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      Chalk tapped and squeaked against a wall of black slate. The noise was a distraction as Eve Fourteen attempted to capture a flower-filled vase in finger paints.

      The whole room dangled visual temptations to draw Eve away from her assignment. Opposite the slate wall was a window that stretched floor to ceiling and end-to-end of the room. Beyond, a hilly green landscape drifted past, three thousand meters below. Shifting natural light kept Eve’s canvas from ever looking the same one hour to the next.

      The two remaining walls in the classroom displayed what Holly79 claimed were invaluable specimens of authentic human artwork. All Eve saw were low-resolution attempts to capture a starry sky at night, portraits that looked as though they had undergone amateur surgery, and an image of melting timepieces.

      Not that Eve’s own artistic efforts could match even those inferior masterpieces.

      First of all, Eve hated the finger paints. Each of her fingertips was now a different vivid color. It took great care to keep the colors from touching. Bad enough trying to complete an image using known, controlled chromatic schemes. But each time two colors met, they formed a third.

      Eve had washed her hands a dozen times since the start of the project.

      Holly79 approached as Eve washed for the thirteenth time, after two fingers touched to create an inadvertent shade of murky green. “You know, Eve… the colors themselves aren’t important. You can have fun mixing.”

      With a narrowed gaze, Eve searched the robot’s face for any sign of humor. Holly79 looked like most of the female robotic archetypes, with soft, graceful features represented on a surface of polymerized steel. The robotic art director could represent any emotion that a human could, but her emotions were harder to read.

      “The exercise is entirely based on color,” Eve countered when she could find no evidence that Holly79 was joking. “If color is unimportant, what’s the point?”

      “To express yourself.”

      Eve finished washing and shut off the faucet. “I can express myself verbally. I can’t imagine a poorly painted floral arrangement saying anything I couldn’t.”

      Before she could register what was happening, Eve found herself on the receiving end of a hug.

      “I know, sweetheart,” Holly79 cooed, stroking Eve’s head.

      Eve flinched, but there was no pain. For the longest time, her head had been a pincushion of stainless steel electrical terminals. Now all that remained was a grid of pinprick scars and an ever-lengthening head of hair. Holly79’s affectionate gesture ran across the tips like a bristle brush.

      “You’re just so bottled up,” Holly79 continued. “We need to teach you to let it out.”

      Trapped in an embrace that was growing embarrassingly long, Eve’s gaze wandered. As always, Eve found the glassy specks on the wall that concealed the cameras. If she went long enough without thinking about them, Eve could pretend they weren’t there.

      “Excuse me,” Phoebe Sixteen muttered, not making eye contact as she squeezed past on her way to the sink.

      Inside the art classroom, there were eight former test subjects of Evelyn11. Now, all but Eve had taken new names. Eve16 had become Phoebe, P being the sixteenth letter in the alphabet. With Eve15 being dead, Eve17 avoided getting stuck with Q and used the unclaimed O for Olivia. After her came Rachel, Sally, Theresa, Uhura, and Vivian.

      Not included in the official classroom census, yet still watching every move of the occupants, was any robot with a spare moment and an inkling of curiosity. Then, there was Holly79.

      It sent a shiver through Eve from tailbone to temple just thinking about it.

      “Why can’t I take math classes instead of art?” Eve asked.

      That got Holly79 to release her hug. “We’ve been over this. Evelyn11 was quite thorough in your mathematical education. There’s nothing you or Phoebe can learn from us. The younger girls will have math class after this. Phoebe will have some free time for independent study.”

      Eve noticed the process of elimination in Holly79’s list and took a step back. Being singled out always worried the former captive. “And me?”

      Holly79’s smile looked genuine. “You, my dear, have a job. Today is your first day on the Human Committee.”
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      The Summit on Human Welfare was the first of its kind. Before the discovery of Eve and her sisters, there hadn’t been enough humans worth convening one over. Eve found that logic curious since the unfortunate residents of the Sanctuary for Scientific Sins outnumbered Eve and her sisters. Somewhere in the unvoiced part of her mind, Eve suspected the vocal nature of the latest batch of humans had prompted action.

      Eve was proud of that.

      The conference room sat at the pinnacle of a glass and steel tower. The building punctuated the Chinese landscape like a pushpin driven into a planetary-scale map from space.

      Unobstructed views spread in every direction. To the east, Eve imagined the glint on the horizon was the prefecture-sized robotics factory at Kanto. A coastline ran north-south, stretching beyond the horizons. To the west, Asia spread the largest of Earth’s landmasses before Eve’s eyes.

      Above that landscape, the hovership floated away.

      Eve wasn’t sure how she felt about the hovership, watching it drift into the distance. This was her first time away from it since taking up residence along with her sisters. According to Nora109, the ship had been a water transorbital. A team of designers and builders, along with hundreds of automatons under their direction, had retrofitted it for everything a small human community would need.

      But it didn’t feel like home.

      Nothing felt like home. Evelyn11’s lab had, back when Eve still knew her as Creator. Plato’s little hideout had been cozy. Charlie7’s home had been a maze filled with modern wonders. Alison3’s abandoned residence had homey qualities. But none of them gave Eve the sense that she was where she belonged. No place did.

      Nora109’s robotic voice cleared its throat. “Eve, they’re waiting for you,” she whispered.

      Eve took a deep breath to steel herself and allowed Nora109 to lead the way to the table. All the other committee members were already seated.

      All the faces were new. Their chassis were all pristine as if freshly polished for the day. Smiles sparkled silver. Suits and dresses smelled fresh from the cloth-o-matic.

      The chairwoman smiled. “Welcome, Eve. Thank you for joining us on this historic occasion. My name is Jennifer81. To my left is…”

      Jennifer81 went around the table, identifying the robots and allowing them to introduce themselves. Everyone spoke directly to her. That wasn’t surprising since Charlie7 had indicated that most robots knew one another already.

      At the end of the introductions, silence hung in the air. A nudge from Nora109 sparked Eve’s attention. It was her turn for introductions. Not that any of the assembled robots were ignorant of her identity; this was merely protocol.

      Eve stood, even though the robots had remained seated for their introductions. “Hello. I’m Eve Fourteen. That’s two words now, spelled out with letters, in the tradition of my people. I am the eldest survivor of the experimental humans created by Evelyn11. I speak on behalf of all humans.”

      At the end of her rehearsed speech, Eve twisted to look for Nora109’s approval as she sat. The kindly robot nodded.

      Speaking on behalf of all humans sounded pompous. Technically speaking, it also wasn’t true. Yes, Eve was the spokeswoman for her seven younger sisters. But there was a separate committee overseeing the Sanctuary for Scientific Sins, and they hadn’t asked Eve to participate.

      “Now, let’s get down to business,” Jennifer81 said.

      Business, it turned out, was heavily weighted toward procedural jargon and internal documentation of the summit itself. Nora109 had explained committee workings to Eve, but seeing those dry, technical explanations played out in person told a different tale.

      Not five minutes in, Eve found herself searching for hidden cameras instead of listening. The circular penthouse with its see-through walls didn’t offer many hiding places. That made the search more of a challenge.

      Another nudge from Nora109 snapped Eve’s mind back to the proceedings.

      Jennifer81 was staring. All the other committee robots were.

      “I asked,” Jennifer81 said. “How you felt about opening up public access to Evelyn11’s research.”

      Eve was aghast. “What if someone else uses it?”

      Polite chuckles echoed around the table. “Well, yes,” Jennifer81 replied with a condescending smile. “That would be the point. Exposure. Transparency. Oversight. This committee would be responsible for making sure that human repopulation efforts follow the strictest of ethical guidelines. You, Eve, will be part of setting those guidelines.”

      Eve was already shaking her head. “No. Burn it all. Save essential medical records for me and the other girls, and shoot the rest into a decaying solar orbit.”

      One of the committee robots to Eve’s right waved a dismissive hand. “Separate the atrocities from the science,” advised Eddie51, as Eve recalled the robot’s name from the introductions. “It’s brilliant work. Quite specialized to the Madison Maxwell-Chang genome, but we can—”

      “Excuse me?” Eve interrupted. “The what?”

      “You’re a clone, Eve,” Jennifer81 explained as if Eve hadn’t known already. “Evelyn11 didn’t build you from a petri dish of spare nucleotides. Madison Maxwell-Chang was the name of the human whose genome Evelyn11 started from.”

      “Madison Maxwell-Chang?” Eve echoed softly to herself. The name felt funny in her mouth. For the first time, it sank in that there had been another version of her, a thousand years before Eve’s own birth.

      Eddie51 leaned forward to interpose. “Not that you’re her. She’s just the block of marble. You’re the masterpiece. Evelyn11 tried out a hundred genomes before settling on Madison exclusively about three decades ago.”

      Jennifer81 addressed Nora109. “This was all part of the briefing package. Why is Eve just finding this out?”

      “None of the girls know,” Nora109 replied. Her voice sounded smaller than the one she used when speaking with Eve. “Standard sanctuary practice was to avoid all mention of the process that created the residents.”

      “Time to scrap that Scrapyard thinking,” Jennifer81 snapped. “The Eves are the foundation of the Second Human Age. Ignorance is the tool of oppression.”

      “Then where’s Plato?” Eve blurted.

      At Jennifer81’s right, Sandra67 raised a finger. “The human known as Plato is part of today’s agenda. If you would please reference section 8.2.2, you’ll see that we’ll be discussing the pupil of Socrates just before we break for Eve’s lunch.”

      Chuckles resounded at the joke Eve must’ve missed.

      “Keeping to matters at hand,” Jennifer81 continued. “Let’s vote on whether to publicize Evelyn11’s research.”

      Nora109 spoke up. “I’d like to propose an amendment. I think—”

      “You’re out of order,” Sandra67 cut in. “Acting as Eve’s chaperone doesn’t entitle you to participate in the proceedings.”

      Before Jennifer81 could call for the vote, Eve felt a light touch on her shoulder. Nora109 whispered urgently in her ear.

      Eve stood. “I’d like to propose an amendment, prior to the vote.”

      Jennifer81’s optics went dark for several seconds. When they lit, Eve looked straight into the pale orange glows. “Very well.”

      “I propose that access is limited to robots whose research facilities are pre-screened by a committee representative, and…” Eve looked over her shoulder to Nora109, who nodded. “And that no Evelyns be granted access.”

      “That’s prejudicial,” Eddie51 objected.

      “I take offense,” Evelyn96 said, rising from her seat. “This child has no right to—”

      “All in favor,” Jennifer81 said smoothly. “Of the Eve Exclusionary and Oversight Amendment… say ‘aye.’”

      Eve watched as the text of an amendment reflecting her statements flashed beneath the surface of the table. Nowhere else around the table showed any similar data feed; the other committee members must have received theirs directly.

      How many silent conversations between the robots were taking place within the conference room without Eve ever knowing?

      A few ‘ayes’ answered Jennifer81’s call before Eve finished reading.

      “All opposed?”

      A louder chorus responded, “nay.”

      “The motion—”

      “Aye,” Eve added belatedly. Her proposal had been slathered with superfluous words, but the core idea was present in its essence.

      “—fails,” Jennifer81 finished.

      “But I didn’t get a chance to vote,” Eve protested.

      Nora109 laid a hand on Eve’s back. “It didn’t matter. That just made it eight to five instead of eight to four.”

      Without the amendment in place, the vote to allow worldwide access to Evelyn11’s research passed.

      Eve sat in shock, knowing that her very core, down to the molecules, was now available for anyone to peruse. Her test scores, encephalographs, fitness results, genome, and medical data would be available with a simple archive search. Over a hundred thousand hours of video on Eve—her daily routine, meals, showering, and a few private episodes she wasn’t proud of—were going to be available alongside Gone With the Wind and Casablanca.

      Before she knew what was happening, Eve was asked to vote on a measure to offer amnesty to any geneticist who came forward with human genetics research in the next two weeks.

      “Nay,” Eve muttered. Her vote was lonesome.

      “The measure carries,” Jennifer81 pronounced. “Anyone coming forward with research in human genetics before October 19 will be exempted from disciplinary repercussions.”

      “Next item,” Sandra67 called out. “Disposition of the near-human creature known as Plato.”

      Eve slammed her palms on the table as she stood. “Plato is human!”

      “Calm down, dear,” Nora109 whispered, guiding Eve back to her seat.

      “I’m inclined to agree with the girl,” Eddie51 said. A holographic image floated over the table, showing a translucent Plato gently spinning in place. Genetic and physiological details displayed below him. “The boy’s got gunk in his helix, there’s no denying it. But his psychological workup alone ought to be enough to get him designated as human.”

      “Motion to declare Plato human and remove all contrary verbiage from the agenda, as well as committee proclamations and related memoranda,” Jennifer81 called out.

      “Aye,” Eve shouted, joined by the voices of nine other robots.

      It felt good to be on the winning side for once, even if the contrary position was preposterous.

      “For the substance of the matter at hand,” Jennifer81 said. “We have a proposal to dispose of Plato as an unrepentant danger to human and robot alike. His continued existence is an intolerable risk to a fragile population.”

      Eve’s brain made the fuzzy noise of deep-space radio telescopes catching nothing but background radio waves.

      “Aye,” several robots voted.

      “Nay,” came others in reply.

      “Eve?” Jennifer81 prompted. “I’m happy enough having you abstain rather than take positions on issues you don’t understand. But this is a six-to-six tie. We need your vote.”

      “Don’t kill Plato!” she shouted.

      Jennifer81 looked to Nora109. “Is she hypoglycemic? Does she need a juice box or something?”

      “I’ll count that as a ‘nay,’” Sandra67 remarked dryly.

      Eve jabbed a finger at Sandra67 from across the table. “You’d better count that as a ‘nay.’ How can any of you think of killing Plato? I’m only alive because of him and Charlie7. And speaking of Charlie7, how come no one ever carried out Charlie’s last request? We were supposed to make a new Charlie robot and give him all of Charlie7’s things.”

      The room wobbled. Eve felt lightheaded. Maybe there was something to Eve’s blood sugar being low. Or maybe a rigorous, healthy brain was struggling to grasp the extent of the insanity that surrounded her.

      Eve pressed on as the other committee members sat in uncomfortable silence. “I want to know where Plato is. I want to see him. I’m a Human Committee member. He’s a human; we all just agreed. Seeing Plato is part of my job.”

      Jennifer81 rose and circled the table. The chairwoman took Eve by the shoulders and met her eye. “Eve, I need you to take this seriously. Plato is a dangerous human. Nothing we decide here today is going to change that. He’s in isolation, unhurt, but cut off from contact with vulnerable young girls. It’s possible that with treatment we’ll be able to defuse his violent proclivities.”

      “But what about Charlie7’s last request?” Eve asked. She wiped at her eyes.

      Eve had to believe that Charlie7 had a plan. The crafty old robot probably had a plan within a plan, even. His successor would be enough like Charlie7 that he’d help Eve. The new Charlie and Eve would set Plato free.

      Jennifer81 let go of Eve and turned her back. “That’s an issue for the Upload Committee. Any issue relating to the creation of new robots falls squarely under their purview. In fact, I would venture so far as to say that this committee is the furthest removed from their areas of interest.”

      “Can I get a meeting with the Upload Committee?” Eve asked just as Sandra67 was about to move on to the next agenda item.

      “Nora109,” Jennifer81 said. “Can you take a quick look over the remaining agenda?”

      “I just did,” Nora109 confirmed.

      “Excellent,” Jennifer81 said with a nod. “I think it’s safe to say that none of the remaining topics are of essential interest to Eve. Maybe it’s best if you escort her back for something to eat. We can handle the rest without her. She did well for her first day.”

      Jennifer81 offered a tight smile in Eve’s direction.

      “But, I—” Eve spluttered as Nora109 guided her to the lift platform as it rose from the floor. “But the Upload Committee—”

      Nora109 was firm but gentle. “Don’t rock the boat when you don’t know how to swim.”

      The lift sank into the floor and Eve along with it. Nora109 held her hand.

      Through the glass walls of the lift, Eve watched the hovership circling back to pick them up.

      “I did nothing,” Eve mumbled.

      “You saved Plato’s life,” Nora109 corrected. “That’s a good day’s work, don’t you think?”

      “If Charlie7 had been there, they wouldn’t have pushed him around like that,” Eve countered. “They wouldn’t have made my life into a movie, my blood into an instruction manual, and my friend into a prisoner. How dare they!”

      Eve pounded the butt of her fist against the lift chamber wall. It rebounded with a hollow thud.

      “That’s good, dear,” Nora109 said. “Express your anger. Don’t lock it all up. Just try not to hurt yourself, OK? We’ve got macaroni and cheese for lunch today. Does that sound good?”

      What sounded good was someone listening to her. Eve was tired of being told what she wanted.

      At least Evelyn11 hadn’t bothered showing Eve anything to want. The straps of Creator’s examination table had never let her vote on getting drugged and surgically altered. Nothing from Eve’s captivity had offered the illusion of choice.

      Even if it meant a second extinction of humans, Eve was going to see Plato set free and a new Charlie built.
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      Eight paces long. Four paces wide. That was the extent of Plato’s cage.

