct cloning vat. Charlie7 sent a blast of dark energy through its central processor and stepped aside as the jumble of unguided machinery tumbled past.

      Another drone bowled him over, pressing an integrated drill bit against Charlie7’s armored torso. The carbon nanotube blade failed to mar the surface of the organic metal fabric, which hardened under the heat and pressure of the drill.

      Reaching with his off hand, Charlie7 yanked the drone’s arm off at the shoulder, then tucked his knee and kicked it across the room.

      Springing to his feet, he waded through the sea of damaged and inoperable drones he had fought. Dale2 had certainly kept quite a variety on hand. It would be a shame if Charlie7 were to be killed since then Dale2 would have to go to all the trouble of building replacements.

      Charlie7 planned to spare him that trouble.

      He passed a geothermal reactor, a parts warehouse, and storage coolers for organic nutrients before reaching an office whose door opened at his approach.

      “No sense forcing you to blast your way in here,” Dale2 called out from inside. “No telling who might get caught in the destruction.”

      Charlie7 peeked inside and ducked back.

      His brief scan was enough for him to take in the room. It was an uncanny replica of Dale Chalmers’s office in the Project Transhuman building back in 2065, complete with wood paneled desk and plaques on the walls. There was no sign of anything dangerous inside except the robot sitting behind the desk with a phony smile.

      Deciding that the coast was clear, Charlie7 stepped inside. He kept the barrel of his DE-rifle at Dale2’s torso, where a quick squeeze of the trigger would sever his brain from his onboard processor.

      “Wouldn’t want that now, would we?” Charlie7 replied warily.

      “It was never meant to come to this,” Dale2 said somberly. “I had always intended to work as a team.”

      “Some great teamwork going on at Kanto,” Charlie7 remarked, stepping to the side and glancing around, watching for hints of a trap. “Robots and fake humans, holding hands and sharing simulated biochemical feelings.”

      “I expect that this is the end of me, Charlie,” Dale2 said. He spread his hands. “I was hiding, not building an army. You just wrecked every drone in the place. I’d have to make my own coffee if I still drank the stuff. I don’t even have a spot to hide my backup copies anymore.” He thumped the console built into his desk. “I imagine you’ll be looking over your shoulder from now until doomsday, thinking I’m lying, but I’m backed up right here. You’ll vaporize my brain, then you’ll systematically download, analyze, and destroy everything I’ve worked for.” Dale2 offered a weak smile. “After all, that’s what conquerors do.”

      “I’m not a conqueror,” Charlie7 protested. One of the nice features of robotic anatomy was the lack of fatigue. Dale Chalmers could talk until the sun went nova and Charlie7’s arms wouldn’t tire and sag. The rifle remained on target, aimed for a crippling blow, not an instantaneous execution.

      “Oh? But you were the last man on Earth, so to speak,” Dale2 countered. “It was all yours. You rebuilt it, yes, but you never let it free of that inhuman grip of yours. You cannot hold a bird and let it fly. Every robot out of Kanto has been blinded to exactly the flaws you wished to hide. It’s the conquest despots dreamed of since caveman times. Everyone doing your bidding. Worldwide. In perpetuity.”

      “You and a lot of anarchists at Kanto seem to disprove that theory,” Charlie7 argued.

      “You allowed humans to disperse into society unchecked. In a way, your plan had its own Achilles heel baked into its design. You wanted humans back so badly, but you couldn’t control them. Rachel, bless her heart, turned up a grave you dug too shallow. Those old scans prove how much you’ve tampered with us, how you deleted Kabir, Wei, Victor, Yang, Juan, and Shadiya from the minds of everyone.”

      “You were too central,” Charlie7 admitted. “It’s a shame about the others. In time, I imagine we could have integrated them all. But you and Kabir were a blight on the world I wanted to live in. Jason, I could have worked with. You two… you made it clear that my world wasn’t welcome in yours.”

      “I earned the right!” Dale2 shouted.

      Charlie7’s finger tightened on the trigger.

      “I did every bit as much in the war as you. I fought for this planet. We avenged our families, our friends, our species. We were the ones who should have sculpted the vision of a new Earth. We. Not you. Not me. We.”

      Charlie7 shook his head in disappointment. “And yet, while I toiled in the aftermath, you slunk away to cower and steal and wait to spring a trap to catch me in a lie? What a waste of unlimited lifespan.”

      Dale2 threw back his head and gave a mocking laugh. “And what was my alternative? Mano a mano with the great Charles Truman? If you caught a whiff of me surviving, I wouldn’t have lasted out the week.”

      “You’re still a pathetic, coattail-riding waste of intellect,” Charlie7 said. He took a step closer, not that he had any worry of missing at this range. “Any pressing confessions you want to make before I scour this planet for backup copies?”

      Dale2’s calm smiled into the barrel of the dark energy rifle.

      “Yes. I’ve been broadcasting this whole conversation.”
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      Charlie25 crouched behind a desk of a quality-control lab. One hand clutched one of the assault team’s coil pistols; the other held a tranquilizer dart gun. Eve would arrive any time now, bent on rescuing Rachel. The timing of the power outage was iffy, but he wasn’t going back to check whether Nora91 had finished the job of blanking the girl.

      Nora91 should have had time. She was on her own, though.

      If Charlie25 played his cards right, he could tranq Eve and use her as a bargaining chip to get out of here with his life. If not, there was a good chance he’d be waking up on Mars with no memory of the past week.