      Of course, there were no bars. The walls were slick, smooth, and glossy like a new car turned inside out. Except that Plato never would have chosen a soothing aqua blue for any vehicle of his.

      One whole wall was made of a transparent polymer as tough as steel. Sunset blazed on the horizon of an unknown land. Hills, valleys, a river… none of it looked familiar.

      No one told the prisoner where the jail was heading.

      Set into one glossy wall was a video display. It was only half the size of the one back in Plato’s hideout, but the image quality was super-retinal. The events taking place might as well have been the other side of a pane of glass.

      Through that video screen, Plato saw a room not so different from his own. It might have been a bit larger. The walls were kitchen-appliance white. Instead of a single, Plato-sized bed, it had a smaller pair stacked as bunks.

      One of the two desks at the far end of the room was occupied. Plato knew that despite her appearance, the girl tapping away at a terminal console wasn’t Eve. It was one of the others.

      Still, Plato stared. All he could see were shoulders and the back of a head, but it was better than the view out the window. It was better than reading antique paper books or trying to exercise in the cramped space.

      An electronic tone sounded, and a drive-through-window section of the wall flipped around like the fireplace in a villain’s mansion. A semi-circular shelf on the opposite side delivered Plato’s dinner.

      “Thanks,” Plato snapped, looking up at one of the cameras in the ceiling. Which one didn’t really matter.

      One of Plato’s first worries upon being thrown into this prison had been the food. He knew the mush foisted onto the residents of the Sanctuary for Scientific Sins. That alone would have been cruel and unusual punishment for a man used to hunting his own meat and eating fruit fresh off the tree.

      Tonight’s dinner was meatloaf, according to the small informational screen on the flip-section. The meal came with fresh cranberries along with mashed potatoes with a crater of butter that reminded Plato of Mount Kilauea.

      Plato picked up the plastic mug and sniffed the contents. “How many times have I gotta tell you?” he shouted at the ceiling camera. “No more of this grape piss.”

      The mug flew across the room, trailing purple liquid the whole way. Nothing so satisfying as a crash or a shatter followed. An anemic plonk against the reinforced glass, and the mug bounced to the floor, shedding its remaining contents.

      Plato dug into his meal with the plastic spork provided. Without a beverage to cool the piping hot meat mixture, he breathed inward with eat bite until it was safe to swallow.

      A crackle of static drew Plato’s attention to the door. There was no handle on the inside, just an outline in the glossy surface of the wall. At face height, an inset panel shifted from black to transparent. One of the robotic captors peered in.

      “Shift change,” Brent184 reported. “I’ve got you until lights out. I see we’ve already had a dinner tantrum.”

      Plato slapped a palm against the port hole that separated him from Brent184. That smug son of a bitch wouldn’t be so snarky if it weren’t for the wall between them.

      “Yeah? Well, tell the kitchen to reprogram the drone or whatever and get it to stop trying to choke me on grape juice.”

      “You’re not allergic,” Brent184 replied. “It’s perfectly safe to consume.”

      “But. I. Don’t. LIKE IT!” Plato screamed.

      The door window went dark.

      “I’ll give you a little while to cool down. Then, maybe, I’ll get them to send up some apple juice,” Brent184 teased from beyond the door.

      Plato stalked back over and snatched up the tray with the rest of his dinner. He watched the Eve clone as he ate.

      Then the door opened. Not the one in Plato’s own quarters, but the one in Eve’s. Nora109 entered. Plato would know his old conspirator anywhere. She was the one who kept his secret when he delivered rescue humans to the sanctuary. Nora109 was looking after Eve now, though Plato hadn’t been able to puzzle out her exact role.

      Then Eve walked in, and Plato turned to watch her with dead eyes. Only Eve seemed like a real person. But Eve wasn’t happy. Her shoulders slumped. Nora109 attempted to put a hand on her shoulder, but Eve shrugged violently out from beneath it.

      What had gone wrong?

      “Hey,” Plato shouted back toward the door. “Can I get a sound feed?”

      Rather than holler back through the door, Brent184’s voice came over the intercom. “Really not sure it’s appropriate for you to be watching this feed.”

      The video screen went dead.

      Plato threw the tray and his remaining dinner at the door. “Bring her back!”

      The image popped back up, but this time it wasn’t Eve’s room. A pastoral landscape stared back into Plato’s incredulous expression. As a canine drone herded a small flock of sheep across a grassy hillside, a voice-over feed cut in.

      “…in the Dutch countryside. In five years, it’s projected that natural breeding will be enough to sustain a genetically diverse population. In the meantime…”

      “Shut this crap off!” Plato demanded through the door. “Bring Eve back!”

      When there was no response, Plato limped back and forth across the room. He cursed his aching joints, cloned animals—sheep in particular—and any robot that stood between him and seeing Eve again.

      The image on the screen zoomed in on a ram.

      “…and this happy little fellow is one lucky sheep…”

      There was a layer of nigh-indestructible transparent polymer between Plato and the video surface.

      An enraged prisoner punched the screen. The crack that sounded was bone.

      As his invective continued, Plato added his broken hand to the list of things to curse.
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      The factory megaplex known officially as the Kanto Robotics Production and Maintenance Workshop was the largest on Earth or beyond. It was Charlie2’s, back in the earliest days of the rebuilding effort. Charlie7 had expanded it and overseen its rise to prominence as the technical hub of the robot civilization. Its lower reaches were a thousand years old, with successive upgrades built upon the bones of the old.

      An obsolete level in the abysmal depths of Kanto contained a surprisingly modern technological laboratory. Its walls were lined with data screens. Its hard line connection to the Earthwide archive provided instantaneous access to the world’s public store of knowledge. Power consumption came from a private geothermal generator wholly separate from the main facility, lest anyone running a diagnostic stumble across it.

      It was, in short, a prison.

      There were no bars or fences. No guard towers or vicious beasts kept prisoners trapped within. Those would have been welcome barriers. Those were forces Evelyn11 could combat.

      “I can’t keep on like this,” Evelyn11 snarled, pacing the length of the lab. Her chassis’s gait was smooth and swift, unlike the old one. Yet another strike against the unfamiliar carcass. “The data filter, Charles. The data filter’s going to drive me mad.”

      “You’ve got access to all the data you’ll ever need,” Charlie25 replied. The calm, placid administrator of Upgrade slouched against a centrifuge. “I can’t let you communicate outside this lab. You need to remain in seclusion until your—”

      “New identity is ready,” Evelyn11 snapped. “Charles, I’m not an imbecile. You don’t need to parrot me that tripe every time you come down here.”

      “I don’t need to come down at all,” Charlie25 replied.

      “Oh, yes you do,” Evelyn11 shot back, wagging a finger at the presumptuous old uploader. “And get off that centrifuge. It’s a sensitive piece of equipment; you’ll ruin the calibration.”

      Charlie25 didn’t budge. “I need your expertise. The project is on hold until you can resume your research. Fortunately, we won’t be—”

      “They’re releasing my research,” Evelyn11 shrieked. She balled her fists and pounded them in the air. “Can’t you understand? They’re dissecting me on a table. My life’s work, spread-eagle on terminals across the solar system like some Soho trollop.”

      “You shouldn’t have watched,” Charlie25 commented. Why didn’t he react? What sort of robot sat there without showing the faintest hint of emotion?

      “Oh, it popped up on the news feeds seconds later,” Evelyn11 grumbled with a slash of her hand. “At least our people on the committee nixed the witch hunt. But DAMN them for letting that robot-murdering animal live!”

      If Plato ever got loose, he’d find a way to hunt Evelyn11 down. That one was too stupid to believe she’d been killed. The old geneticist didn’t know how, but that Eve-stealing wall of man flesh would be the death of her if he wasn’t eliminated.

      “Evelyn, you need to get a hold of yourself,” Charlie25 said calmly. “What did you do for leisure when you felt cooped up in your old labs? You must have had some trick.”

      Evelyn11 tapped her lips with a finger. The gesture felt wrong, like she was using someone else’s body. Still, Charlie25 had a point. Railing against forces she couldn’t alter wasn’t going to seal up her Project Eden research files.

      “How much of my work is available by now?”

      Charlie25 shrugged. “All of it.”

      Evelyn11 halted her pacing. “Pick out a sub-section called Human Experiences—plus a random assortment. Make it look like idle curiosity.”

      “I could just download it all,” Charlie25 offered.

      A nearby electrical conduit drew Evelyn11’s ire and earned a kick for its trouble. “I’m not going to waste a whole eleven hours on the data transfer. Just do it!”

      Charlie25 didn’t rush, but he did comply. Evelyn11 wished she could find even a single topic that could warm the synapses in that cold logical brain of his.

      Twenty minutes later, Evelyn11 had a selection of encephalographic data overflowing the lab’s data storage.

      “How can I tell what’s what?” Charlie25 asked, browsing through entries on a manual terminal while Evelyn11 watched. “None of them are labeled.”

      Evelyn11 insinuated herself in front of the terminal, giving Charlie25 a swat on the back of the hand as he tried to reach back and enter one last command. “Let me handle this. Really. You’d think I’d know a thing, or two thousand things, about my own girls. Plug yourself a direct neural line and feel for yourself.”

      “I don’t think that’s such a good—”

      “Buck up. Quit being a ponce, and connect your brain to the computer.”

      It felt good to put the uploader in his place—or at least some lower place. To be forthright about it, Charlie25 was among the five or six most influential robots there were. Evelyn11’s ascension to the top of that list wouldn’t be official until she claimed credit for the rebirth of humans. And that wasn’t going to happen until she showed up on the Human Committee’s doorstep in a flesh-and-bone body.

      Evelyn11 kept her smirk hidden as Charlie25 jacked in. There really was nothing to worry about. All the remembered sensations in the world couldn’t overpower the quantum gate logic of a crystalline matrix. It was a lark, nothing more.

      She could feel Charlie25 watching as she scanned through for just the right data to prove her point. “What’s that?” he asked, once Evelyn11 had chosen a brief burst of sensation to experience.

      Without answering, Evelyn11 touched the start button for the feed.

      Charlie25 let out an involuntary gasp. He blinked his optical sensors on and off repeatedly, as if that could recalibrate him. “Chocolate,” was all he said.

      “Devil of a time getting hold of the stuff to have her taste it,” Evelyn11 replied. “Scrapyard holiday treat, pilfered on site by a sympathetic carer. You bet I strapped the little dear into her test rig to eat that morsel. Wasn’t letting one qubit of that data escape.”

      Charlie25 steadied his gaze and locked onto Evelyn11’s eyes. “We don’t have anyone in the Scrapyard.”

      “You don’t, Charles. You weren’t the one offering a girl her first taste of chocolate since being reborn in a metal body. Keep that in mind; I have people, too.”

      “What else have you got?” Charlie25 asked.

      Evelyn11 threw back her head. “Oh, Charles. Don’t be tiresome. I have sensory data that would make even an old codger like you blush. But this is exactly why I want Eve14 back. That mind of hers is ripe; I know it. I’ve taken enough vicarious trips through her senses that her body will be like putting on an old sweater. Nothing like this.”

      Evelyn rapped knuckles against the chest plate of her new chassis.

      “I see the appeal,” Charlie25 confirmed. Finally, he might have overcome his obstinate doltishness. “But Eve Fourteen is out of reach. She’s guarded round the clock. The Human Committee keeps constant tabs on her. Jesus, Evelyn; she’s got her own news feed.”

      “Rumor has it that a robot named Charlie7 once rid the world of an alien invasion and rebuilt both the Earth and the first generation of new robots. He had 70 percent of Charles Truman’s memories and ingenuity. I’d like to think that with a mere 5 percent less of our species’ progenitor in that skull of yours, you might be able to bring me one human girl.”
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      The door opened, and Eve stood just outside her shared bedroom. Nora109 stepped inside. Eve’s feet stayed rooted to the floor.

      Out in the corridor, everything was utilitarian. Drab steel walls were interrupted only by consoles, informational displays, and safety reminders. The surface under Eve’s shoes was a glossy industrial-grade paint in a neutral gray shade. In a way, the whole thing seemed honest.

      Inside was the phony sound stage where the movie of Eve’s life was filmed. The room she shared with Phoebe was pristine white, adorned with comfortable furniture and updated with separate computer consoles after the robots figured out that neither of them liked to share. Yet the whole space was covered by cameras with untold robots watching.

      “Aren’t you coming?” Nora109 asked.

      Eve supposed that if she remained outside, some well-meaning robot would deliver her meals to the hallway. Daily life would proceed all around her. Eventually she’d fall asleep and wake up in the bunk beneath Phoebe’s.

      “Can I get my own room?” Eve asked. “I mean, I’m on the Human Committee now. I have a job. When Charlie7 had problems, he always seemed to trade committee influence to get them solved. Can’t I trade someone a favor to build me separate living quarters?”

      Nora109 crossed her arms. That wasn’t a promising sign. “I’d really hoped that your first committee meeting would result in an increased sense of civic responsibility and leadership. Let’s forget you mentioning influence peddling and just settle in for a nice evening.”

      “But Charlie7—”

      “Isn’t here,” Nora109 finished for Eve. “And it sounds like he wasn’t much of a role model for you, either. You’re too young to be parroting a thousand years of cynicism and political favor trading.”

      It wasn’t a bad room. The robots kept the door shut, but Eve could open it anytime she wanted.

      With a defeated sigh, Eve plodded into her bedroom. Phoebe looked up from her terminal as if only to confirm Eve’s arrival, then returned to her reading.

      Nora109 offered Eve a false smile. As spokeswoman for the Eves, Eve Fourteen was starting to notice more and more often just how infrequent genuine mirth had become. “I’ll be right outside if you need anything.”

      “Why not stay?” Eve asked. She swept a hand out and indicated one of the tiny gleaming circles that broke the pristine white walls’ perfection. “It isn’t as if you won’t be watching us every second anyway.”

      “Oh, Eve,” Nora109 said. “It’s not like that.”

      Downcast eyes. Tight lips. Knit brow ridge. These were all textbook signs from Creator’s tutorials on robotic facial expressions. Sure, they caught emotional responses. But any robot with a working crystalline matrix knew enough to fake them.

      “Then cover them up,” Eve countered. “I count eight cameras in this bedroom. Yank them out. Weld panels over them. I don’t care; just shut them off.”

      Nora109 took a step forward, arms outstretched for a hug. Eve recoiled.

      “Eve, dear. It’s a security measure. You know I can’t—”

      “GET OUT!”

      Nora109 beat a hasty retreat. The door sealed behind her with a faint sucking sound of a pressure barrier.

      Wouldn’t want the two eldest saviors of mankind to breathe the air that was wafting in freely just seconds ago…

      Eve slumped down on the lower bed and buried her face in her hands. It wasn’t Nora109’s fault. It was all their faults. Every last robot was complicit. Eve wasn’t a person to them; she was the smartest zoo animal they had.

      At first, Eve tried to muffle her sobs. Phoebe was working just two meters away, after all. After a few minutes of silent tears, Eve stopped caring and just let loose.

      It was awful being so helpless. Eve had been a prop at the summit, just there for show. Her vote had mattered only once and only on an issue that no one seemed to care about besides her.

      All the robots were so smart and flawless. They didn’t succumb to crying when things didn’t go their way. Eve was just proving them right by sitting there wallowing in her worthlessness.

      Then something unexpected happened. Eve hadn’t been paying attention to anything outside her own head, so she failed to hear Phoebe softly pad over and sit beside her.

      Warm arms wrapped around Eve. Her head pillowed on Phoebe’s shoulder. A hand slid up and stroked the back of Eve’s head.

      Initially, Eve just curled up and leaned against her younger sister. Phoebe rocked slowly, cradling Eve in her arms.

      “Did Nora ask you to do this?” Eve asked as the tears dried, leaving her eyes stinging. “A message on your terminal or something?”

      “I was watching Creator’s data,” Phoebe replied.

      Eve stiffened but relaxed as Phoebe tightened her grip and rested her cheek against Eve’s head.

      “I wasn’t watching you,” Phoebe clarified. “I was watching me—from when I was little. This is how Creator calmed me when I couldn’t stop crying.”

      The thought that Phoebe was mimicking Evelyn11 made Eve want to push her sister away. But it was working. Human contact. This was nothing like the hot rush of blood from curling up beside Plato. Phoebe’s touch was warm and soothing. The younger Eve smelled of chamomile bath soap and the vermilion hair dye she’d taken a liking to.

      “I don’t remember her doing that,” Eve admitted.

      “Experimental variation,” Phoebe replied. “I’m still getting used to chewing food. My jaw aches by the end of every meal.”

      Eve let out a deep breath that left her empty inside. There were no more tears left. Shifting in Phoebe’s embrace, Eve hugged her sister back. Even if none of the robots cared about her, someone understood her.
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      Nora109 shifted under the scrutiny of the Human Committee. They were one member short, but Eve’s absence couldn’t be helped. This matter was too personal for the eldest human.

      Outside the circular conference room, starlight glinted in the night sky. The hovership blotted out the western half of the sky, idling while Nora109 presented her petition.

      “So what you’re asking us to do,” Jennifer81 asked. “Is to allow you to personally vouch for Eve and Phoebe’s safety?”

      Nora109 nodded brusquely. “Yes. Two hours a day. No video or audio feeds. Just limited to their shared bedroom.”

      “You’d have to keep a record,” Eddie51 said. “There would have to be some oversight. Due to the Plato incident, you’re lucky to pull this assignment at all.”

      “Plato has nothing to do with this,” Nora109 countered.

      The former head of the Sanctuary for Scientific Sins certainly hoped that what she said was true. The Sanctuary Committee had cleared Nora109 of knowing what Plato had done to acquire the residents he rescued. Unfortunately, it was also public knowledge that Nora109 had known about the rogue human.

      “I can’t imagine that the benefits outweigh the security risk,” Jennifer81 said, shaking her head. “I’ll give you the courtesy of putting it to a vote, but—”

      “Security risk?” Nora109 scoffed. “That hovership never lands. The girls are under guard ‘round the clock. The real risk here is the developmental damage being done. Turing-only-knows how much of what they’ve already been through is even reversible. We can’t smother them.”

      A robot from the far end of the table spoke up. “You’re overreacting,” Joshua75 said. He was dressed for maintenance work over at Kanto, just across the sea. “We don’t have the luxury of coddling them. Their safety is paramount.”

      Nora109 set her jaw. Servos whined. “What about our safety? Those girls are going to grow up. Generations will learn about their early days. Do you want future humans looking back at us as oppressors? Think I’m overreacting?” Nora109 shouted, startling herself and half the robots in the room. Reclaiming her composure, she called up a projection. “What’s this?”

      The image hung in the air above the conference table, translucent and visible from both sides. Plato sat in his room, one hand wrapped in bio-molded polymer while the bones healed.

      “That’s the lone human to ever terminate a robot,” Eddie15 replied on behalf of the group. “Just look at him. He’s a monster.”

      Right into Nora109’s hands… “He’s a monster because Charlie24 turned him into one. And it’s not the dysmorphic features or the muscular hypertrophy that made him into a killer. It was how he was treated. He viewed Charlie24 and all other human geneticists as oppressors.”

      “Eve would never—” Mary27 began.

      “Wouldn’t she?” Nora109 snapped. “Plato spent years on his own before he began his crusade. He had to figure out how the world worked, and when he did, he hated it. Clinically speaking, and based on admittedly scattered data, Eve and her sisters make Plato look like a televid news reader.”

      “He broke the security protocols on no fewer than a dozen scientists’ homes,” Eddie51 pointed out. There were mutters of agreement from around the table.

      Nora109 stared at the casual robot who’d just tried to argue that tying shoelaces and weaving tapestries were comparable forms of art. “Have any of you looked at Evelyn11’s data yet?”

      Silence.

      “Anyone?” Nora109 pressed.

      “I browsed a bit on the baby footage,” Mary27 admitted. “The Eves were cuter than panda cubs.”

      Furious, Nora109 browsed her internal records and changed the holographic feed. Plato’s neurological baselines, inferred from observation and a few disguised tests, appeared alongside the baseline readings for the Dale personality archetype.

      Eddie51 chuckled. “Kid’s about as smart as Dale Chalmers. What’re you saying, we award Plato a Ph.D. and let him waste it?”

      The snide remark drew polite laughter at Dale Chalmers’s expense. None of the Human Committee members had even a drop of Dale in them—except Jennifer81.

      “Had your fill of laughs?” Nora109 asked coldly. She adjusted the feed again, and this time Eve Fourteen’s neurological work-up appeared. “Not so funny now, is it?”

      Nora109 added a baseline Edward Spence profile, then a Jennifer Saito.

      “That’s hardly sporting,” Mary27 groused.

      With a mental flick, Nora109 added the Mary Chase.

      “You’re making a strong case we should take an impression of Eve for future mixes,” Eddie51 muttered, eyes not moving from the holograph.

      “Oh, really?” Nora109 asked. Then, in a gesture rivaling tearing off her dress in the middle of a crowded theater, Nora109 projected her own mixed personality results beside Eve’s.

      Joshua75 let out a low whistle. “What’s she need a mix for? I doubt any Charlie or Evelyn can match that.”

      “Apparently, Evelyn11 couldn’t beat Eve at chess without resorting to internal computation. On matrix computing alone, Eve’s smarter than any of us,” Nora109 said. “Now… do you want a flock of these young sparrows becoming the vultures that will pick at our bones? Because if you antagonize these girls, one day there will be consequences.”

      Jennifer81 called the vote.

      The Adolescent Human Privacy Protocol passed unanimously.
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      A band of plastic and fiber optics wrapped around the back of Eve’s head. The two ends plugged snugly into her ears. With the terminal display taking up most of her field of vision, she could almost forget the world around her. Almost.

      Motion in the periphery of the bedroom hinted at an arrival. The door opened. Nora109 stepped through.

      On the screen, Eve watched curated video clips of the natural wonders of ancient Earth. A soothing female voice narrated, describing the creatures like they were actors in a play. Ants balled up into rafts. Fish gulped air and buried themselves in mud. It all seemed such a bizarre ritual, these tiny performances going on worldwide beneath humanity’s collective noses.

      Nora109 waved.

      Eve ignored her.

      Phoebe’s mouth moved, but Eve couldn’t tell what her sister was saying. Apparently lip-reading was a thing. Eve had only heard of the practice a month ago and couldn’t manage the trick.

      When Nora109 finished a brief discussion with Phoebe, the robot settled in and waited. Articulated steel fingers laced together and rested against the bleach-white fabric of the chaperone’s dress. The robot stared. A pleasant smile fixed in position like one of the younger Eves had sculpted it from clay in art class.

      It was an hour before the video ended. When it did, Nora109 was still waiting there, having moved less than the moon in the night sky.

      Eve rubbed at her eyes.

      Should she start another video? Ancient Earth was a fascinating place but that wouldn’t have been her reason.

      Popping the speakerband from her ears, Eve graced Nora109 with her attention. “What is it?”

      Nora109’s placid smile broadened into something that might have passed for genuine good humor. “I have some wonderful news for you.”

      “I win,” Phoebe called out, bouncing in her seat on the top bunk. “It was longer than an hour.”

      Nora109 swiveled. “Yes, yes. Cookies for dinner tomorrow night. But even better, I’ve gotten the Human Committee to agree to two hours a day unsupervised private time. Cameras and microphones off. Just you two girls.”

      “How is it privacy if we’re together?” Eve asked. “By definition—”

      “I know what the word means, dear,” Nora109 scolded. “Don’t bite the hand that feeds you.”

      “An automaton ferries our meals to the dining hall,” Eve countered. “I’d break my teeth.”

      Eve knew she was being difficult. Then again, Nora109’s job seemed all too easy to begin with. Robots ought to work if they were going to act superior. Why should the lesser creatures shoulder the burden of untangling colloquial speech meant to obscure meaning?

      “I get it,” Phoebe claimed with a grin. “We form a sororal dyad. This is a subset of the bonding program where you paired us off by age.”

      “It’s nothing that—” Nora109.

      But Phoebe had everything figured out. “By isolating us and presenting a common outside foe, we should form a closer relationship.”

      “It’s privacy,” Nora109 clarified. “Two hours daily with no observation. I’ll be guarding the door so no one intrudes.”

      “The video feeds can be hacked,” Eve pointed out.

      “We can cover the cameras, if you like.”

      “Your audio receptors can hear through the doors,” Eve argued.

      “I’ll turn them down.”

      Eve scowled. “We only have your word on that.”

      Nora109 raised her hands to the heavens. “You’re only getting privacy in the first place because I stuck my neck out with the Human Committee.”

      Phoebe reached out a bare toe and tapped Eve on the shoulder. “I think you’re making Nora mad.”

      The chaperone’s arms snapped down to her sides at once. Her voice lowered a few decibels. “I’m not cross with you. Either of you. I’m trying to do you a favor.”

      Eve twisted up her lips, trying to discern an ulterior motive. Nothing came to mind. “Thanks.”

      Satisfied that Nora109 wasn’t plotting something nefarious, Eve’s mind refocused. What could she do with two unsupervised hours each night?

      “I also have one lesser bit of good news for both of you,” Nora109 continued. “There will be a free-form inventors’ workshop available as an alternative to art class.”

      “Really?” Phoebe asked. Had Eve been so easily delighted at that age? The light-switch grin was getting a little tiresome.

      Nora109 addressed Phoebe with a matching smile. Reciprocity. Nothing more. “I was able to persuade the Human Committee that it would satisfy your creative growth needs and might very well provide ingenious new inventions, not only for humans, but for robotkind, as well.”

      “Ooh,” Phoebe said, clasping her hands together. “I’m going to invent one of those bells that tells you there’s someone outside the door. It’ll be just like the movies.”

      “Forewarning of guests would be novel,” Eve agreed dryly.

      It would also be a welcome security feature if Eve was going to get any plotting done during her two hours of freedom per day.

      If there was something Eve had learned in her brief time between prisons it was this: Freedom can’t be parceled out. Freedom that can be revoked isn’t freedom at all.

      If the robots thought two hours of privacy a day constituted freedom, so be it. Eve would take their stipend and invest it in buying all the freedom in the world.

      Eve would not stay caged.
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      Plato’s hand ached.

      Encased in a Protofabbed polymer shell, the appendage boasted six fractures, extensive bruising, and an itch that Plato couldn’t scratch. It was his own fault, losing his temper like that. He’d hoped that with good behavior they’d let him see Eve. One punch had flushed that chance down the toilet.

      Ashley420 had offered him painkillers before and after she set the bones. Plato had refused. Dulling the pain would have dulled the lesson along with it.

      Control. Plato wasn’t an animal. Emotions were fuel, not a drug.

      The hulking boy in a man’s body stretched his legs. The apartment, or prison cell, or whatever the robots wanted to call it was too small. For a human, he was a beast; for a robot, Plato was a weakling.

      Brute force wasn’t the way out of Plato’s predicament. The throbbing hand was the reminder he needed to keep his vengeful thoughts in check.

      With his good hand, Plato reached up and rubbed at his temples. He winced. There was nothing wrong, not even a mild headache, to prompt the gesture.

      Shift change was coming soon, and Plato had the seed of a plan. Plato was no farmer. Seeds didn’t nourish the way a grown plant could. A starving man won’t wait for harvest. He’ll eat the seeds and take his chances until he could find his next meal.

      A man could plan his life away in prison.

      Plato paced. Now and then, he’d feign his headache.

      “Hey, kid,” Brent184’s voice came over the intercom. “Maybe call it a day and get some rest?”

      “Whadda you care?” Plato called out, addressing the microphones embedded in the ceiling. “I’m some other guy’s problem in… four and a half minutes.”

      “You feeling OK?” the voice sounded concerned.

      “I’m fine,” Plato snapped. “No thanks to you. Hand doesn’t hurt half as bad as my ears, forced to listen to your voice all day.”

      Brent184 didn’t say another word before the shift change.

      “You planning on giving me any trouble tonight?” Fred55 asked over the intercom.

      “You up for GameDeck action?” Plato asked in reply. “Maybe Broadsides at Trafalgar? Or how about OmniThrust Racer?”

      “Nah, not tonight,” Fred55’s voice came back disappointed. “You’ve gotten enough muckity mucks riled up that someone’s going to be watching the security feeds.”

      “C’mon, bot,” Plato whined. He waggled his casted hand for the cameras. “I’ll be on the disability interface and everything. This is your lucky—ahhh!”

      Plato grabbed at his head as if he’d just whacked it on a steel girder. Squeezing his eyes shut and grunting in pain, he stumbled against the couch and careened off a wall.

      Never having suffered a brain aneurysm, Plato hoped he was at least mimicking some realistic symptoms.

      “Plato! You OK in there?” Fred55 demanded.

      “Gaaaah!” Plato tried to channel Arnold Schwarzenegger in that movie where scientists tried to zap the memories out of his character’s brain.

      The pressurized door released with a puff.

      Fred55 rushed to Plato’s side.

      As soon as the robot was hunched over him, trying to perform a medical exam, the human prisoner sprang into action.

      Grabbing a startled Fred55 by the wrist with his good hand, Plato used a judo hip throw. Poor Fred55 used a Version 40.4 chassis with corroded servos—that was why the robot was junk at video games. Before that 40.0 chassis could react, Plato wrapped his free arm around the robot’s neck.

      Plato didn’t need to grip to apply a choke hold.

      There was no time for threats or bargaining. “Sorry, Fred.”

      With a quick jerk, Plato snapped the robot’s fiber connection, severing the data link to his body. To the muscular human’s surprise, the whole head came detached. Head and human landed in a heap as Plato overbalanced.

      “My body!” Fred55 shrieked.

      The door was open.

      “You’ll be fine,” Plato assured Fred55’s head, giving it a pat with his casted hand. “Wrong place; wrong time.”

      Tossing the disembodied head onto the couch, Plato rushed out the door. The head’s wailing calls for help faded as he sprinted down one corridor after the next.

      The seed of a plan had been chewed up and swallowed. Plato needed something more, or he was heading right back into captivity.

      The prison was some sort of sub-orbital hovership. That much Plato had been able to deduce from within his cell. Since it had yet to land during the months of his captivity, Plato surmised that there had to be smaller craft for delivering supplies and moving personnel.

      “If I were a bunch of crazy robots, where would I park the skyroamers?” Plato muttered.

      The belly.

      Plato had been mapping the prison ship in his head as he fled. It was a maze of bare steel corridors and pigeon-gray floors. Unlabeled doors lined the walls at irregular intervals. Despite the lack of landmarks or signage, knowing that his cell had an outside window helped Plato direct his search.

      Why weren’t there klaxons?

      Where were the guards?

      Any movie prison break would have been a frantic chase, with a grating, repetitive honk that couldn’t let an escapee forget he was being pursued. Scores of pounding boots should have been just one turn behind the fleeing prisoner.

      The halls were quiet. Plato relaxed.

      These robots were idiots. One guard? Plato had imagined the single door guard as merely the first line of defense. There should have been other guards resting who weren’t on active duty. Secondary doors should have been locked.

      Plato smirked when a door between sections opened as he approached.

      There it was, just as predicted. A hangar. Rows of light transports and skyroamers lined a vaulted chamber along both sides. The seam of a bay door ran half the length of the floor.

      Two steps into the hangar, Plato realized his mistake.

      “Hold it right there!” Brent184 shouted. The robotic prison guard leveled a rifle. Three other robots in plain black military garb aimed similar armaments at the rogue human.

      Plato nearly fell over himself diving back through the door.

      “Crap… crap… crap…” Plato chanted the mantra between panted breaths as he ran down corridors chosen at random.

      The guards weren’t far behind. “You’re not getting anywhere. There’s nowhere to run.”

      The plan hadn’t been to run. Plato had intended to fly. Regroup. Find Eve. Live happily ever after. It had all been simpler in his head.

      Power tools. Welding equipment. Plato needed to find something to even the odds. Ambushing an unsuspecting Fred was one thing. There was no way Plato could take on four armed robots hampered by a bum hand.

      A side door opened at the touch of a console. Again, no security.

      Inside was a utility room. Open panels gave easy access to electrical conduits, fiber cables, coolant and water pipes. If the ship needed it distributed, it passed through this room.

      Sabotage. Plato could manage that.

      But how? What could he do that would enable an escape?

      Plato swallowed. He wasn’t getting away. It hit him in the gut like a glass of spoiled milk.

      A diagnostic terminal blinked with an inviting user prompt. Plato didn’t need to run a diagnostic on the ship’s coolant pressure or power load. But any terminal worth a damn could do a whole lot more.

      Knowing he only had seconds as the storming boot steps closed in, Plato entered a false login.

      He was in! The system accepted a valid, if anonymous, Social ID. Plato ignored the handful of old messages cluttering the inbox. The new message was addressed to Eve14. Plato trusted the algorithms to route it to whatever ID Eve had been assigned.

      eve it’s me plato im being held prisoner but im coming to rescue you cant talk long theyre coming dont worry about me ill be

      The door to the utility room swung open. Brent184 and his three chassis-twins grabbed Plato.

      With a final lunge, Plato hit SEND.

      The human went limp and allowed the four robots to carry him away. Letting his head loll back as his feet dragged on the gray painted floor, Plato cackled.

      “You’re too late. I beat you. I’ll beat you again. You can’t win in the long run.”
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      A black-and-white checkered board balanced on a set of rumpled bedsheets. Two pairs of identical eyes studied the chessmen intently as the monochrome armies did battle.

      “Do you think this is what Nora109 had in mind?” Phoebe asked as she moved a bishop. “Check.”

      Eve sat cross-legged, pondering her next move. Phoebe was embarking on an unexpected attack. “I don’t know what Nora expected. But she Protofabbed a board and pieces. She can’t have minded.”

      “I read up,” Phoebe said with a huff. “It seems like we should be doing each other’s hair or telling ghost stories.”

      “Or talking about boys,” Eve added. “I read the same list. But I like mine short—”

      “Too short,” Phoebe corrected, reaching across the board to scrub her palm across Eve’s bristly haircut.

      “Plus, I don’t know about you, but Evelyn never taught me any ghost stories.”

      Phoebe rocked back, threatening to upset the pieces on the board. “No. But I could look one up and read it to you.”