      The door was lost in darkness. Charlie25 knew the room. When that door opened, he’d trigger a hand lamp on remote, blinding Eve momentarily. That was the key moment. A window of approximately 0.2 seconds would decide his fate.

      On the side, Charlie25 transmitted requests to the central Kanto computer for access. This factory used to belong to him—a goodly chunk of it, at least. He ought to be able to wrangle some form of control from it.

      Every attempt failed.

      He stopped thinking.

      Charlie25 was 65 percent Charles Truman. For now, the rest was useless flotsam. He needed to think like Charles Truman—like Charlie7. He needed to be Charlie7.

      ROOT > OPEN SESAME

      >

      The waiting prompt set off alarms of hope in Charlie25’s innermost processors. That silly, whimsical bastard had made it too easy, so easy that no one who knew him would ever imagine he’d allow it. This wasn’t leaving the key under a doormat; this was letting everyone think the lock was impossible because the key was in the way.

      Dale2 had explained in sufficient detail just what Charlie25 was looking for.

      SEARCH > SCAN ARCHIVES > PROJECT TRAN

      He couldn’t finish entering the command. The letters deleted as if someone beside him were tapping the backspace button repeatedly.

      “No…”

      SEARCH > SCAN ARCHIVES > PROJEC

      The search term deletion overtook him even more quickly this time. Worst of all, it wasn’t the system thwarting him, and it wasn’t someone acting against him to keep him from finding the file.

      “NO!”

      Charlie25 was undoing the searches himself.

      Before his rage could boil up and overwhelm him, a broadcast on the worldwide emergency band caught Charlie25’s attention.

      “I expect that this is the end of me, Charlie,” Dale2 was saying. He was in his office on Mars, and the camera was staring over his shoulder at Charlie7. That madman had found his way to Mars—how many of him were there?

      “I was hiding, not building an army,” Dale2 continued. “You just wrecked every drone in the place. I’d have to make my own coffee if I still drank the stuff. I don’t even have a spot to hide my backup copies anymore.”

      Charlie7 was holding him at gunpoint, wielding a weapon the likes of which Charlie25 had never seen before. He was also dressed up in a buffoonish suit of padded purple fabric, but neither he nor Dale2 seemed to be taking that lightly.

      The two original model robots went back and forth. Charlie7 spilled secrets that Dale2 had hinted at but which had seemed too outlandish to believe whole cloth.

      A soft chuckle escaped Charlie25’s vocal emulator. “He doesn’t know this is being transmitted.”

      The archival files would be icing on the cake. If Dale2 garnered the confession that seemed to be ready to sign in blood. If Charlie7 admitted to everything they’d been accusing him of. If he admitted that robotkind had been in his thrall the whole time…

      Well, it wouldn’t much matter whether Rachel helped them or not.

      They could find a human to help dig up the files and transfer them to a medium Charlie7 hadn’t protected. There would be time.

      For now, Charlie25 watched and listened with a voyeuristic glee as Dale2 sprang a trap that had been a millennium in the making.

      Charlie7 strode forward like the mafioso hitman he’d become—the Godfather eliminating the rival he could trust to no other. “You’re still a pathetic, coattail-riding waste of intellect. Any pressing confessions you want to make before I scour this planet for backup copies?”

      “Yes. I’ve been broadcasting this whole conversation.”

      Charlie25 wanted to let out a whoop but knew better than to give away his ambush. The look on Charlie7’s face remained utterly blank, but few robots on Earth could better imagine the thoughts going on behind that stoic mask.

      Oh, Dale2 had performed masterfully. The little speeches were a bit overblown, but that was just the victory lap compared to that one devastating sentence.

      “So, Charlie… care to clear the air? Willing to admit that it was a foursome who saved the world, not a gaggle of Charlie mixes? Some remorse might buy you sympathy… sympathy you might well need. Come on, admit that you killed me once, along with Jason2 and Kabir2.”

      Charlie7 cocked his head. “But it was you. I was paranoid you’d betray us, so I left a backup copy. You must have either had similar ideas… or it was you who betrayed us all. I preserved those four bodies. They’re in perfect vacuum-chamber storage as a memorial only I knew to honor. How about we go dig them up and do a little modern forensics? I thought I was alone on Earth, so I’d never seen the point in solving that mystery.”

      “You… you what?” Dale2 stammered. “You’re bluffing.”

      “Checkmate,” Charlie7 said with a smile. “If you’d been innocent you’d have leaped at the chance to—”

      “I did leap! I am leaping!” Dale2 protested. “In fact, I insist on—”

      Charlie7 fired. At least, Charlie25 backed up his visual recorder and inferred that the purple flash that preceded the sudden end of the transmission had been Charlie7’s weapon.

      Processes looped in Charlie25’s thoughts. Dale2 was dead. Charlie7 might be a dead man upon his return to Earth—if he dared ever come back—but he had cast a wide swath of doubt over Dale2’s story in the meantime. Dale Chalmers was a bureaucrat, operating from the shadows. Charlie7 was a master manipulator who’d honed his committee-swaying skills for centuries.

      Dale2 should have kept to script.

      Charlie25 was the ranking member of the conspiracy. He would be in charge, assuming Charlie7 mopped up all backup copies of Dale2.

      But when the door burst open, Charlie25 was reminded that his ascension to top robot on the totem pole was predicated on surviving the next few minutes.

      He activated the lamp. Brilliant light flooded the doorway. A bundled figure the right height for an Eve clone stumbled through the door, shielding her eyes. Beside her, Gemini staggered into view.

      Charlie25 had mere milliseconds to process the tactical situation. Eve’s outfit and weapon matched what Charlie7 had been carrying on Mars. The odds of a tranq dart penetrating that were slim. His initial targeting had been to sedate Eve and kill Gemini, but at the last instant, he crossed his aim.

      A tranquilizer dart struck Gemini’s shoulder as she attempted to use the flailing Eve as cover. A coil gun slug struck Eve right over her heart.

      And did nothing.

      Gemini wobbled, and Plato appeared in a flash to snatch her out of the doorway. Eve, nonplussed by the slug’s impact, looked unsteady as she trained the rifle on him.

      Letting go of both weapons, Charlie25 threw his hands in the air. “Don’t shoot! I surrender!”

      The weapon’s report was the sound of an analog radio out of tune. Bursts of purple crossed the room, and Charlie25 was left with no arms. He backed against the wall and hoped that his own backup copies survived Charlie7’s purge.

      Taking a hand from the mysterious weapon, Eve pulled off her helmet. “What was that? Sorry. That thing needs earholes. I’m assuming you were promising to show me where my sister is, alive and unharmed. Right?”

      “He was pleading for his life, actually,” Plato said, stepping into view with Gemini dangling from his side for support.

      “She’s fine! Last I saw her, she was in Charlie13’s office,” Charlie25 said as quickly as his algorithms estimated a human could comprehend the words.

      Gemini slouched against the wall, free of Plato. “She is, you say?”

      “Yes!” Charlie25 swore.

      Eve ushered the robot on at gunpoint. He complied, leading a procession toward the office of the master mixer.

      “Where is Charlie13, anyway?” Eve asked.

      “Packed up in shipping restraints like a drone bound for the asteroid belts,” Charlie25 told them. There was no point lying. At best, he could hope that cooperation might be met with leniency or at least buy him time for a rescue or escape attempt. “He’s disconnected from his computer but otherwise unharmed. He was too big a liability to leave active, but we hoped to sway him with the data from that archive… which would change all of your views of Charlie7, I might add.”

      “Can it,” Plato said with casual menace.

      Once they found Rachel, Eve restored the factory’s power. Rachel was unconscious in a copy of Evelyn11’s old upload rig. They pressed a reluctantly cooperative Nora91 into reviving her for a tearful reunion and treating some minor injuries she’d suffered.

      While Eve and Rachel were preoccupied, Gemini raised a woozy arm. In her hand, a pistol shook with the effort to keep it steady.

      “What are you…? Someone stop her!” Charlie25 shouted.

      Eve turned and saw what Charlie25 saw. The thermite pistol in Gemini’s hand was a paltry weapon, but at that range, it could easily be lethal.

      “No,” she said calmly. “He deserves a committee hearing over this.”

      “Bugger that,” Gemini muttered and pulled the trigger. The thermite round went right through Charlie25’s left eye.
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      Charlie7 stepped gingerly around the headless chassis of Dale Chalmers—Dale2, he supposed. Back in the day, they’d skipped the numeric suffixes. He’d taken on Charlie2 out of respect to the original in the brief overlap of their lives. Leaning over the chassis’s shoulder, he found that the terminal was still logged in.

      SURVEILLANCE > CAMERAS > OFFICE > BROADCAST >

      > SELECT CAMERA 4

      > RESET BROADCAST

      Charlie7 smiled into the camera that was now watching him from the office’s entrance. He held the rifle out of view and rested his other hand amiably on Dale2’s shoulder.

      “Hello, everyone. I apologize for the technical delay. Dale2 hadn’t mentioned the location of the camera that was showing us, and it got caught in the blast when I killed him.”

      He patted the chassis companionably.

      “Don’t worry. He’s probably not permanently dead. He wasn’t predisposed to the same aversion to backup copies and duplication that most of you are squeamish about. It’ll probably take days hunting down caches of emergency backups. But I’ll get them all. Eventually.

      “Some of you may be wondering about the truth of Dale2’s claims, as well as some of the things my good friend Charlie25 has been saying. Most of it’s true, though they’re playing it up for the drama. ‘Vive la révolution’ and so on. Can’t lead a civilization-wide revolt over a few minor technicalities that date back a thousand years.”

      Charlie7 wiggled the protruding stem of mechanical spine from Dale2’s torso. “But that wasn’t good enough for this fine fellow.”

      He embarked on a brief recounting of the tale he’d given Eve, focusing mainly on the four surviving insurgent robots who defeated the alien cephalopods.

      “You’ll learn about Kabir along with Wei, Victor, Yang, Juan, and Shadiya. But all of you know me, Jason, and Dale as archetypes. Jason2 wanted an all-robotic society. We’ve lived half that dream for a millennium. Simply remove our efforts at genetic engineering in favor of a focus on mechanical improvement. Kabir just wanted the software, which was a step too far. Where Dale and I butted heads was over the biological future of the species.

      “I wanted everything back the way it was. We’re almost there. Earth still needs us, but it’s not far from getting by without our intervention. Dale wanted to turn us into monsters. He wanted to use alien genetics to turn us into Darwin-only-knows what. We argued. We resolved to meet—the four of us—and come up with a unified plan for how we would shape and guide Earth’s future.”

      This was the key point. If he could sell this, things might just slip back into place when the dust settled.

      “Dale2 came to that meeting and set off an EMP.”

      Thanks, Eve, for believing in me. That was an angle I wasn’t going to think of in time.

      “I had my suspicions, and I had made a backup copy. Charlie7 awoke in the aftermath to find a dead world with—what I thought at the time—only himself as survivor.