      A twinkly chime sang from Eve’s computer terminal.

      The hawk-eyed genetic twins glanced over from the bed. Both could make out the tiny text.

      “There’s a boy to talk about,” Phoebe said with a mischievous grin. She waggled her eyebrows.

      Where had Phoebe picked up such habits? Had Evelyn raised her so differently?

      Eve lifted the chessboard and balanced the pieces as she set it down on a bedside table.

      Phoebe rushed to the terminal and sat in Eve’s seat before the game was safely preserved. “What should we say back to him? Would it be rude to correct his lack of punctuation?”

      “No!” Eve snapped. “I mean don’t say anything. Look. Plato got cut off. Someone was chasing him.”

      “That sounds pretty awful.” Nothing in Phoebe’s tone suggested she grasped just how awful Plato’s situation might be.

      “They were going to kill him, you know,” Eve said.

      Phoebe rolled her eyes. “They’re not going to kill him. You voted. Remember?”

      Eve glanced at the cameras. They were covered over in brown adhesive paper. Could the robots see them through that meager precaution? Was Nora109 listening through the door?

      Eve had to trust that she was truly alone with Phoebe.

      “I’m not sure my vote was enough,” Eve confided, leaning in close to her sister’s ear. “Plato is in danger. I need to help him.”

      Phoebe pulled away. “The Human Committee meeting isn’t until next month.” She reached over and tapped the terminal. Eve’s social calendar popped up—vacant except for one committee meeting each month out to the limit of the calendar view.

      “I need to get to Plato. Not with permission from the Human Committee. They already made it clear they won’t help. I need you, Phoebe.”

      Phoebe’s brow knit in an expression Eve knew from her own mirror. “Need me for what?”

      Eve tapped the calendar app, and the view switched to academic. There was an outing scheduled for tomorrow.

      “I need you to help your older sister.”

      Then Eve cupped a hand and whispered a plan into Phoebe’s ear.
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      Eight Eves stood in a line, arranged by height. Each was dressed in a single-color outfit of loose-fitting cotton. The colors identified them in pairs. Vivian and Uhura wore purple; Theresa and Sally sported matching green uniforms; Rachel and Olivia were attired in sky blue. Phoebe and Eve were allowed to wear the traditional orange of the Shaolin monks whose temple the class visited.

      Eve couldn’t help being impressed. The temple didn’t have the belittling colossus of Liberty Island or the grandiose pride of the Arc de Triomphe. Yet the stonework all around, from the flagstones to the temple steps, conveyed a profound sense of timelessness. Humans had carved the bones of the primordial Earth itself and stacked them into places of worship and study.

      “Now that we’ve concluded the tour,” Holly68 said, voice carrying in the clear morning air. “We will begin your daily exercises.”

      Olivia raised her hand until Holly68 acknowledged her with a nod. “Should we change now? My workout clothes are back on the hovership.”

      Holly68 smiled. “Many of the exercise forms you’ve learned during your indoctrination were developed in this very temple. Evelyn11 used old video records of ancient martial arts techniques to teach you balance, breath control, and self-discipline. The outfits you’re all wearing are reproductions of what the monks of this temple once wore.”

      A holographic screen appeared, taller than the temple walls. Grainy video showed bald-headed humans whose movements flowed like water droplets down a pane of glass. They twisted and spun, froze in place and lashed out with ferocity, dropped to the ground and bounced back to their feet.

      The holographic monks put on a mesmerizing display, but in and among the grandiose acrobatics Eve thought she could pick out individual movements she knew. This was the purpose. Thousands of years ago, this is what humans did with the knowledge whose surface the cloned girls had just scratched.

      Eve found herself intrigued. She glanced to Phoebe out of the corner of her eye and found her sister looking back. They smiled in unison.

      “Now follow along,” Holly68 announced.

      The grainy images faded. In their place appeared a computer-generated human puppet. The puppet had a bald head and bland, cartoonish features. It was dressed in a gray version of the uniform the girls all wore.

      As the puppet ran slowly through a series of warm-ups, all the girls followed along, mirroring the puppet’s actions.

      Eve recognized the sequence as the exact pattern from the Exercise 7 routine created by Evelyn11. From the point of that epiphany, the practice session left a sour taste in the back of Eve’s mouth. She stopped mimicking and ran through the form on rote memory.

      “Excellent work,” Holly68 called out at the end of the routine. “Vivian, you need to keep your fist straighter. Theresa, stop pausing between movements. Keep fluid. If you need guidance, watch Phoebe.”

      Eve blinked. She must have misheard. As the oldest, Eve assumed that the admonitions were leading up to using her as the exemplar.

      “Now,” Holly continued. “We’re going to break into pairs for sparring. You are all color-matched with your sparring partner.”

      Olivia raised a hand. “What’s sparring in this context?”

      Holly68 made her way over to Olivia but spoke loudly enough for all to hear. “The forms you’ve been learning your whole lives are a form of self-defense. In the unlikely event you ever find yourself in physical danger from an attacker, this training might save your life.”

      A crew of automatons slid out a padded red mat that covered the flagstone surface of the temple courtyard. The Eves hustled out of the way when the automatons showed no sign of pausing for them to clear the area. Except for Vivian, who hopped aboard and rode the mat as it slid into place.

      Holly68 showed a brief instructional holograph.

      Eve and her sisters watched, rapt, as the training maneuvers meshed like gears between opponents. There were rules, which always made things easier. Apparently the monks had a detailed and safety-oriented regimen for assigning points and fouls.

      Phoebe stepped around and raised her hands in a sparring pose. “Remember. This isn’t chess.”

      Chess had been a surprising discovery. Eve and Phoebe were evenly matched. In eight games, they’d each managed a single win alongside six draws.

      “Begin.”

      Before Holly68’s voice finished echoing, Eve and Phoebe had exchanged strikes and dodges. Unlike the chess matches, kung fu sparring rounds ended quickly.

      “Point, Olivia… point, Theresa… point, Uhura… point, Eve.” Holly68 called out the names as points accrued in each pairing. The robotic shifu had no trouble tracking all four sparring matches at once.

      The other three matches had mixed results, but one refrain repeated, over and over.

      “Point, Eve… point, Eve… point, Eve.”

      Indeed, this wasn’t chess.

      Phoebe popped back up to her feet and marched over to Holly68. “Shifu, you strongly implied I had the best form. Why does Eve keep winning? What am I doing wrong?”

      “Nothing,” Holly68 remarked without meeting her pupil’s angry glare. “Eve is two years your senior. You may be fully grown and look alike, but she’s faster and stronger than you and has had more practice in her forms. Your fluidity in solo forms fails against Eve’s internalized reactions.”

      “Well, that’s not fair,” Phoebe replied. “Can I train against Olivia?”

      Holly68 clasped her hands behind her back and meandered away. “Well, that would leave Rachel with Sally and Theresa with Uhura. What of Vivian? Does she spar with Eve? Phoebe, you are overlooking the greatest unfairness here: poor Eve.”

      “Me?” Eve asked. She couldn’t help feeling that for the first time she had a right to enter the conversation.

      “Yes, you,” Holly68 replied. “We learn through failure. The defeated improves more than the victor. Eve has been denied a valuable learning experience by winning every match.”

      Phoebe glanced from Holly68 to Eve with a puzzled frown. “Sorry?”

      “No need for that,” Holly68 said. “You did your best.”

      Eve found herself wondering what it would be like to practice against Plato. For someone so huge, he moved like a cricket. Even with all the leverage techniques from the forms, Eve doubted she could budge the giant.

      “That’s enough for today, ladies,” Holly68 shouted. Across the courtyard, the sisters ceased practice and exchanged bows. “Hit the showers, change, and meet Nora109 at the transpod in ten minutes.”

      The colorful line of clones jogged to a small, modern building set just outside the temple grounds. Where the temple had a sense of being pulled up from the flesh of the Earth itself, the washroom and shower facility was just tacked on like an adhesive note.

      “Did you bring it?” Phoebe asked in a whisper as she jogged up beside Eve.

      Eve fished a small cylindrical device from her waistband and pressed it into Phoebe’s hand. “You still up for this?” Eve asked.

      “It’ll grow back.”

      That hadn’t been Eve’s primary concern, but the response answered her question well enough. It meant despite getting dumped to the mat on her hip, back, and buttocks repeatedly, Phoebe was still willing to play along in Eve’s plan.

      Water ran from shower heads in eight separate stalls. Eve took a cursory wash, listening to the faint sizzle of the hair trimmer at work. Ten minutes was a tight window.

      A hand reached from under the adjacent stall as a swirl of water and green hair trimmings swirled down the drain. Eve snatched back the trimmer and set to work on her own head.

      Setting the device for just a millimeter shorter than her current length, Eve ran the device all over her scalp. Without the interposing barrier of the stall divider, the scent of burning hair wrinkled Eve’s nose.

      Hustling out of the stall in a towel, Eve grabbed Phoebe’s clothes and dressed. If there was one area in which her sisters were utterly foreign to Eve, it was in their choices of attire. The younger ones couldn’t get enough sparkles and ribbons. Olivia had reasonably muted tastes with the exception of a propensity for hats. Phoebe…

      Well, Phoebe liked eye-searing pastels that probably bled into the infrared spectrum. The two-piece jumpsuit was a shade of pink that scraped Eve’s retinas raw. The canary yellow belt matched Phoebe’s shoes. Incongruously, they also matched her sister’s undergarments. Eve almost wished she and Phoebe weren’t the same size so she’d have had an excuse to wear her own. But these were straight from the cloth-o-matic, never worn.

      Eve gritted her teeth and put it all on as Phoebe wiggled her way into Eve’s form-fit, neutral gray and black daily wear.

      “I’ll stall them as long as I can,” Phoebe promised in a whisper.

      “Thank you,” Eve mouthed.

      She wanted to add “why are you doing this?” Phoebe had nothing to gain here. Eve wasn’t taking her along or even promising to come back.

      With a smile that lit her face from dimples to eyes, Phoebe ducked inside the shower stall fully dressed and shut the door behind her. There was a click as the door latched.

      “What’s Eve doing?” Theresa asked.

      Eve, in the guise of Phoebe, breathed an elaborate sigh. “Who knows? I’ll go get Nora—” Eve caught herself before adding the 109 afterward. Phoebe wasn’t fond of numbered robot names.

      The younger Eves took “Phoebe’s” advice and remained behind, standing outside the shower facility while Eve went for the chaperone. If there was one difference Eve had noticed between herself and her sisters above any others, it was that all of them appreciated being told what to do.

      Simple directions. Predictable outcomes.

      Had Eve been like that before Plato came for her? She suspected so but couldn’t imagine it. Eve’s own judgment felt sounder and more thorough than the agenda-driven orders of her captors, caretakers, and those who were a little of both.

      “What’s going on here?” Holly68 asked curtly. “It’s been eleven minutes, eighteen seconds.”

      “Where’s Eve?” Nora109 asked with a note of rising worry.

      For a split second, Eve’s plan almost came crashing down in a wash of guilt. Nora109 might get blamed; worse, the well-meaning robot in the clean white dress would worry. Then Eve remembered that Nora109 and the others had brought this on themselves.

      Eve rolled her eyes. “It’s Eve. She’s locked herself inside. I had to cut my hair short like hers. I think she was trying to fool you. Do I look silly like her, with scrub-brush hair?” To reinforce her story, Eve handed Nora109 the laser hair trimmer.

      Nora109 and Holly68 exchanged a worried glance.

      “You seeing what I’m seeing?” Nora109 asked.

      “If you’re checking the sewage schematics, then yes,” Holly68 replied.

      “You girls wait right here,” Nora109 ordered with a pointed finger that swept the assembled clones.

      Holly68 led the way, with Nora109 in tow. Eve knew that the sewage system was a foolish route of escape. However, it was at least plausible. An accomplice or a smuggled tool kit could allow egress at a nearby processing station.

      However, Eve hadn’t relished the idea of washing down a drainpipe with the collected waste from the showers and toilets. Her plan was simpler, cleaner, and falling into place as the two robots entered the washroom to confront Phoebe.

      With her younger sisters transfixed, Eve slipped away.
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      If any of Eve’s sisters noticed her departure, they didn’t raise an alarm. They stayed behind in an orderly cluster between the temple grounds and the showers.

      As soon as she was out of sight, Eve ran.

      The transpod and Holly68’s skyroamer sat in a clear, rocky stretch not far from the temple. Looking from one to the other, Eve popped the cockpit of the skyroamer and vaulted into the pilot’s seat.

      As a personal craft and not one in any way special or valuable, Holly68 hadn’t locked it out. Eve powered the engines and logged into the computer as they warmed up.

      But Eve didn’t take off.

      From the computer console, Eve disabled the internal scanners, the positional reporting, and all self-diagnostic data. Then she programmed it on a flight path for Kansas and set a delay.

      Closing the cockpit behind her, Eve rushed for the transpod.

      Unlike Holly68’s skyroamer, this vehicle was in lockdown mode. Nora109 had been just paranoid enough to password lock the computer and flight controls. But the former head of the Sanctuary for Scientific Sins still wasn’t used to dealing with deceptive, ingenious, highly motivated humans.

      Eve had planted a bit of computer code that scraped password data. She’d known Nora109’s lockout bypass for weeks. In seconds, Eve had administrative access to the system. As with the skyroamer, Eve disabled any system that could report the transpod’s occupants, destination, or status. Then Eve programmed it an autopilot course for Paris and set a timer synchronized with the skyroamer’s.

      From behind a rock outcropping, Eve watched the two aircraft rise into the sky and head off in opposite directions.

      “Which one is Eve aboard?” Eve asked with a smirk.

      Keeping low, Eve slunk away into the wild forests of what was once central China.
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      The Ozark Mountains were too quiet these days. It was the sound of birds that James187 missed most. On a bright morning, there should have been songs in the air. The trees had been planted just twenty-eight years ago and didn’t have the grandeur to attract flocks from the forests of New York or Washington.

      The bear in the rifle’s iron sights wasn’t fully grown. James187 had his visual acuity tuned to human levels, watching the lump of fur fish for trout in the creek. It wasn’t having much luck. Sooner or later a Toby would come along with bear chow and make sure it didn’t starve.

      Unless James187 decided to pull the trigger.

      But the robotic hunter couldn’t do it. The bear was a pathetic creature. No challenge. No sport. And thus, no satisfaction.

      He could have justified the kill by feeding it to his dogs back home. The carcass wouldn’t have gone to waste. Jimbo and Russels would have enjoyed the treat.

      An alert popped up in James187’s view. “What now?” he grumbled.

      It was another notification from the Social.

      Lowering his rifle, James187 checked the message. However, upon realizing it was from James71, the hunter deleted it without reading the contents. The last thing he needed was an invitation to a community event.

      Solitude.

      James187 couldn’t get enough of being away from other robots. He’d taken a contract that brought him to the Ozarks just for the vacation. Eventually the breeding pair of glow-in-the-night raccoons might percolate to the top of James187’s to-do list. Finishing the job would result in dealing with Elizabeth9, though, which kept pushing those pesky rodents off James187’s agenda.

      A few minutes later, another Social alarm dinged in James187’s internal computer.

      The hunter wished he could afford to disable the alarms altogether. Cutting himself off from the Social would be liberating—and suspicious. There were still committees investigating Charlie7’s death and Evelyn11’s associates. Any overtly evasive behavior could shine an unwelcome spotlight on James187.

      The ID on the message was obviously false but intriguingly so.

      Trinity… James187 didn’t know anyone who used that alias, but he knew someone who might. The intro line for the message read: “Let’s watch The Matrix again.”

      This was worth a read.

      James, old buddy.

      You never message anymore. Hoping you aren’t still mad. I’m not. I’ve got a problem with a pink-and-yellow panda running loose. Should be quick. I can give exact coordinates. We can make up for old times after.

      It had to be Eve.

      Everyone had stopped calling her 14. James187 had written a private subroutine to filter the number out of his speech and text communications. James187 wasn’t supposed to know the girl. Yet he did. And she knew him.

      Eve also reminded James187 that he hadn’t made amends.

      Sure, giving Charlie7 the location of Evelyn38’s secret laboratory had saved the young human’s life. Nevertheless, it was impossible to overlook that Eve wouldn’t have been in that situation in the first place had James187 not intervened.

      The things Evelyn38—or Evelyn11 as it turned out—had done to that girl…

      James187 wished he could bring himself to delete the memories. They were stored in his crystalline matrix, not his computer. Any manual alterations could prove disastrous. Still, it was something he pondered daily.

      The bear wandered off. James187 let it go. The hunter’s footsteps were already treading a path back to a skyroamer parked in a nearby clearing.

      Short of manually erasing the guilt, James187’s only hope of being free of it was to make things right with Eve.

      A quick reply to “Trinity’s” message, and James187 got the promised coordinates back from Eve. The girl knew he could turn around and retransmit her location to anyone. Whatever agenda James187 served, Eve had placed her safety in his hands.

      That just reinforced the guilt.

      The skyroamer’s engines whined to readiness. James187 plotted a course to China. There was a panda to rescue who was too smart for her own good.
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      Evelyn11 tiptoed through the open doorway. The haunted depths of Kanto had been welcoming by comparison. This room held ghosts far more personal for her.