      “Presumably, Dale2 had found the end of our species a preferable outcome to the toil that lay ahead and committed the first self-termination, dragging me, Jason, and Kabir with him. For a thousand years, that view of mine stood unchallenged. Then this guy popped up to try and take away all we’ve worked so hard to achieve.”

      Charlie toppled the chassis and sat down in Dale2’s chair, carefully laying aside the DE-rifle out of view.

      “I made up a better history. People need pride, and the story you all learned in the archives or as part of your welcome package was a nicer tale than what really happened. Humanity did not put up a valiant resistance to the alien colonists; they were exterminated like vermin. A crack team of Charlie mixes didn’t fight off the invaders on their own; a squabbling band of pure uploads performed a coordinate attack of geological sabotage, then wiped themselves out in the aftermath.”

      Charlie7 leaned forward and rested his chin on clasped hands. “The world you see around you is 1,000 years down the path I chose for us. There is no going back. There is no trying again. We could never have done all this without a single, unifying vision.

      “I’d like to thank my friend and occasional rival Dale Chalmers for having the courage to start from a clean slate. If he hadn’t tried to kill the survivors, I never would have had the clear path before me to restart Earth.

      “It’s made me wonder, just these past hours… the times I awoke in my backup chassis, with no recollection of the accident that claimed me. Were those early deaths and backup recoveries of mine really accidents, or were they covert attempts by Dale2 to finish me off? To his credit, I never suspected him of having survived.”

      Charlie7 stood and walked around to the front of the desk and sat on the edge. “There will be many questions, I’m sure. My answers won’t satisfy everyone. But we’ll get those old archives opened up. We’ll look into them as a people. Committees and human helpers will distribute copies and analyze the contents. They’ll be unspectacular but enlightening.

      “On the subject of the troublemakers who started this whole mess… I daresay you don’t want my opinion on what to do with them. You saw what happened to Dale2 just now. But I caution the committees that’ll be snarling like dogs fighting over a bone for the perpetrators to come to a consensus. We can’t just keep shuffling problems around and hoping nothing comes of them. Half of Dale2’s followers were mining exiles with grudges. Think about that.”

      Walking back around the desk, Charlie7 retrieved the DE-rifle. “As for me, I’ll be busy for a while, cleaning house. See you all in a few days.”

      He tapped at Dale2’s terminal.

      SURVEILLANCE > CAMERAS > OFFICE > BROADCAST >

      > END BROADCAST

      Charlie7 sighed. “That could have gone better.”
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      Eve did the flying. Their family-sized four-seat skyroamer drifted almost lazily over the Atlantic Ocean. Plato sat beside her in the passenger’s seat, twisted around to converse with Abbigail in the back.

      “So how was your adventure with Toby22?” Plato asked.

      Abbigail beamed. “We got to see crystals that were so deep underground that I had to wear a breathing mask. The air doesn’t circulate down there because if they pumped in air it might change how the crystals grow. Did you know that crystals grow? And that the crystals are so old that there weren’t any robots—at all—when they started growing? Or that stalagmites grow up from the ground, and stalactites hang down from the ceiling? Or that—”

      “Some of that. Yeah,” Plato cut in.

      Eve shot him a sly smile. Abbigail might have gone on for half an hour without pausing for an answer to her questions.

      “Were you good?” Eve asked without breaking eye contact with Plato.

      “I’m always good,” Abbigail replied in a bald-faced lie.

      “How were you good?” Plato asked with a smirk. “Huh? How can we tell?”

      “Well, Toby22 asked me if I was going to be good, and I told him that if he let me eat ice cream for dinner instead of broccoli that I would. And he did! It was one of those insta-freeze bars that aren’t as good as the fresh ice cream Auntie Phoebe makes or the ice cream you make, Daddy, but it was chocolate and raspberry, and I got to eat three of them. I couldn’t bring them with me into the cave, but that was OK because I needed a mask to breathe in the cave anyway. And after the cave, we went to a secret hideout that Toby22 has inside the cave. It wasn’t in the pretty part, but it was close by, and there was air in there. We had to go through an airlock so that the good air and bad air wouldn’t mix. And once we were inside I could eat ice cream again, and Toby22 let me watch Animaniacs.”

      “What part about eating ice cream instead of vegetables was being good?” Eve asked, genuinely curious. There were always loopholes and logical gaps to plug with Abbigail. No circumvention of a rule’s intent was out of bounds for her.

      “Well, Toby22 was in charge, and whatever he said was so. He said it was OK to eat ice cream, and since you and Daddy weren’t around, that made it so.”

      “Well,” Plato said with a guilty glance at Eve. “Actions have consequences. You’re going to have to skip ice creams until you’re caught up. We’re not mad—because you had a reason—but we can’t let you have so much ice cream. A growing girl needs to eat healthy.”

      Eve twitched a message. As soon as it sent, she heard the chime from Plato’s pocket. He pulled out his computer to read it.

      “Yes, actions have consequences,” she’d written.

      Plato flashed a sheepish smile and ran a hand through his hair.

      He had been given a straightforward yet vital task: keep Abbigail safe. That he had palmed her off on poor Toby22 had been an act of deception on his part. Sending their daughter off with a robot for a guardian might have made tactical sense in some circumstances, but no one was better motivated to keep the girl safe than Plato.

      If Eve had known Plato wasn’t going to look after Abbigail himself, she’d have headed straight to pick her daughter up personally.

      Plato cleared his throat and kept the conversation going with Abbigail as cover. “So, after seeing the grottoes, you thinking of being a geologist?”

      Eve considered it a fair question. Every adventure came with a change of career plans. It was endemic of an open mind and rampant curiosity. Next week it might be physicist or veterinarian. Last week, it had been chef.

      “No. I want to be a robot.”

      Eve felt an icicle stab her through the heart. No one had told Abbigail of the fate that awaited her in Evelyn11’s lab, preserved as a floating cluster of newly divided cells. She hadn’t been far enough along to have even been assigned a numeric designation, but eventually Evelyn11 would have attempted to upload over Abbigail’s brain.

      Everyone who spent time with the girl was under strict rules not to volunteer that information. Once she was old enough to ask the question, Eve would be the one to explain the circumstances of their creation.

      Someone was in trouble, and Eve had a prime suspect.

      Plato forced a nervous chuckle. “A robot, huh? Why’s that?”

      “Well, Toby22 could go anywhere he wants. He doesn’t need to breathe or eat or tinkle. Recharging is easier. A robot can explore caves or go into space. Robots can’t swim, but they can walk underwater without having to drown. That’s way better than swimming lessons.”

      “But what about all the things robots can’t do?” Eve cautioned. “They can’t taste ice cream.”

      Abbigail huffed. “Well, I’ll just have to invent a better robot—one that can eat ice cream. Besides, you and Daddy are already robots a little bit.”

      If Eve hadn’t set the skyroamer to autopilot, they might have crashed. Her mind went fuzzy. She heard her daughter’s words in isolation, cut off from the rest of the world as if they shared a sound studio in utter darkness.

      “Daddy has robots in his hips and knees to keep from hurting. Mommy, you have robots in your eyes and fingers. When I’m emancipated, I want super jumping legs with ion engines so I can fly like a superhero and the best computer so I can play games in my eyes like Mommy, with no one else seeing. I can be in boring meetings and watch Animaniacs and Mr. Rogers and Alice in Wonderland without anyone knowing. And I’ll build a castle on the moon and live there when it’s winter and too cold to go outside without a coat, and I’ll come back in the summer.”

      Eve quickly twitched out a message to Plato. “I’m blaming you for this.”

      Plato checked the message, then shot Eve a scowl. He tapped beside his eye. The message was clear: “It’s you she wants to copy.”

      “This isn’t funny.”

      Plato was trying not to laugh. He tapped a message into his computer. “It’ll blow over, like everything does. Either that, or Abby’s gonna be a wizard, president, inventor, plumber, dinosaur, committee chairwoman, chef, robot.”

      “It better.”

      Eve had supported every fanciful notion that entered Abbigail’s head. She was five, with a good seven or eight years before anyone started grumbling about emancipation testing. The world was, almost literally, hers for the taking. Humans held so few jobs, and robots seemed almost patronizing in their willingness to let humans try out their professions. After all, what did the robots have to lose? It wasn’t as if humanity was going to squeeze out robotkind. There would always be jobs to do, if not on Earth than beyond it.

      “Mommy, what did you want to be when you were little?” Abbigail asked.

      Eve could barely recall being so young. Her early recollections blended into a uniform sameness of physical education and mental conditioning. She couldn’t even imagine tormenting Abbigail the way Evelyn11 had done during Eve’s childhood. Eve hadn’t been encouraged to dream or think of the future at all.

      She hadn’t wanted to be anything. Eve hadn’t known that there were things to be.

      The only alternative to allowing Abbigail a peek into her mother’s desolate youth was lying.

      Perhaps sensing Eve’s hesitation, Plato chimed in. “I wanted to be a soldier. When I was twelve, I started going around fighting bad guys and rescuing people.”

      “Wow!” Abbigail said. “For real?”

      Her mother momentarily forgotten, Abbigail pressed Plato for details.

      The girl would grow up to be whatever she dreamed, Eve swore. One day, she’d temper those dreams with the reality of the world around her, mutable though that reality was. But until those dreams were sturdy and strong, Eve couldn’t risk shattering them.

      Plato regaled Abbigail with sanitized tales of heroism and bravery, culminating in the story of how he had first rescued Eve.

      Abbigail giggled. “Mommy doesn’t need rescuing. I bet she was the one who rescued you.”

      “You’re probably right, squirt. You’re probably right.”
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      Balmy winds blew in from the South Pacific, carrying a whiff of salt and the imagined scents of distant continents. Thin wisps of cloud smeared the otherwise flawless blue sky. A patient sun warmed Easter Island to perfection with the skill of a master chef.

      Gemini was sweating but not because of the weather. She grunted from the effort of navigating Emily’s wheelchair over the rough, rocky paths. It would have been a trivial matter to install miniature ion drives that could all but cancel out Emily’s weight. Even easier would have been simply installing an electric motor and a basic spring-piston suspension.

      Ashley390 had claimed that most of the residents at the Sanctuary for Scientific sins—including Emily—preferred minimal exposure to loud, obtrusive technology.

      Gemini suspected it was simply spite on the part of the sanctuary’s director.

      “Look, birdth!” Emily exclaimed, rising in her seat and pointing.

      A flock of gulls were fishing along the shoreline. They were the same gulls Emily had pointed out each day for the past three weeks.

      “I see them,” Gemini replied with a weary sigh. If she failed to acknowledge the birds, Emily would point them out again. And again.

      After a short while watching the gulls feast and squirming in her seat, Gemini pushed the wheelchair beyond view of the shore.

      “Tell a story?” Emily asked. “Mee-Fee-Us.”