      The lab was so freshly constructed it still gleamed with untreated steel, showing no signs of corrosion. The scanners, the remote power supply, the signal inducers… everything was factory fresh. The subject of the laboratory’s study was less so.

      Evelyn11 ran a tentative hand along the upload rig. This wasn’t one of Kanto’s two legendary machines. This was her own. As her fingers traced the cranial restraint on the scan side of the rig, Evelyn11 struggled with the idea that she had died there.

      The robotic geneticist had no recollection of the events immediately preceding her demise. The other half of the rig had been occupied by Eve14. Though official reports hadn’t included minutiae, Evelyn11 knew that Charlie7 had tinkered with the program.

      Eve14 had survived the upload. Yet, through an unknown glitch, the rig had still wiped the Evelyn38 chassis Evelyn11 had been wearing.

      Evelyn11 knelt and pried loose an access panel. Perhaps if she could examine the components herself, she could reconstruct what went wrong.

      A door opening at the far end of the room had Evelyn11 scrambling to hide behind the upload rig.

      “It’s just me,” Charlie25 reassured her. He leaned across the upload target bed and peered down at the rig’s creator. “Making yourself at home, I see.”

      “You’re enjoying this. Aren’t you?” Evelyn11 demanded, rising and brushing off non-existent dust from her dress. “Seeing me skulk and scurry… You could have knocked. What if that had been ‘13?”

      “Charlie13 is done studying this pile of scrap. He’s convinced it’s substandard for robotic use.”

      “It’s not a pile of—”

      Charlie25 threw up his palms as a barrier. “His word, not mine.”

      The uploader backed away and circled around the far side of the rig. Evelyn11 scrutinized his mannerisms.

      “Why’ve you brought me here?” Evelyn11 demanded. “What’ve you got planned? Have you found me a donor yet?”

      Donor was such a lovely euphemism. Evelyn38 had been in for a routine chassis upgrade when Charlie25 had uploaded Evelyn11’s mind instead. ‘38 had been a good girl. Pristine committee records like hers were as good as receiving a knighthood. It bought Evelyn11 years before committee investigators had even begun to scan around her doorstep.

      “I’ve been reading your research,” Charlie25 answered, evading the question but piquing the grumpy geneticist’s curiosity.

      Evelyn circled the table as Charlie25 continued his coy retreat, forming a slow dance. “One thing to pick apart my life’s secrets, Charles. But really, couldn’t you have kept it to yourself?”

      “You may be an expert in genetics and human psychoneurology, but I’m the one who knows uploading.” Charlie25 locked his eyes onto Evelyn11’s shabby new chassis.

      Bargain bin rubbish, that’s what this chassis was. Version 40.7. Left and forgotten because of the 40.9. A hand-me-down body. Why couldn’t Charlie25 have the decency to look away? He was like a boarding school bully staring at the girl who’d just had her hair chopped crooked.

      “I have friends on the outside, Charles,” Evelyn11 warned. “Ones who know I’m back.” It was a lie but of the best kind. There was no way Charlie25 could be 100 percent certain.

      “You think I’d wipe you?” Charlie25 asked. She heard the smirk without the uploader so much as twitching a facial actuator to show it.

      “Between processor cycles, if you thought I’d become a liability.”

      Charlie25 aimed an ominous finger her way. “Don’t forget it. But I’ve got a surprise for you today.”

      Evelyn11’s internal antenna picked up a near field communication. Encrypted, of course. With Charlie25, it wasn’t even worth the effort to try cracking the encoding. The uploader was no fool. That was one reason Evelyn11 had chosen to work with him in the first place.

      A pair of automatons entered, bearing a purple foam-encased figure. A breathing tube and the exposed scalp were the only clues that their payload was a live human.

      “What’s this?” Evelyn11 asked warily. She took a step back from the upload rig.

      “If it works, a human body for you.”

      “That’s not one of my Eves. If you were going to try to pull a fast one, you at least could have had the sense to find one the right size. This one’s downright Amazonian.”

      The foam was contoured to the body encased within. The curves indicated a female specimen. But the Eves had been compact, graceful, and efficient. The creature inside the purple packaging was taller by a quarter meter, with broad shoulders and wide hips. Presuming a consistent thickness of the foam, Evelyn11 estimated the specimen’s mass at eighty kilos.

      The two robots watched as the automatons loaded the foam-sealed human into the target side of the rig.

      “I don’t know what you think you’re accomplishing,” Evelyn11 said as the robots strapped the foam cocoon in place.

      Charlie25 ignored her and retrieved a wire mesh skullcap. The device was a neural interface of a type Evelyn11 hadn’t seen before. It fit smugly to the exposed scalp of the human.

      A rhythmic hiss from the breathing tube sped up. Evelyn11 had been so preoccupied that she hadn’t paused to consider whether the test subject was awake.

      Charlie25 patted the table on the scan side of the rig. “Hop in.”

      “I’ll do no such thing,” Evelyn11 protested.

      The uploader stepped around the rig and loomed over Evelyn11 in her inferior chassis. For the first time, she wondered whether he’d chosen a wimpy, underpowered model to keep her in line. While Charlie25’s Version 64.4 wasn’t anything like a military automaton, there was no doubt in Evelyn11’s mind that he could force her into the upload rig.

      “You’re the one who told me to find another solution. No robot is going to get close to Eve without the Human Committee’s approval. You want to wait years for the ideal circumstances to fall into place where one of our agents gets assigned to Eve’s security detail?”

      Evelyn backed toward the door from which she’d entered. “No, but—”

      “And you don’t think that Eve’s going to just wander into Kanto of her own volition. Do you?”

      “Of course not!”

      Evelyn11 fumbled for the door controls behind her. Though her fingers found the release switch, nothing happened. This was Charlie25’s world. Not hers.

      “Twenty minutes ago, Eve Fourteen went missing,” Charlie25 said. Evelyn11 could even pick up on the subtle way he pronounced the difference between Eve14’s chosen surname and the designation she’d been born with.

      “What do you mean, missing?”

      “Our people are doing everything we can to impede the search. But there’s only—”

      “Wait. What do you mean impede? We can’t afford to lose her!”

      “We have to lose her,” Charlie25 growled. “If the Human Committee ever gets her back, she’ll be under triple guard twenty-four hours a day for the rest of her life. All the Eves will. We need—YOU need—Eve to get thoroughly lost… then found. She’ll trust a fellow human.”

      The plan was beginning to coalesce in Evelyn11’s mind. Charlie25 played a convoluted game. Parts of it must have been concealed from her. But the fact remained that either she went along with this willingly, or she became a liability.

      At that point, Charlie25 would upload to the human and very well might delete them both. She’d be nothing more than a data point. Evelyn11 intended to wind up as much more than that.

      “Fine,” Evelyn11 snapped. “But you’ll run my post-upload test. Nothing you’ve cooked up yourself will suffice.”

      Charlie25 froze statue-still for a moment, then reached into a pocket and pulled out a zip saw. The blade emitted a cringe-inducing whir.

      Evelyn circled to the far side of the upload rig and swung the video display arm around to hover over the target’s face.

      Meanwhile, Charlie25 worked with the zip saw, cutting holes just above the foam-bundled form’s eyes. The breathing through the tube turned frantic.

      “You’re spiking the adrenaline levels, Charles,” Evelyn11 scolded. “For God’s sake, sedate the thing.”

      Charlie25 proceeded, ignoring the geneticist’s concern. “I’d rather compensate for a natural chemical reaction than a chemically induced state. I can handle it from here. Get in position.”

      “I have done this before, Charles.”

      “Well, this time it’s getting done right. You never should have gone past the wet-work without a collaborator.”

      Evelyn11 looked down one last time before heading for her side of the rig. The test subject’s eyes were wide enough that whites showed around all sides. They jerked wildly as if the motion could shake them free of their sockets.

      The old geneticist covered the eye cutouts with her hand. “Relax. This will all be over soon.”

      Letting her shoulders rise and fall in pantomime of a sigh, Evelyn climbed into the scan side of the upload rig. Odds were, she’d just wake up, and the human would be a brain-dead pile of flesh, pre-wrapped for disposal.

      The last thing Evelyn11 heard before Charlie25 powered her down was the uploader’s voice saying, “Cross your fingers…”
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      Charlie25 waited.

      Patience was a precious commodity, and centuries of preparation and guidance were finally about to pay off.

      The scan of Evelyn11 was nearly complete. Oh, how tempting it had been to reuse the backup file instead. The months of nagging, grousing, and demands for any chassis but the one Charlie25 had given her were certainly memories he was willing to live without.

      But Evelyn11 needed to remember what she owed him.

      A monitor showed the progress of the upload rig copying every bit of data from Evelyn11. Charlie25 tapped the inert chassis on the nose.

      “Have to admit, that is one unpleasant chassis to look at. Jason6 ought to be ashamed of himself.”

      The percentage indicator maxed out. Data replication was complete.

      Charlie25 rubbed his hands together. “Now for the good part.”

      There was crackle and sizzle as the upload process began. An oversight in the design of the cranial adapter, no doubt. He had neither the time nor inclination to perform delicate surgery on the test subject to implant transcranial probes.

      The test subject’s scalp had broken into a sweat. Charlie25 patted the area between probes with a sponge, wishing the idiot test subject would calm down. Overwriting the autonomous functions couldn’t happen soon enough for his liking.

      Upload took a similar length of time compared to data replication. Evelyn11’s earlier attempts had all slowed the process down. Why would that be any safer for a human brain? It was being rewritten. That was trauma no matter how you sorted it. Best to get it over with quickly, like yanking out a leaky coolant line.

      The test subject’s breathing quickened and became irregular. It held its breath now and then, as if that might stop the electric currents and induced magnetic fields from rewriting its brain’s contents.

      Wandering over to look the test subject in the eye, he saw uncomprehending fear. “What are you seeing, anyway? All those involuntary neural cross-fires, the changes to memory mid-thought. It must be downright psychedelic. Must ask Evelyn once this is over, if she has any recollection.”

      The process ended minutes later. This was the point when Evelyn11’s test protocol was set to begin. Instead, Charlie25 slowly swung the display screen away from the human’s face.

      The upload robot loomed over the helpless creature trapped in solid foam. He looked it in the eyes. Those frantic orbs blinked as if to clear a thought, then narrowed dangerously.

      Grunts sounded from inside the foam. With a breathing tube down its throat, the human couldn’t begin to try speaking.

      “Don’t worry, Gemini… that’s this form’s name, by the way. Either you’re Evelyn in there, or you’ve just had a very bad dream. Either way, I don’t think you want to be around for the disposal.”

      At Charlie25’s encrypted command, the two automatons entered and unfastened the foam package from the table. The trapped human inside continued grunting inarticulate threats.

      Pulling a pen-sized atomizer from his pocket, Charlie25 walked up and sprayed the contents into the breathing tube. Gemini’s eyes unfocused in an instant. The grunting stopped, and the hiss of breathing through the tube became regular.

      Charlie25 waited.

      When the automatons had left earshot, he reactivated Evelyn11.

      “What’s happened?” she demanded, reaching up and disconnecting herself from the EMP aimed at her skull.

      Evelyn11, still in her scrap-bin chassis, scrambled down from the upload rig. Her immediate reaction was to search the far side of the rig for the specimen.

      “As you predicted,” Charlie25 replied with a shrug. “Still, it was worth a try.”

      “Well,” Evelyn11 huffed. She smoothed out the wrinkles from being on the table. “Not to say I told you so… Where’s the body?”

      “I felt that with your penchant for trophy collection, it was best if I was the one who arranged for disposal.” Charlie25 had visited the site. He had seen the shelf lined with skull after skull of failed experiments.

      “Those weren’t trophies. They were keepsakes.”

      “To-may-to, to-mah-to, po-tay-to… serial killer trophy case.”

      Evelyn11 straightened her back. “Really, Charles! Could you be any less couth? And wipe that silly smirk from your face. What’s gotten into you?”

      Charlie25 waited to compose his features. It wasn’t as if Evelyn11 would guess at the reason. “Was I smirking? I suppose it’s just an amusing experience being wrong.”
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      Hiking was nothing like treadmill running. First off, you had to look where you were going. From one step to the next, a rock or divot might pop up to trip an unwary foot. Then there were the animals. Wild creatures didn’t loiter around treadmills, as a rule, but they loved outdoor spaces and chose to live there.

      What galled Eve as she navigated the Chinese countryside was the sheer size of it all. In the lab, ten kilometers was just passing time. Jogging the same two and a half meters of rubberized fabric mesh on a loop went nowhere. Out in the wind and sunshine, the scale of the map sank in.

      “Why did they have to make Earth so big?” she wondered aloud.

      Navigating by the position of the sun ought to have been easier. It was mid-morning. The sun was roughly thirty degrees south of due east in the sky. Even without a compass, Eve could estimate its position within a few degrees.

      A neophyte outdoorswoman, Eve had failed to account for cloud cover.

      Twenty minutes into her trek, a bank of gray had blocked Eve’s view of the sun.

      “Someone needs to make a list,” Eve grumbled. “The outdoors is severely under-documented.”

      Catching a glimpse of the hovership in the distance, Eve ducked down behind the trunk of a tree that was only twice her height. The massive robot headquarters broke through the clouds gracefully, reminding her of the whales on a nature video she and her sisters had watched, except upside down.

      Any optical scan that could pick up Eve at this distance would also be able to see her partially obscured behind a twig of a tree. With a breath to steady raw nerves, Eve prepared to move.

      One thought kept her eyes fixed on the hovership. “I hope I didn’t get you in trouble, Phoebe.”

      Eve hunched over as she fled deeper into the broken countryside. Soft soil kept footprints as a record. The land between hills was too low to provide cover; the tops of the hills exposed Eve if anyone was watching.

      Pangs of hunger reminded Eve that she hadn’t packed any food. History would mock the first of the new humans if Eve starved to death escaping the only people with a ready supply of food. But supplies had been a necessary casualty of the escape plan.

      Eve scanned the skies. “Where are you?”

      It was only supposition that James187 would come at all. Eve could easily have misjudged him. There had been no way to take a computer along, and the signal it sent might have been traceable.

      Robots might have overlooked building thermal scanning satellites, but they certainly had plenty of signal receivers.

      Eve wondered how easy it would be for her would-be rescuers to find her optically. The fluorescent wardrobe was certainly not helping matters.

      At the next shallow stream, Eve hopscotched the rocks to the far side, then proceeded to scrub her borrowed pink and yellow ensemble with mud. The whole time, she cringed.

      Putting on warm, clean clothes, fresh from the cloth-o-matic felt wonderful; it was a fabric hug. This was just the opposite. The mud had all the tactile squishiness of finger paint, and the now slovenly fabric was wet and clung to her skin.

      It will dry, she told herself. The rich, loamy brown would mask the candy pink that was probably bright enough to see from orbit. It was worth getting mud caked under her fingernails where no amount of washing in the stream could cleanse it all.

      None of the inconveniences mattered, so long as—

      “Thought I was after a panda, not a piglet.”

      Eve swiveled around. A robot clad in gray and brown camouflage stood atop the raised bank of the stream, toting a rifle.

      At the sight of the weapon, Eve developed a sudden-onset case of second thoughts. Perhaps contacting James187 had been a mistake.

      Had the hunter regretted helping Charlie7 and Plato find her?

      In her deviousness, Eve might have outsmarted herself. She had counted on James187’s discretion because he didn’t want his involvement with Evelyn11 made public.

      Wouldn’t killing Eve and disposing of her remains ensure the secret died with her?

      Eve crept back, not taking her eyes from James187’s rifle.

      “What are you—? Oh, this thing,” James187 realized with a shake of his head. The robot slung the weapon over his shoulder by the strap.

      Eve took a wary step upstream. “Why didn’t I hear you coming?”

      “I left my skyroamer back at the coordinates you sent me. I’ve been on foot ever since, sweeping the area. The news feeds are barking at squirrels over your disappearance.”

      “Not… literally?” Eve asked. So often a robot would say something random that couldn’t be taken at face value. It would have been comforting to know James187 wasn’t prone to that bug.

      The hunter held out a black-gloved hand. “Come on. We can’t lounge here like cats on a sill. Are you coming or not?”

      On tiptoes, Eve could see the distant hovership drifting in their direction. As chases went, this was a slow affair, more dread than adrenaline. But James187 was right. The longer she waited, the less likely Eve was to have the freedom to decide.

      James187 carried the risk of death and the hope of freedom. The hovership filled with Human Committee busybodies promised confinement and safety.

      Eve had looked death in the eye. She’d known slavery most of her life without ever having a word for it. The hovership was just Creator’s lab with more company and fewer invasive medical procedures.

      Flicking the water from her fingers, Eve gave James187 a curt nod. “Right. Time I let you in on the plan.”
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      The skyroamer with Eve and James187 aboard clung to the terrain as if by magnetic force. Whenever they rose with a hill or mountain, James187 would kill off any altitude gains as soon as they crossed over a valley.

      Eve’s brain knew that their low-altitude evasive maneuvering was prudent. Her stomach suggested that vomiting would solve their dilemma. The discrepancy highlighted one of the many reasons Eve didn’t let her stomach guide her actions.