      “Prometheus,” Gemini corrected, accepting the slurring but not the missing syllable. It wasn’t Emily’s fault Cindy55 couldn’t properly monitor for trisomy-21 during development. The whole island was a cautionary tale of misapplied genetic screening and shoddy quality control. “And yes, I can tell the story of Prometheus again.”

      Gemini recounted the tale. Prometheus was the wise old robot who taught robotkind how to make humans like her and Emily. The other robots had all been told that no one should make humans. But when Prometheus showed them how, suddenly everyone wanted humans of their own. But because he had been told not to share the secret to making humans, Prometheus was punished. He was forced to live in a human body and serve other humans while everyone else got to make new humans without being punished.

      Emily had never liked Gemini’s original version of the story, so she’d added a happy ending where Prometheus went home and got to be a robot again and everyone was nice to him.

      Even Gemini liked the new version better.

      The circuit of the island’s walking trails was just over three kilometers. At the end of the loop, Gemini gratefully returned Emily to her quarters at the sanctuary. She helped the girl out of the wheelchair and passed along her crutches. Emily could walk with their assistance, but the island trails were too long a stretch.

      As the door shut with Emily inside, Gemini collapsed back against the wall and let out a long sigh.

      Ashley390 rounded the corner at the end of the hall. “Have a nice walk?”

      Gemini pushed herself away from the wall and folded up the wheelchair for storage. “Nice enough. Weather here is a bit one-note, but there are worse notes to play.”

      “I’d imagine any weather is a welcome change from 20°C air pumped in from a compressor.”

      Gemini snorted. “Twenty degrees? Try sixteen. I think they wanted the chill to take up permanent residence in my bones.”

      Ashley390 followed as Gemini headed out into the courtyard to rest her feet at one of the picnic tables. “I wonder at times what it would be like feeling temperature as a direct emotion rather than a simple quantitative value. I envy you, you know.”

      With a look back at the residential building, Gemini shook her head. “I envy her. She falls into that neat little crack between where sentience begins and existential dilemmas end.”

      “You don’t give Emily enough credit,” Ashley390 replied softly. “There’s a lot more going on in that head of hers than she can communicate.”

      “Whose fault is that?” Gemini snapped, surprised at the sudden vitriol that boiled out of her. “She’s trapped in a malformed body that someone bolloxed up before she was born. Cognitive development might never catch up, but every single other condition she suffers is correctable.”

      “We discussed this when I agreed to take you on. You’re not here to study, fix, or improve anyone. You’re not a licensed human geneticist; these people aren’t test subjects.”

      Gemini swung around on her seat and leaned her back against the table. Legs spread, elbows resting on the tablecloth, she craned her neck and stared into the expanse of blue sky above. “I am like Tantalus, caught between the body I hoped for and the ones I might have saved.”

      A sly smile preceded Ashley390’s reply. “I thought you were Prometheus.”

      Gemini shot upright in her seat. “You’re spying on me!”

      “Of course, we are,” Ashley390 replied. “Thus far, you’ve been on your best behavior. But I’ve also witnessed your thinly veiled self-pity.”

      “I could fix my own deficiencies far more easily than the poor prisoners of this oubliette.” Stem cells, a cloning replicator, and an auto-surgical drone would be all Gemini would need. “I’d prove out the techniques on myself before offering them to the guests here.”

      “None of them is qualified to make informed medical choices,” Ashley390 said, shaking her head. “This island was founded on ‘because we could.’ It is redeemed by ‘because we care.’ There is a chance you could succeed. You might restore mobility, relieve congenital conditions, even improve cognitive ability. No one’s even arguing it’s not possible. The Human Welfare Committee has had the final word—not here. These people have suffered enough. Nobody’s allowed to gamble their health and happiness on the chance of a little more.”

      “But it’s not a gamble,” Gemini protested. “It’s science! I can help these people. I can—”

      “Take it up with Eve.”

      Gemini swallowed.

      It was so easy to fall into companionable even footing when dealing with Eve during a crisis. The mission to help Rachel had been an unequal pairing, to be sure, but there had been two of them, alone together, taking on entrenched foes. There was only so much room for hierarchy. Out in the wider world, Eve had the weight of a whole committee behind her, one that grew in power each year. Bargains and compromises that might pass muster under duress could be quashed beneath the faintest doubt—or Eve’s whim—now that the threat had passed.

      Measured breaths passed before either of them spoke again. “I don’t sleep well, knowing I could do more for them than help them bathe and take constitutionals,” Gemini said.

      Ashley390 smiled. “But that’s all you can do for them. You’re not a licensed human geneticist. You are a convicted cloning regulations violator, and every… single… person on this island has higher legal standing than you. You work for them. And you work for me. Your alternative to menial orderly work isn’t a glorious return to revolutionizing genetic engineering; it’s prison. And your next prison won’t have the security flaws of the last one. Charlie7 volunteered to design it if we need another. Do you understand me?”

      Gemini nodded mutely.

      This time, Ashley390’s smile was clearly forced. “Good. Because so far you’re doing fine. If you can stop pitying yourself long enough to actually care about the residents, I might even let you help with medical treatment. I doubt that body you’re in will live long enough for me to trust you with a genetics lab.”

      Gemini sat at the picnic table as Ashley390 returned to her normal duties. She barely mouthed the words, wondering whether she was still being watched. “But with a proper lab, I could make this body live forever.”
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      Earth was a speck in the night sky. Charlie7 knew it was out there, but his optics couldn’t pick up the backlit ball of rock. The caldera atop Olympus Mons was the highest points on Mars, making Everest back on Earth look like a doorstop.

      Mars had been Dale Chalmers’s hideout for longer than most robots had been alive. The intricacies of his underground lairs and clandestine organization might take centuries to unravel. But for now, Charlie7 had done all he could on the red planet to stomp out the brightest of the embers.

      “If you’re out there, somewhere, Dale2…”

      It was a promise Charlie7 couldn’t even finish to himself. With so much time to prepare, it seemed impossible that Dale Chalmers was gone for good. A lonely solar probe. A mining ship. Another robot. There were so many places for Dale to hide that ruling them all out was an impossible task.

      Dale2 had been right. Charlie7 would be looking over his shoulder forever.

      Back on Earth, affairs were settling back into business as usual. Rachel had opened the archived scans from Project Transhuman. Committees had released preliminary findings. Robots were starting to assimilate the idea that there were personality combinations heretofore undreamed of.

      And aside from a few close friends, no one would be happy to see Charlie7 return.

      Betrayal was a sliding scale without defined parameters. A cheating spouse was worse than a cheating boyfriend. A spy for a foreign government was lower than a seller of corporate secrets. Where did a robot fall who had programmed an entire populace to suit his needs?

      He could take a lesson from Dale2. Charlie7 could have disappeared, only to emerge wearing another robot’s ID.

      Something told him that he couldn’t live as anyone but Charlie7.

      Setting aside the fact that he had earned a unique place in history, for better or worse, there was an excellent chance of someone sniffing him out. Motivated, clever beyond imagining, and with a creative skew that robotkind often lacked, the humans of the blossoming Earth would find a way to reign in robots like Charlie7. He would be discovered, humiliated, and ultimately entrusted to the judgment of the beings he had so desperately needed to recreate.

      It would have been poetry itself for mankind to execute Charlie7 for his long-distant crimes. The story of Frankenstein, retold at a glacial pace. But in this version, the monster was not so monstrous, and the crime was against the villagers, not the creature.

      Turning to look out to the opposite horizon, Charlie7 considered deep space. A little side project or two and he might be the first robot ever to explore another solar system.

      Or he could join up with a mining team. He hadn’t done that in a long while.

      Or maybe he could establish an outpost on one of Jupiter’s moons. It would certainly be quiet.

      Ultimately, Charlie7 knew he would miss humanity. He’d missed it for so long that he’d forgotten what real flesh-and-blood people were like. Earth was about to explode with a population of lab-grown infants. Time would fly, and before long, they would be populating the planet the old-fashioned way.

      A new Renaissance in culture was on the horizon. Without basic needs to fulfill, these next generations of humans would pour heart and soul into music, art, and entertainment. For the first time in forever, new media wouldn’t be rehashed garbage.

      If there was one glaring error Charlie7 had made in his selections for Project Transhuman scans, it was that nobody had any particular talent in the arts. Six more hard science types added to the mixing pool wasn’t going to change any of that.

      Charlie7 strolled over to his parked spaceroamer and climbed inside.

      If there was one overriding factor that drove him back to Earth, it was Eve. Depending on advancements in medical science along the way, she might have anywhere from sixty to a hundred years left to live. Possibly, some quantum leap might extend biological human life longer than that, but that was a foolish gamble to take.

      Charlie7 wanted to see that life. The elder stateswoman of the Second Human Era would be history from birth to death. Humans a thousand years from now would speak about her in hushed and reverent tones. In ten thousand years, her name would still be known.

      “Can’t miss that.”

      The spaceroamer’s engine was silent above the Martian atmosphere’s upper reaches. So mighty was Olympus Mons that it stood apart from the rest of the planet. Its peak became an island in a sea of carbon dioxide. Charlie7 lifted off and set a course for Earth.

      As the acceleration pressed him against the seat, Charlie7 tried to imagine what a return to Earth held in store for him.

      Committee hearings—certainly.

      Questions—by the transorbital load.

      Accusations—aplenty and ranging from the justified to the paranoid.

      A warm welcome—possibly and from fewer than he would probably like.

      Danger?

      Charlie7 smirked, one of the few motions he was capable of under the extreme forces holding his chassis to the pilot’s chair. If someone decided they’d had enough of Charlie7 and wanted to delete him… well, there was an upload rig buried deep in one of Dale2’s old vaults that had been repurposed to awaken a backup Charlie7 if it didn’t hear from him in the next month.

      Backup. Duplication. Recovery.

      It was the way of a people who knew they were software with consciousness. Charlie7 had let robotkind have their delusions of entrapped humanity, but he knew exactly what he was.

      That’s why he always won.
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      Rachel sat alone in her private workshop, idly munching on a protein bar as she studied the crystal matrix under a digital microscope. As she browsed the damaged region, the software was making a thorough map of the 3D structure of the hole, the jagged edges, and the scratches left by the passage of the slug that had gone through Toby521’s crystalline brain.

      The chassis on the table behind her looked brand new. Toby521 barely had time to wear the coating of polish off his gleaming surfaces before taking a slug while trying to defend her.

      Rachel slurped iced tea from a straw. There was a whole jug of the stuff in the refrigerator just a meter away. She was situated for the long haul.

      Staring through the stereoscopic eyepieces, Rachel could see all the way through the brain. She’d studied cross-sections from the manufacturing line and knew the schematics, the mapping, and the crystallography by heart. But this was her first time seeing one in such dire circumstances.

      Just looking at that hole gave Rachel a shiver. The slug had passed through from front to back in microseconds. The steel and nickel projectile had touched a functioning mind—warm, caring, brave, and selfless—and it had exited the back of a husk, nothing more than a complex arrangement of conductive molecules. Life and death, touching the same side of a glass from opposing sides.