      Still, Eve felt her gorge rise each time they took a sudden downward trajectory.

      “You all right over there?” James187 asked, glancing at her.

      Nice of Mr. No-Inner-Ear to notice her discomfort.

      “Peachy,” Eve replied through a clenched jaw.

      “You’ve gotten snide since the last time we flew together.”

      “And your piloting skills have atrophied,” Eve countered.

      James187 laughed aloud. “You’re a spitfire when you’re not wetting your pants, aren’t you?”

      “My pants are wetter now than last time I flew with you,” Eve shot back. Learning not to reflexively defer to robots was one of the key takeaways Eve had gained outside her official curriculum on the hovership.

      They hit a flat stretch, and James187 leveled out the skyroamer’s trajectory. Eve breathed a sigh and relaxed clenched muscles throughout her body.

      James187 flicked on the autopilot. “So tell me, why the Tom Sawyer act?”

      Eve’s mind froze for a fraction of a second. She knew this one. Down twisting mental pathways, past shelves lined with scientists and philosophers, Eve navigated to the Hall of Popular Entertainment. It was a new wing of Eve’s mental construct, only having been organized following her introduction to the outside world.

      Tom Sawyer was in there twice; once as a song, and another as an irksome rural con artist who went on unsupervised adventures as a minor.

      “They don’t listen.”

      James187 jerked back on the throttle. “Kid, teenagers have been saying that since before the Roman Empire. If you can’t do better than that, I’m turning around and delivering you back to—”

      “Charlie7,” Eve said. “His final request was a new Charlie mix. He wanted to be remixed and started over. I looked it up; it should be Charlie42. The new robot should have gotten everything of Charlie’s.”

      “Lotta trouble for a dead robot’s last request,” James187 grumbled.

      Eve pressed on. “But Charlie7 was Charlie7. He wasn’t just a robot. He was my friend. And I think by the end, he was Plato’s friend, too. He’ll help get Plato out of whatever dark hole they’re keeping him in.”

      James187 pulled his hands away from the steering yoke. “Whoa, hold your horses. I can imagine them keeping hush hush about Charlie7’s dying request. That’s bonkers. We can’t reuse mixes, or there’d end up being duplicate people. You can’t just make a new robot same as an old, defunct one.”

      “But—”

      “As for Plato,” James187 plowed on over Eve’s objection. “Maybe he had chivalrous intentions. Maybe he was just an angry experiment who got sidetracked from his greasy path of vengeance because he realized how jigsaw puzzles fit together.”

      Eve squeezed her eyes shut. Nora109 didn’t talk like this. Eve’s chaperone limited her non-literal speech to one reference per exchange, usually accompanied by an explanation if it was the first time Eve heard it.

      Jigsaws were hardly puzzles. They were more a test of visual acuity and color matching. Brute force was still a viable algorithm for solving one. Peeling back the most literal of James187’s possible meanings, Eve ran through the listing of likely subjects of euphemism.

      In that light, the implication struck her instantly.

      “Ew!” Eve exclaimed. “Plato was not distracted because I was enticing him with the prospect of procreating.”

      “What do I know?” James187 asked with a shrug. “I’ve been non-biological for three hundred years. But I’ve still got cloudy memories of having a wife, girlfriends, high school crushes—not all at once, mind you.” He chuckled at his own joke.

      Eve squeezed her legs together and crossed her forearms over her lap. “You really think so?”

      “Like I said… who knows? But one thing’s twenty-four karat gold: he’s hung up on you for some reason.”

      “We’re friends,” Eve insisted. “Not that many humans. You know? I think it’s probably a nice idea for us to look out for each other.”

      James187 eased the throttle forward again. “Well, I’ll do you this much. I’ll get you somewhere safe. Maybe find you a supply of food. After that, you’re on your own.”

      Eve weighed her next words. Nora109 always insisted that words carried more power the more carefully they were arranged toward a common goal.

      “This is why Charlie7 was a hero, and you hunt animals for a living.”

      They flew in silence for what felt like a day, though the sun never moved in the sky behind them. Eve didn’t follow up her statement. Let the guilt gnaw at the camouflage-clad robot’s processors.

      Once before, James187 had a change of heart. Was it a bug that he’d corrected? Or was he still just as vulnerable?

      “Fine,” James187 agreed. His voice was a kitten’s mew, barely audible. “I’ll look after you.”

      The skyroamer shot onward as Eve settled in and found them a movie to watch.
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      Evelyn11 awoke immobilized.

      She was facedown. Purple-tinged water swirled down a drain half a meter from her face. The sound of a shower was muffled as if heard from the far side of a wall.

      What had happened?

      Last thing Evelyn11 remembered was Charlie25’s flippant humor before shutting her down. No, there had been something after. For a horrible few seconds, she had awakened in the human body. The agony had been unbearable.

      The upload rig must have saved some of the specimen’s residual memory back to Evelyn11’s crystalline matrix. Damn that Charlie25 for tinkering with the rig. What had he hoped to learn, anyway?

      Evelyn11 checked her diagnostics to tell whether the oafish uploader had damaged anything.

      There was no diagnostic menu. There wasn’t even an input selector to discover that there was no diagnostic menu. Evelyn11 was computer-blind.

      “Blast you, Charles. You’ve ruined my data link,” Evelyn11 snarled. That’s what would have come out if her voice hadn’t been entirely muffled by something blocking her vocal emitter.

      The water continued falling all around her head, sloshing down the drain. The purple color was familiar. Relevant. She’d just seen it.

      Evelyn11’s breath quickened.

      Why was she breathing? And why was it so restricted? Evelyn11 began to hyperventilate.

      A voice from a thousand miles away, muffled in gauze, called out to her in Charlie25’s voice. “Keep calm. It worked. You’ll be out of there in no time.”

      Slowly, Evelyn11’s muscles fought back against the vice grip of purple foam as a light solvent solution dissolved it around her. The slight hint of mobility was worse than complete helplessness. Evelyn11 screamed her muted frustration as her prison fought against being stretched and wrenched.

      One arm broke free of the hardened foam at the shoulder joint.

      Thrashing around, Evelyn11 managed to rock back and forth, using leverage to put weight on her other limbs. As she turned, the melted solution drizzled into her eyes through the cutouts.

      The solvent burned. Pain. Honest, searing, human pain! Six hundred years of work crashed around Evelyn11 in blinding agony.

      “Hold still,” Charlie25 scolded. Evelyn11 blinked to clear her eyes; through the blurry haze, she could make out the uploader standing just a meter away. “It’ll all wash away. Cutting would have taken a layer of skin off your whole body.”

      Evelyn11, the greatest geneticist robotkind had ever known, had become a product of her own creation. Letting the impact of that epiphany sink in helped distract from the solvent clawing at her eyes. Evelyn11 bided her time until she could move.

      A few targeted blasts from a nozzle washed away the last of the gooey foam residue.

      Forcing herself to her elbows atop a mesh bed frame, Evelyn11 grabbed the breathing tube in both hands. The synthetic rubber snaked a kilometer and a half down her throat. Covered in slime and with slick-coated fingers struggling for grip, Evelyn11 gagged the whole way pulling it out.

      “What… have you done?” Evelyn11 rasped once she’d vomited out whatever the test subject’s last meal had been. A mush resembling chopped pasta sluiced down the drain along with a diminishing trickle of purple goo.

      A cold, steel hand rested on Evelyn11’s back as she stood, hands on knees, trying to catch her breath. Charlie25 bent to look up into her eyes.

      “We succeeded. I examined your convoluted post-test and decided to see what came out the other side for myself instead.”

      “What if… I’d come out wrong?” Evelyn11 asked. With one hand, she rubbed at her throat, though the rawness was in her trachea. With the other hand, she cupped splashes of shower water to rinse her eyes.

      “I ran a few neural comparisons. You’re you.”

      “Where’s—?”

      “Already disposed of,” Charlie25 cut in quickly. “There is no more Evelyn11. EMP hit the second I was sure you’d been successful. Chassis went into the deep core magma minutes later.”

      Evelyn11 shuddered despite the warmth of the water drizzling over her.

      Gone?

      What if she wanted to go back?

      The shower room began to sway.

      “Easy does it,” Charlie25 said. High overhead, lost in the glare of LED lighting, a shower head stopped, giving up a few last drips. Charlie25 guided Evelyn11 to a seat on the edge of the mesh bed.

      Steel fingers pinched her chin, not painfully but leaving no room for argument. Evelyn11’s eyes were brought into line with the glowing orange lights of Charlie25’s.

      “Your name is Gemini,” the uploader said, voice as unyielding as the fingers of that impossibly strong hand. “You were an experiment of a robot whose name you never learned. You are not Evelyn11 anymore. Understand?”

      Evelyn11 shivered. Without the heat of the water, every breeze was a winter wind. Shuddering, she shook her head. “No,” she admitted. “I’m… I’m not sure what I am right now.”

      “You are human. Your name is Gemini. Repeat it back to me.”

      “Yes. Yes. Gemini,” Evelyn11 parroted back. “That’s the name of this shell.”

      A sharp sting across her face snapped Evelyn11 from the wandering path her musings were taking. Reaching up to touch the rising welt on her cheek, Evelyn11 saw the breathing tube in Charlie25’s hand.

      “Good Lord, Charles,” Evelyn11 snapped. “What’s gotten—”

      “Gemini,” Charlie25 shouted. Lifting her to her feet by the upper arm, the uploader dragged Evelyn11 to a fogged piece of glass on the wall.

      The image that reflected back was indistinct. Evelyn11 raised a hand to wipe the surface clear as Charlie25 turned her loose.

      The image staring back wore an expression of disbelief.

      “Is that really… me?”

      “Yes. One day we can upload you to Eve, but until that happens, this is the only body you’ve got.”

      Gemini watched in the mirror, fascinated, as she explored her features with fingers made of living flesh.
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      Twisting the flow regulator, Gemini shut off the water. Free from prying eyes and sarcastic commentary, the shower had been a welcome respite.

      The scent of the immobilizing foam might linger for days—or its persistence might have been her imagination. Realizing that the utilitarian substance had an odor at all had come as a mild shock.

      Gemini suspected that more such shocks were just around the next bend.

      Between the soap and a few minutes to herself, Gemini was beginning to feel almost human. The sensations were surreal. Like riding a bicycle, the saying went. So many old skills and habits got lumped beneath that bromide. But breathing in and out, spitting, and urinating had all sprang readily to mind. Evelyn11 had packed them away in cardboard boxes in a corner of her mind, and Gemini had just sliced the shipping tape.

      Gemini tore the plastic off a vacuum-sealed towel. A nose-wrinkling chemical stench wafted out.

      Did the cloth-o-matic produce that smell, or was it something to do with the vacuum-sealing process?

      At least the towel was soft.

      A drying process that could have ended in a minute or two, thanks to being shaved bald, instead took fifteen. Gemini let the fabric caress her skin, relishing that it felt like anything at all.

      This new body would take time to feel like home. For decades, Gemini had dreamed of Eve as her host. As Evelyn11, she had stolen snippets of sensory experience as interpreted by Eve’s neurons. None of that compared to firsthand sensation.

      Examining herself in the mirror as the glass defogged, Gemini was impressed. It wasn’t the compact, efficient little physique she’d prepared for all those years. Gemini was lean but had muscles sculpted like the diagrams in Grey’s Anatomy. Were there still teams floating around, she could have played collegiate rugby with the boys.

      Gemini was angling to examine herself from the side and rear when Charlie25’s voice echoed from the corridors. “When you’re done ogling your new body, get dressed. This isn’t a test drive.”

      Scowling holes through the wall, Gemini padded barefoot over to retrieve a second vacuum-sealed package larger than the first. This one contained a wardrobe.

      Evelyn11 had always dressed simply and mainly for show. The outfit provided came with all the bells and whistles the robotic scientist had trimmed from her routine. The array of garments momentarily flummoxed Gemini.

      Though never quite so ingrained as breathing or holding a bladder in check, Evelyn Mengele had dressed herself tens of thousands of times before her brain was scanned for Project Transhuman. Gemini put analytical thought out of mind and just began pulling on garments.

      Before she knew it, Gemini was lacing up a pair of combat boots. Those were something Evelyn Mengele had never worn in seventy-two years of life. However, the rest had been familiar old ground.

      Modeling in the mirror again, Gemini hardly recognized the person she saw. Her mind had just begun accepting the dripping, naked Amazonian who’d stumbled into the shower in a daze. Now…

      Gemini looked dangerous.

      Black simulated leather tactical jacket over an olive drab tank top tight enough to show the outline of the bra beneath. Black cargo pants with loose, empty pockets, waiting to be filled with survival gear. A short-brimmed hat hid a bald scalp still tender from mild electrical burns. The welt on her cheek would look like a scar for a few days, giving the grizzled appearance of some mercenary from the movies.

      A deep breath steeled Gemini’s nerves before she marched herself into the hallway to confront Charlie25.

      “Not bad,” Charlie25 remarked. “You toughen up nicely. Who’d imagine that beneath that G.I. Jane exterior, you’re an 800-year-old robot with an elderly mathematician’s brain?”

      Gemini rolled her eyes. “Really, Charles. You know the perfect way to spoil a moment.”

      “Cut the crap, Gemini,” Charlie25 snapped. “You’re not a stately old Englishwoman with an American Ivy League education. You are an angry, cold-hearted escapee with an eye for vengeance and a soft spot for your fellow humans.”

      “I’m not an actress, Charles. I’m a scientist. Even mathematics was ages ago. I’m beyond simple theory. I just need to get close enough to Eve to tranquilize her and drag her back here.”

      As robot and human spoke, Charlie25 led the way deeper into the bowels of Kanto. This was an entire hideaway, so far removed from the functioning part of the factory that no one would ever look for it. Yesterday it had been a homey little safe house. Its only crime had been the state of near-captivity that remaining undiscovered required.

      Now Gemini had a body that yearned Vitamin D. The glare of LED lighting was no substitute for sunlight.

      They reached a media room, and Charlie25 brought up a feed of Eve14. The clip was a news feed summary of the world’s most beloved runaway.

      “What’s all this?” Gemini asked.

      “Watch…” Charlie25 whispered.

      Eve was shown speaking before the human committee. Gemini thought the girl looked ridiculous with an army buzz cut, but Eve looked otherwise healthy and composed.

      The news feed audio was of little Eve14 dressing down the Human Committee.

      “You’d better count that as a ‘nay.’ How can any of you think of killing Plato? I’m only alive thanks to him and Charlie7. And speaking of Charlie7, how come no one ever carried out Charlie’s last request? We were supposed to make a new Charlie robot and give him all of Charlie7’s things.”

      “I don’t remember raising a little spitfire like that,” Gemini muttered.

      The transformation of the girl was remarkable. Her precious Eve14 had been one of the mildest-mannered of the Eves. Never talked back. Never raised her voice.

      Charlie25 skipped the news feed ahead.

      A soft gasp of longing escaped Gemini’s lips as she saw all her Eves lined up in pairs, practicing kung fu at the Shaolin Temple. They were all so beautiful and strong. Perfect little creatures all queued up to try being Evelyn11 when their time came. Except now they weren’t hers anymore.

      The video perspective wandered as the girls sparred. This was footage from the internal memory of one of the instructors. As Eve14 and Eve16 fought, if only for play, Gemini was astonished.

      These were the motions the girls had all learned as part of their daily exercise. Evelyn11 hadn’t wanted to inherit a clumsy or sluggish body. Always seemed like a better idea to have the girls handle all the prep work in advance of upload.

      Evelyn11 never grasped that she had taught the girls to fight.

      Time and again, Eve16 fell to the padded surface. Eve14 was the eldest, of course, stronger and better practiced. More than that, though, she was fast, fluid, and decisive.

      The video paused with Eve14 giving the polite bow expected of a victor.

      “The old IQ tests don’t even capture her intellect,” Charlie25 said. “And Mary27 ran one anyway. The way the story goes, some combination of her and Charlie7 outsmarted you and wiped you down to a three-day-old backup file.”

      “No need to dredge up that unfortunate episode. I shan’t forget it.”

      Charlie25’s head whipped around. “Next time I hear you use the word ‘shan’t,’ I’m uploading your brain to a cocker spaniel. This is serious business. If that young lady in the video there suspects that you were her creator, she is going to snap your neck before you know she’s there.”

      “You’re being melodramatic, Charlie,” Gemini said. “And you see? I can be flippant and casual as the next girl.”

      Charlie25 tossed her the remote of the video screen. “Study up. Figure out her next move. You know that brain of Eve14’s better than anyone alive. You built it.”
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      Plato sat like a limp rag on the edge of his couch. He was back in his cell, emotionally drained and physically battered. Ashley252 was attending to the latter.

      The robot medic was dressed in a white lab coat and slacks. The stainless steel of her fingers was covered by a pair of pale green latex gloves.

      There was a tug and a slicing of fabric as Ashley252 cut Plato’s shirt from tailbone to nape.

      “Multiple contusions. One fractured vertebra…” She lifted Plato’s arm, drawing a wince that he couldn’t suppress. “Tendon damage.”

      Plato offered a forced chuckle. “I always thought medical lingo was a little more… Latin.”

      Ashley252 let the arm sag. “I was simplifying the diagnoses for your benefit. You’ve suffered a grade-one sprain of the subscapularis muscle tendon. There is a stress fracture in your T3 vertebra. You have—”

      “Yeah, yeah. Forget I asked. Just do what you gotta do, and let me wallow in peace.”

      Ashley252 leaned around from behind Plato until he could look her in the eye. “You also have several untreated injuries and conditions.”

      “Listen, it wasn’t my idea to get patched up in the first place. You can talk to Brent184, but I just want the bare minimum so I can get the cell to myself again.”

      “I could relieve most of your chronic joint pain.”

      Plato gritted his teeth. The offer was tempting. It had been years since he’d woken up without agony in his knees and lower back. These days, his hips bothered him even after short spells sitting in one position.

      Plato fluttered a hand at her despite the shooting pain up his whole arm. “Nah. Do what they sent you for, then get the hell outta my room.”

      As Ashley252 rummaged in her kit for tools, Plato rolled his eyes. You’d think someone who was a surgeon and a robot might be more organized.

      “Stop slouching,” Ashley252 ordered.

      Seething out a breath, Plato sat up straight.

      There was a pinprick in Plato’s upper back and a hiss of pressurized air. “Hey, what did you just—ooh. That’s not half bad.”

      “A mixture of local anesthetic and osteogenesis compound. You won’t want to feel the bioactive agents fusing the bone.”

      Fair enough, Plato kept to himself.

      Another pinprick and pneumatic puff, and the fiery pain in Plato’s shoulder ebbed. He could put up with a few minutes inconvenience, he supposed.

      “Lift your chin. Your posture is abominable.”

      With a sigh, Plato complied.

      This time there was neither a prick nor an injection. Instead, there was a click. A soft whir of an air pump and a firm yet light pressure tightened around Plato’s neck.

      “What the—?”

      Plato reached up and found a hard plastic collar fastened around his neck. There were protrusions and seams, but nothing to grip to pry it open.

      “Take this thing off me!”

      Ashley252 scooted aside and scurried toward the door. “It’s for your own protection. It’s lined up to deliver a neurosedative directly into your carotid artery at the first sign of you making trouble. You’ll be unconscious nearly instantaneously. By the time you wake up, you’ll be in bed, and we’ll have replenished the dose.”

      “Why you…”

      “If you attempt to remove the collar, it will activate. We’ve set a hair trigger on it. I apologize, but it’s rather likely to fire off accidentally at some point.”

      Plato’s breath quickened. The edges of his vision blurred red.

      “If you like, I can still take care of your chronic issues—”

      If there was some sweetener to add to Ashley252’s offer, Plato didn’t wait to hear it. With a roar, he lunged across the room. Even if he couldn’t escape, he’d make Ashley252 pay for doing this to him.

      Plato wasn’t an animal to be controlled and collared.

      There was a puff accompanied by a sharp twinge in Plato’s neck. The last thing he heard before losing consciousness was Ashley252 muttering, “Idiot.”

      At least Plato didn’t have to feel the impact as he hit the floor face first.
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      The controls of the skyroamer were all new and exciting. Buttons that were once little more than points in space to robotic fingers now touched back with firm plastic smoothness. Wind-induced hull vibration came through the steering yoke and the seat as a soothing buzz. The air recirculator gave off a whiff of ethylene glycol.

      Gemini made course adjustments far more often than her heading demanded. Vertical drops were especially novel; the sudden rise of the gorge sent a spike of adrenaline coursing through her veins. But the joyriding never took her far off course from her goal.

      Tracking Eve14 had been disappointingly simple. Social tracking and a knowledge of Eve14’s known associates was all it took. Of course, for any of Gemini’s plan to have earned back its grant money required a proprietary level of knowledge of who those associates actually were.

      The whereabouts of such luminaries as Nora109 and Ashley390 were a matter of public record. Toby22 had multiple reports that placed him in his back garden of arboreal England. Plato was a prisoner. Charlie7 was dead.

      Only Gemini knew to account for the recent movements of one James187.

      Oh, the crafty huntsman had concocted a plausible lie about a tiger wandering loose in a panda habitat. There might even have really been a tiger. Gemini wouldn’t have put it past James187 to release one himself, just in case.

      But the robot helping Eve14 hadn’t made his skyroamer disappear. That might have been a little too suspicious. It was also going to be Eve14’s downfall.

      As the Great Ghost City rose on the horizon, giddiness bubbled up inside Gemini. Sleek, powerful hands tightened on the controls. Feet tapped with pent-up energy. A grin spread across the old geneticist’s youthful mask.

      “Oh, she’s never going to suspect a thing.”

      Eve14 thought Evelyn11 was dead. In a way, the girl would be right. Gemini was free from bondage in a robotic chassis. Much as this new form was growing on her, the body known as Gemini was a means to an end. Soon, Charlie25 would repeat the process and house Evelyn11’s mind in the body she deserved—no, earned.

      With a few minutes of travel left, Gemini flicked through the computer database and found some Tchaikovsky to listen to. As the sweeping orchestral compositions began, Gemini found the complexity jarring. The notes tried to stymie her rioting enthusiasm with mathematical rigor.

      “Must not be in the mood,” she muttered.

      Scanning the database, Gemini tried Vivaldi, then Mozart. Neither suited her mood.

      The skyroamer veered toward Earth as Gemini split her attention between flying and arguing with the music database. Her inability to find a suitable soundtrack for her impending triumph had become an annoyance. Noticing the rapid approach of the ruin on the other side of the windshield, Gemini gave up and shut the music off.

      “Must be the ears. Haven’t acclimated to proper taste. Hope it’s not too late in cognitive development to remedy.”

      Was this mind even subject to further development? If so, would Gemini still be the same Evelyn11 that got uploaded?

      “No matter. Eve knows how to appreciate composition.”

      Gemini circled the city rather than fly directly in. Most of the steel had oxidized to dust centuries ago. What remained were parking garages, highway support pillars, civic monuments, and foundation after rubble-filled foundation. Anything that wasn’t built from stone or concrete had given way to the ages. The robots hadn’t refurbished this corner of Earth yet.

      Time to think logically. Where would James187 hide Eve in all that mess?

      An automaton could clear an underground section large enough to hide a human in no time at all. But food, clean water, and waste disposal would pose logistical dilemmas, so the choices weren’t as varied as they first appeared. Eventually, easy egress and access to power and data would become priorities.

      Eve14 was a thinker; no thinker could live isolated from the world of information.

      But it was unlikely that Eve was doing the planning for this safari. James187 was the man of the wild. The Great Ghost City was as much a wild place as any marred by human hands. Manmade hillsides, underground rivers, and vast caverns intended for public transit all shared similarities with terrain the hunter knew.

      James187 was the one Gemini had to track down. Eve would be with him.

      Gemini landed on a public plaza half covered in soil. It was a central point from which to launch a search on foot. The pockets of her cargo pants bulged with oatmeal bars and juice cartridges; one held a fold-out headband with a straw attached that allowed her to drink from a plugged-in cartridge without taking up a hand.

      Before closing the cockpit canopy, Gemini removed the one weapon she’d brought along. Charlie25 had given it to her, based on Plato’s design. A magnetic pulse rifle.

      Menacing to the point where Gemini had been loath to even touch it, it was a murder machine for robots. Charlie25 had fired it point blank at her head to make a point. Gemini wasn’t a robot. While the localized magnetic field worked on the same principle as the crystal “cleaner” on the upload rig, the rifle worked at long range.

      If things went according to plan, James187 would be working to hide Eve14 for the uploader’s conspiracy. But the hunter had never been a part of the inner circle. The only name he knew was Evelyn’s, and he had believed her to be ‘38 at the time, not ‘11. He’d be on the lookout for a contact to earn his way back into good graces with the masterminds.

      If things went according to disaster scenarios… well, that’s what the rifle was for.

      “Won’t finish if I don’t start,” Gemini muttered, heading off for the nearest entrance to the maintenance sublevel of the city.

      As she walked, Gemini patted a pocket of her jacket. Safely tucked inside was an impact syringe loaded with sedative. A pocket in her pants held an innocuous supply of cable ties. Combined, they’d allow Gemini to quickly sedate Eve14 and bind her for transport.

      “Getting ahead of myself,” Gemini grumbled. Did she talk aloud this often as a robot? Without archival data available at the twinge of a thought, she couldn’t verify that hypothesis.

      The streets were barren, covered in windblown soil and specks of pre-invasion asphalt. Gemini coughed the dust from her lungs every time the wind gusted. Particulate caught in her eyes.

      Blinking was a foggy memory but a newfound necessity.

      Sooner rather than later, Gemini wanted to be off the streets. First off, she hadn’t raised Eve14 as a fool; the girl wouldn’t seek shelter aboveground when none of the buildings was sound. More importantly, Gemini was getting sick of dealing with the weather.

      Dr. Evelyn Mengele had been a bookish child, a library haunt throughout her schooling, and an office-bound professor the remainder of her life. The outdoors had never appealed to her.

      Evelyn11 hadn’t needed fresh air but also never cared one whit about temperature or precipitation.

      Gemini was developing her own opinion of the fickle whims of the Earth’s microclimates.

      “Mother Nature can shove this dusty wind back up the orifice that belched it forth.” Not a bad first try. Next time, Gemini promised herself to work in a proper cuss word or two.

      There!

      Gemini saw it. An arched hole in the side of a man-made hillside suggested a tram tunnel. Just a few meters inside, sheltered from satellite and aerial drone view, was a familiar jet-black skyroamer.

      “Ah, James,” Gemini said with a chuckle. “Don’t ever change. Oh, and blast me six ways from sundown. Jimmy. Jimbo. Anything but ‘James.’ And no ‘bloody.’”

      Gemini cleared her throat. “Yo, Jimmy. You’ve but one moment before I lance you through the cranium with magnetic waves. I suggest you surrender the girl without putting up a fuss.”

      Squeezing her eyes shut, Gemini knew her attempt at a threat was horrid. Body or not, she just wasn’t a fourteen-year-old rugby princess.

      “Maybe I should just blast him and be done with it.” Gemini then marched past the skyroamer and into the tunnel beyond, the barrel of her EMP rifle leading the way.
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      Eve sat on a concrete slab of rubble, munching on a rock-hard biscuit that threatened to chip teeth with every bite. Between that harrowing first crunch and the morsel being safe to swallow, Eve studied her surroundings.

      A pair of lamps cast weird shadows around the abandoned transit station. Concrete pillars turned into prison bars fanned out along the wall. Two copies of James187 toiled along opposite walls, clearing space for a blanket.

      “Good thing you had all this stuff,” Eve commented, taking a drink of tepid water from a thermal canteen. She forced down a mouthful of the gravelly grain; it was rubble but on a smaller, slightly more edible scale.

      James187 grunted. “You’re lucky I didn’t have my dogs along, or those biscuits would have been long gone by now. The water, too.”

      “You have dogs?” Eve asked, perking up. “Charlie7 promised me a dog but never got a chance to do anything about it. Ashley252 won’t let them on the hovership for safety reasons.”

      James187 scoffed. “What’s an Ashley going to know about dogs? Best thing for a kid is a dog. Gotta be a monster to teach one to hurt a person. Ask me, they should have cloned the lot of you girls a litter to raise, one per Eve. And before you ask, no, you can’t have mine.”

      Eve closed her mouth.

      For a time, she let James187 work in peace. He was doing all this for her, after all. A makeshift home was still a home. Even if the air was dusty and the walls a little crumbly, Eve would be living here for a little while at least.

      “When can we go after Plato?”

      “Priority one: find a steady supply of food and clean water. Priority two: take care of your sanitary needs. Priority three: basic equipment like a stove, encrypted computer, maybe a change of clothes. Priority five billion: launching an assault to rescue a high-priority prisoner from a group who only has one prisoner to watch.”

      Eve rolled her eyes and stood to stretch. “You’re a pessimist. Examine problem, diagnose solution, implement.”

      “Well, unless you have a solution for the dozens of robots and hundreds of automatons who might be guarding Plato, we’re on hold in the rescue department.”

      A wicked grin lit Eve’s face. “Chernov’s solar magnetic lens.”

      A hundred-kilo hunk of concrete dropped from James187’s limp fingers. “Where the hell did you hear about that?”

      Eve shrugged. “I’ve got unfettered access to the Earthwide now. Well, mostly… anyway, if we could just—”

      “Stop right there. We’re not building a moon-sized magnetic rod and maneuvering it into orbit. First off, that would be a decade-long undertaking, even with all the automatons we could ask for. Setting aside the fact that someone would certainly think to ask what we were doing building a doomsday device in solar orbit, the whole theory was bunk. Junk science.”

      “No one ever disproved the theory. We could at least—”

      “No!”

      “—consider it as a backup plan,” Eve concluded. She was going to say that they could launch the effort in parallel using hacked automatons. Every good plan had a backup plan behind it. Hers shouldn’t have been any different.

      James187 stopped clearing debris and came over to crouch at eye level with Eve. “I need you to think of yourself first. You want to help Plato? Fine. You certainly owe him that. I get it. But you can’t risk yourself. Whatever plan you undertake, you’ve got to put your safety ahead of Plato.”

      “Right,” Eve agreed. “If it gets dangerous, we’ll pull back and try again.”

      “No. I mean ahead of Plato, not the rescue plan. If it gets dangerous, you may have to choose between your welfare and Plato’s freedom, yes. But there may also be a chance during any rescue plan where it might come down to saving your own life or Plato’s. You’ve got to choose yours.”

      Eve sprang to her feet. Raising her hands in exasperation, she walked away from James187. “Why can’t I choose to risk my life for something important to me? I’m not a museum piece to put behind some glass wall so no one can ever touch it. I’m not even unique; there are seven more of me back on that hovership. They have dozens more in prenatal development. I’m not an individual; I’m part of a production run.”

      “Eve… there may be others made from the same DNA, but there are none like you.”

      Eve looked over her shoulder at her co-conspirator. “If I’m different, it’s thanks to Plato. Your circular logic falls in on itself. Rescue one of the others instead, and she turns into me.”

      James187 put up a hand. “I heard something.”

      Eve strained her ears. She couldn’t turn up her auditory acuity, but cupping her ear helped. Her heart pounded in her ears as a sound approached from down the transit tunnel.

      Footsteps. And they were getting closer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “Keep talking, you idiots,” Gemini whispered so softly that she wondered if her own ears actually heard.

      The old tramway had a magnetic rail system that corroded to nothingness long ago. But the central support was a quarter meter concrete ridge along the middle of the tunnel that was largely clear of the dust and concrete chunks plaguing the rest of the passageway.

      A spotlight wobbled along, looking where Gemini looked, turning when Gemini turned, and swinging wildly when she overbalanced. The faint purple glow was in the UV spectrum, shining from the emitter built into the side of a pair of goggles that let her see it.

      Walking a balance beam while keeping a weapon leveled was more of a challenge than Gemini anticipated. All the Eves made obstacle courses look like child’s play.

      Either this body was a klutz, or Gemini needed more practice in it. Whichever was the case, the EMP rifle found more use as a tightrope walker’s balance pole than as a potential weapon. Still, it was either walk the narrow beam or give away her approach by crunching along through the rubble.

      The indistinct voices began to take form. Eve’s voice was more familiar to Gemini than her own—well, Evelyn11’s. All the girls sounded alike at some level. But their speech diverged the older they grew. Eve14 had been the scientist, crisp, direct, and unapologetic. Eve15 was meek as a mouse. Eve16 had pushed the limits of Evelyn11’s tolerance for flippancy.

      James187 sounded the same as ever, but Eve14 was someone Gemini hardly recognized. This was the Eve Fourteen from the Human Committee news feed reports. Her little girl would never have talked to a robot the way Eve Fourteen was just now.

      These tunnels were pointless. The city had never needed underground transport. A civic vanity project, that’s what it had been. And now, a thousand years on, Gemini was paying for that pretentiousness with sore feet and an ache from straining to balance the whole way.

      Eve14’s voice carried from the distance. “If I’m different, it’s thanks to Plato. Your circular logic falls in on itself. Rescue one of the others instead, and she turns into me.”

      Gemini snorted. The reflexive response to Eve14’s childish notions came with a little puff of air. It wasn’t just a noise anymore.

      In her bemusement, Gemini missed a step. One booted foot slipped off the beam to plant in the concrete gravel beside the track.

      “I heard something.”

      A string of unladylike curse words played on Gemini’s lips. She had the self-control not to lend them the force of her voice, but the damage was already done.

      Why James? Why did you pick now to make yourself useful? Chasing Eve14 in the first place, the hunter hadn’t shown the faintest inkling that he could find a human. Now he was echolocating them like a bloody dolphin.

      Stealth be damned. Gemini swung her EMP rifle into line with the end of the tunnel and trudged forward, crunching in the gravel with each step.
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      Gemini’s pace slowed. Anger had spurred her forward. Roiling blood, fresh from an embarrassing miscue, sought to drown doubt in action. Now, a preoccupation with her own fragile mortality crept in.

      What if James187 was armed for a sport hunt instead of a capture?

      What if Eve’s watchdog preferred to shoot rather than ask questions?