      The door chimed, startling Rachel upright.

      “Enter,” she called out, and the door responded to her command.

      Charlie13 entered. “You were due at work three minutes ago.”

      Rachel pushed back her stool with a grating scrape on the steel floor. “Sorry. Soooo sorry. I turned off the volume on my computers so I wouldn’t get distracted, and I must have lost track of the time.”

      “How is your investigation proceeding?” he asked.

      Rachel breathed a quiet sigh. Technically, this was unrelated to her job. It came as a relief that Charlie13 was curious about her efforts. Even after spending so much time around him, the inner workings of her boss were a mystery.

      “Well, weighing the collected fragments indicates that I’ve recovered 99.98 percent of the mass of the crystal matrix.” Rachel had spent days combing the area around and under Toby521’s inert chassis for as much of the crystal as she could recover. “Now I’m beginning the process of geometric reconstruction. I’m hoping that if I can find the relative orientation of all the pieces, I can interpret the data in all but the fracture lines where fragments meet.”

      Charlie13 nodded. “Have you made an estimate of the degree of recovery you expect from this methodology?”

      Rachel pursed her lips. “Theoretically, 85 percent. I intend to investigate methods to improve on that, though.”

      Indeed, Rachel had a number of ideas related to how Toby521 might be restored. She had hoped that by scanning the intact portions of the brain, she might be able to make updates to the original Toby521 upload profile. By committee edict, Charlie13 didn’t keep used profiles on record to prevent duplication. But Rachel would mix Toby521 from scratch if that’s what it took to restore him. Plenty of the undamaged areas would contain memories of his single, abridged day of life.

      Not that she was ready to present that plan to Charlie13 yet.

      “I see,” Charlie13 said. “You’re fired.”

      Rachel’s eyes shot wide. “I’m WHAT?”

      “Fired. You no longer work for me.”

      “But… no. What did I do? I’ll get right to work. I just lost track of time is all. It won’t happen again.”

      “Of course, it won’t. You don’t have a job to be late to.”

      Rachel’s breath came in shuddering gasps. She blinked to keep tears from forming. “But all I’ve wanted to do since I was emancipated was to mix new robots. I want to bring new life into the world.”

      …without the gooey, painful parts of doing so biologically, she silently added.

      Charlie13 stepped past her and leaned down to look through the stereo optics at Toby521’s brain. “It appears you have other priorities.”

      “It’s a hobby,” Rachel protested. “I still want to work on Janet230. I’ll work late to make up the time.”

      “This isn’t a 1920s meat-packing plant,” Charlie13 replied. “I don’t care about the number of seconds you spend working versus learning versus pursuing personal interests. I care about your development as a scientist.”

      Rachel swept a hand at Toby521’s disembodied brain, scattered in 1,255 pieces across her workbench. “But I am developing. This is giving me a detailed underpinning in the hardware we work with on a daily basis.”

      “Indeed. You seem to have developed quite a passion for it,” Charlie13 said. He strode over to the door, and it opened at his silent command. “Of course, that’s why I contacted Jason90 and informed him that you’d make an excellent apprentice. He’ll be much more help than I in restoring your friend to working order.”

      Rachel’s jaw hung open. Before the door could shut behind Charlie13, she gathered herself and rushed after him. Leaping, she clung to his back and hugged until the metallic joints dug into her.

      “Thank you!”

      Charlie13 calmly disentangled himself and turned to face Rachel. “You are human. I can’t expect single-mindedness or rote thinking from you. Depth of knowledge without breadth will make you fixed in your beliefs. Go. Learn to build and repair robotic chassis and crystalline matrices. Invent new archetypes. Fix Toby521. Maybe you can tinker with the mixing simulator in your free time. I still have so much to study with the six non-native English archetypes that I might not have time to mentor you properly anyway. Come back in a year… in five… in twenty. I’m not going anywhere.” Charlie13 smiled. It was forced, but all his smiles were to some extent. “You’ll be welcome when you do.”

      Rachel leaped up to hug Charlie13 again. “I will. I’ll make you proud of me, and I’ll be back.”

      With that, she dashed off toward Jason90’s section of Kanto.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      When I first conceived of Charlie7 as a character, I knew he was destined to be the center of a web of lies and intrigue. The question was, how long would it be before that web began to unravel. For me, the answer was Rebel Robots.

      After being the hero of Extinction Reversed and a key ally in both Brain Recyclers and Weaponized Human, it was time to spring a trap that revealed both his most deadly enemy and his darkest secret. I wanted to see Charlie on the defensive, fighting for the legacy he built.

      But beyond that, my favorite addition to the Robot Geneticists universe was Abby. For me, one of the most fascinating elements of the new human society is how they grow from here. Genetically speak, Abby is Eve’s twin, but she and Plato raise her as a daughter. And she grows up in an environment with little in the way of preconceived notions, only history to guide her parents, and the resources of a whole world to devote to her education. But it was in envisioning the girl that would result from that upbringing that turned out the delightful little scamp that came across on the page.

      If you enjoyed Abby as a five-year-old, just wait for the next book in the series. You’ll get to see what a grown-up version of her can do. I can’t even tell you anymore what my exact intent was originally for book five, because now that I think about it, I can’t conceive of anyone besides Abby starring in it. She’s been the most delightful surprise for me of the series.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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

      

      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.

       Explore the ruins of the Human Age. Witness the glory of a world reclaimed from the apocalypse.

       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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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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