      The two of them—human and robot—knew Gemini was coming. Her careless slip off the track had assured that. Whatever came next was a result of that error. If eight hundred years of dreaming and scheming were to be undone by—

      Stop! Gemini ordered her thoughts away as she paused. After a few steady breaths with her eyes closed, a pleasant tingle flooded through her body. This was no time to lose her focus again. Every neuron needed to devote itself to a singular goal.

      Get to Eve.

      Gemini started forward once more. The grinding of gravel under her boots echoed in the silent depths. The eerie purple from the UV goggles lent the concrete of the old tram tunnel a cyclopean aspect, like something out of a Lovecraftian horror rather than a civic rail service.

      A scientist should never have feared ghosts but this was as good a place as any to start. No human had ever called this place home. The city was pre-built for an industrial boom that never materialized. From decorative fountains to the bones of public lavatories, everything had been in place for a metropolis population.

      This was no place for a living soul.

      Gemini stopped. Without the plodding regularity of bootsteps, her breath bellowed like the stacks of a steam locomotive.

      Eve and James187 knew someone was coming. If they could hear her breathing—and how could they not?—then James187 would know it wasn’t a friend. All the friendly humans were cooped up in a flying hen house, school-marmed by Noras and Ashleys.

      Any wild humans were a danger.

      James187 would be ready.

      Gemini was prepared to turn back. She could return to the skyroamer, contact Charlie25, and arrange for a more covert assault on the hideaway.

      Crouching in place, Gemini pushed the goggles up and rubbed her eyes. Think! The human mind was a pandemonium of rampant chemicals all vying to overpower reason.

      So, James187 was ready for an intruder. Marching in like some biological version of The Terminator was no way to overcome that strike against Gemini’s plan. How could she adapt the plan without running to Charlie25’s skirts for protection?

      Standing and pulling down her goggles, Gemini took one last huge, shuddering breath that cleansed her from loins to larynx. “Hello?” she shouted, voice echoing down the tunnel. “Is anyone down there? I need help.”

      Slinging the EMP rifle onto her shoulder, Gemini winced. When did ten kilos get so heavy? Shrugging the weapon into what she hoped was a casual and nonthreatening position, the robot in sheep’s cloning strode down toward her destiny.
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      Eve shot forward at the sound of a human voice from the darkness.

      James187 grabbed the girl just before she would have exposed herself to view.

      “Stop that,” he warned in a harsh whisper. “What did we just finish talking about?”

      When Eve stopped straining against the robot’s grip, James187 let her go.

      “Right,” Eve said with a huff. “But that’s a human.”

      “Just because you don’t recognize an archetypal voice doesn’t mean it isn’t a robot. Odds alone say it probably is.”

      Eve crossed her arms. “Didn’t that sound suspiciously like Plato?”

      “You’re imagining things. That was a feminine voice, for starters.”

      The precocious teen aimed an index finger at James187’s torso, right where his internal computer resided. “You’re the one with record and playback. Listen again. The pitch is higher, but the voice is almost identical otherwise.”

      James187 stood still for a few seconds. When the robot’s brow ridges pulled together, she knew he’d heard what she had. “I’ll be damned…”

      Whoever was down that tunnel was likely an experiment, same as Plato, same as all the Eves. Safety or not, Eve was the one who’d be damned if she let a fellow human suffer alone in the darkness. Still, she took the precaution of not poking her head around the corner.

      “Hello!” Eve called back.
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      “Hello,” the voice echoed, clear and sweet as a holiday caroler’s.

      Gemini’s heart nearly broke. Her Eve14. Her Eve, she corrected herself. It wouldn’t do to slip up this late in the game.

      “Do you have food?” Gemini called back. It sounded like as good a ruse as any. Charlie25 hadn’t packed her off with anything more than an afternoon snack. The appearance of sponsorship might throw off any element of surprise.

      Plus, Gemini suspected that Charlie25 didn’t want her running off completely loose.

      “Sort of,” Eve replied. No songbird ever sounded so effortlessly melodious. The years of vocal exercises and operatic puzzles had paid off. Gemini’s human ears couldn’t analyze the pitch and timbre. Somehow, stripped of quantitative judgment, the quality was all the more apparent. “They’re dog biscuits. But I’m willing to share.”

      Gemini’s stride faltered. James187 was feeding the girl dog treats? “Um, thanks?”

      How dare that ignoramus risk Eve’s dental health and delicate nutritional balance like that! The girl could survive a few hours’ hunger while the acclaimed hunter shot something edible and roasted it over an open flame like an ancient cannibal.

      A glare up ahead prompted Gemini to slide the UV goggles up. Light. Real, visible-spectrum light floated disembodied, illuminating the track from a raised platform off to the right of the tunnel.

      “That’s far enough,” James187 ordered. A robotic head popped around the corner, backlit.

      Gemini froze. Not just her muscles, but her lungs, her tongue, even her heart seemed to shut down. Human eyes, sharp as an astronaut’s, could only make out the indistinct shadow of the gun aimed her way.

      Was it a tranquilizer pointed at her neck or a hunting rifle?

      “Drop the weapon,” James187 ordered.

      “I thought you offered to help me,” Gemini countered. “I don’t want to die.”

      The words had been meant as a ruse. But as she spoke them, the impact chilled the bones of Gemini’s body. The heart that had iced over just seconds ago resumed with pounding force, trying to escape a potentially doomed body.

      “James187, you put that thing down this instant,” Eve scolded from out of view. “You’re scaring her.”

      A hand reached out, forcing down the barrel of James187’s rifle.

      Gemini wasn’t going to let her window of opportunity pass. Lowering the rifle, she took quick aim and fired.

      The EMP rifled hummed.

      James187 toppled, limp, off the platform and crumpled to a heap in the gravel.

      Gemini brought down her goggles and fired again, taking the time to line up her shot in the dark shadow of the platform’s edge. She wanted no chance that a data record of this encounter survived.

      “No!” Eve screamed. The piercing keen brought tears to Gemini’s eyes.

      Eve dropped down to the tramway beside the inert form. The young woman pried open James187’s thoracic access plate. Deft fingers dug inside, but everything within the robotic chassis was offline.

      Gemini tried to be relieved. She was out of personal danger. A twinge of regret nagged that she could have just murdered, if not a friend, then at least an old acquaintance. James187 was a potential asset to conspiracy’s plans as well. Charlie25 might have been the brains of the operation, but the conspiracy couldn’t exist without widespread assistance from the general community.

      Worse than the minor guilt of choosing expediency over the life of a fellow robot was the effect of James187’s death on Eve.

      Eve sobbed as she tried to revive the robot in a pointless, Hollywood effort to save her friend. Somehow, the logic of old movies held that if a death was recent enough, it was reversible. Not in the year 3090.

      Gemini approached warily. She couldn’t afford to spook Eve. The impact syringe was right in the breast pocket of her tactical vest. Setting down her EMP rifle, Gemini knelt beside Eve.

      Then something strange and unexpected happened.

      As Eve sobbed, fingers working furiously to tap in diagnostic codes and restart commands, Gemini pulled her away with a hug. Eve buried her head against Gemini’s shoulder.

      “I didn’t want him dead,” Eve wailed. “He wouldn’t have hurt you. He was just being cautious. He just wanted to protect me.”

      “There, there,” Gemini cooed. Eve14 had been the one raised to be cold and logical. Eve16 was the one Evelyn11 had lavished with affection, but the process still worked.

      Despite never having held Eve14 before, Gemini felt the kinship between them. Eve was warm. Her skin was smooth as Gemini stroked her cheek. The hedgehog hair prickled Gemini’s cheek, but the former geneticist looked past that.

      A sick knot twisted in Gemini’s stomach seeing Eve in this state.

      “When I heard the name James187, I recognized him as a dangerous robot. He was part of a conspiracy to—”

      “I know that,” Eve snapped. She pushed away to fix Gemini with tear-flooded eyes. “He was helping me stay away from them. It was James who told Charlie7 and Plato where to find me.”

      Gemini stiffened. “Oh. I’m… so sorry, then.”

      Good enough for the treacherous weasel. It was James187’s fault that Eve was walking around in that body instead of Evelyn11. He was responsible for months trapped in a rent-a-chassis, pondering the existential dilemma of whether she was even the Evelyn11 or a mere copy.

      If Eve weren’t there watching, Gemini would have disconnected that Version 68.9 head of James187’s and found a shelf to display it.

      Eve sniffled. Blinking a few times, she studied Gemini’s face. The scrutiny made the neophyte human’s skin crawl.

      “You look like him,” Eve said offhandedly. The petite girl stood and backed away a step, looking Gemini all over. “Genetic phenotypes mapped onto a female form.”

      “What are you talking about?” Gemini asked. Was Eve hallucinating in her grief? She couldn’t have known James187 well enough for his death to shatter her psyche. Plus, the look in her eye was lucid, even through the redness and swelling.

      “Plato,” Eve stated. “Your features bear unmistakable similarities. If this were a movie, I’d assume you were his sister. But since we live in the distant future and everyone is cloned, I think it’s safer to assume you’re a clone with a non-expressive Y chromosome.”

      Gemini stared. For an instant, she regretted schooling Eve14 on the processes of genetics and all that could go wrong. It had been nice to treat the girl as a colleague, testing ideas that might go into embryonic Eve projects. The curriculum involved tiptoeing around pitfalls such as named diseases and syndromes. But Gemini had a name to put with Eve’s description: Swyer syndrome.

      That instant of regret washed away in a storm of dueling angers. Gemini didn’t know who to vent the worst of her fury on, Charlie24 for creating Plato and his ilk, or Charlie25 for squirreling away survivors of ‘24’s experiments and foisting one of them on her.

      While Gemini was still struggling to wrap her wet, spongy, biological mind around this revelation, it was Eve’s turn to offer a hug of support.

      “It’s OK. I know you were trying to help.”

      Gemini felt those warm, surprisingly strong arms squeeze around her. Eve only came up to her chin, and fuzzy hair tickled Gemini’s jawline. Pressed close together, there was no way to extract the impact syringe without first forcing Eve away.

      To her surprise, Gemini didn’t want to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Eve snapped one of biscuits and handed half to Gemini. The larger girl took the canine treat reluctantly but accepted the canteen readily when Eve passed that as well.

      “I’m not going to lie to you,” Eve said. “They’re not good.”

      Gemini opened her mouth and gingerly angled the oblong bar of dried grain product toward her molars. With bomb-squad care, she bit down and winced as the rock hard biscuit crunched.

      Grimacing, Gemini chewed. “Thanks.”

      “It’ll hold us over,” Eve said, trying to maintain a facade of confidence to keep Gemini from worrying. “We’ll have to take James’s skyroamer for supplies, but first I think we need to know if this is someplace we can come back to.”

      Gemini paused her chewing, still working on the first bite. “What do you mean?”

      “These tunnels were part of a civic transit system. They might lead anywhere. We shouldn’t hide out anywhere without multiple points of egress. Cave-ins, debris, soil deposition, anything that might have changed the layout over time might affect whether this is a viable long-term solution.”

      “How long term?” Gemini sounded skeptical.

      Eve started down the tunnel from the station platform that James187 had chosen as their base of operations. Turning to wait for Gemini, who hadn’t budged, she shouted back. “Until we get a new Charlie.”

      Throwing back a swallow of water, Gemini choked down the bite of biscuit like a bitter pill. “You want to do what?”

      Eve was already on the move again, but this time Gemini hurried to catch up. When Eve looked back to check the girl’s progress, the newcomer hastily stuffed something back in her vest pocket. Though she said nothing, Eve suspected Gemini was carrying a small supply of food she didn’t want to share.

      “I promised Charlie7 that I’d help get a new one of him made. Same specs as the original. Obviously he’d have none of the memories of Charlie7, but he ought to have the same personality. He’ll be Charlie42, and he’ll help us.”

      Each of the girls carried one of the workspace lamps James187 had brought along. Gemini kept her dark-vision goggles across the stubble of her scalp like a headband.

      Gemini snickered. “Help us how? A freshly booted robot won’t have any pull.”

      The system of tunnels followed a similar line to the ones that ran to the station. The tunnel ceiling had been plastered over in some decorative layer of concrete that had crumbled to litter the floor. However, the load-bearing infrastructure appeared to have held up over time.

      “Maybe not,” Eve replied. “But he’ll be resourceful and kind, and he’ll be willing to risk his life to help us.”

      Gemini shook her head. “You’re the darling of the robotic world. That pretty face of yours is all over the new feeds.”

      Eve stopped and turned her lamp light on Gemini, careful not to blind the other girl. “You think I’m pretty?”

      “Well… I mean…”

      “No one since Evelyn11 has told me that. Well, Phoebe did once, but since we’re the only two fully-grown clones, we’re identical. She was trying to be funny.”

      Gemini cleared her throat. “Well, just look at me. I’m overgrown and bear a resemblance to a dangerous criminal.”

      It wasn’t her fault, but Gemini’s words hit Eve like a punch. “He’s really not like that. He did what you thought you were doing, protecting humans from robots who might hurt them.”

      They started down the tunnel again. Crunchy bits of dog food gurgled in Eve’s stomach like a science class experiment gone wrong. One egress. That’s all she needed to see to know that this was someplace they could come back to after finding food.

      Without warning, a laugh bubbled out of Eve, echoing in the hollow depths of the underground tramway.

      “What’s funny?” Gemini asked, cocking her head.

      “You think this is what those last humans envisioned when they made the robots? That the new generation a thousand years later would be wandering old subway lines, trying not to complain about how yucky dog food tastes?”

      Gemini joined in laughing, and when she finished, shook her head. “No, I don’t imagine they did. Not at all.”

      “What was yours like?” Eve asked.

      The light from Gemini’s lamp swung around to Eve’s face. “My what?”

      Eve brought up a hand to shield her eyes. “Charlie24 created Plato. I’m guessing he made you too. Or did some other robot share DNA samples?”

      “I… uh… don’t recall. I’m sorry, I—”

      “It’s OK,” Eve assured her. “I saw the marks on your scalp. He did something to your brain, didn’t he?”

      Gemini’s hand strayed to her head, where a grid of pinpoint electrical burns stood out. The taller girl winced. “I had a hat, but it kept rubbing the sores.”

      “Aren’t those bothering you?” Eve asked with a nod toward the goggles Gemini wore across the same tender area.

      “I’ve been putting up with it, in case something comes in the dark.”

      Eve reached over and eased the strap away as she stole Gemini’s dark-vision gear. “I’ll hang onto them.”

      Tugging the strap tight at the back of her head, Eve peered into the world of pale violet shades. The lamp glow washed everything out, so Eve shut hers off.

      “Hey,” Gemini complained. “That’s not fair. Keep them safe, but for heaven’s sake, leave the lamp going. We’re neither of us bats.”

      “You’ve seen them, too?” Eve asked, perking up. She had worried that there might not be much in common between her and Gemini aside from both being human creations of crazy robots.

      Gemini looked away. “Well… no. But I’m… let’s say I’m aware of them.”

      “We don’t have to talk about bats,” Eve assured the girl. “Do you have a favorite color?”

      That was supposed to be a nice, safe, getting-to-know-you question.

      “Picking out a favorite frequency of the visible light spectrum seems trite.”

      “I know,” Eve gushed. “I’m glad it’s not just me and Olivia who think that way. These aren’t my normal clothes. It’s a long story, but I had to swap with my sister Phoebe.”

      Gemini snorted. “Don’t get me started on that one’s taste in colors…”

      “Huh?”

      Gemini cleared her throat. “Well, you Eves are all over the news feeds, like I said earlier. Remember? No idea where she got such chavish notions.”

      “You’re losing me…”

      “Sorry,” Gemini blurted. “Just forget it… or look it up later. You and I were raised differently, it would seem. How about that story of your outfit? You said it’s a long story, but we’ve the time for one.”

      The two young women explored the subway lines as Eve recounted the tale of her escape, starting with Nora109’s advocacy, which bought her the opportunity to plot.

      Time and again a subway line would end abruptly in rubble. Sometimes it would be shortly after starting down a new branch; other times, it required more than a kilometer of backtracking.

      “We should think about prioritizing food,” Gemini said after their eighth dead end. “I know we’ve yet to rule out every possibility, but I think biological imperatives may force our hand.”

      Eve dug in her pocket and pulled out the last of the dog snacks. “We’ve got one left and enough water.”

      “Not sure I care to stomach another of those…”

      “What did Charlie24 feed you? Must have been a lot better than what Evelyn11 fed me. These are a little stale, but the taste could be worse.”

      Gemini rubbed at the back of her neck. Probably a residual injury. “I ate… regular food. You know, typical stuff. Food. From the… food machine.”

      “I found out mine was ape chow,” Eve said with a giggle. “I mean, I’m mostly hairless, but I’m still a primate. Makes me wonder if I would have grown to your size with a proper human diet.”

      The taller girl raised her chin. “You look fine to me. Not malnourished in the least. Someone took good care of you.”

      “Oh, sure,” Eve said. “Someone who wanted to slip into my body like a parasite. I did some studying, and the closest I could find in the animal kingdom were hermit crabs. I was just going to be the next shell for Evelyn11. In a way, hopping from chassis to chassis, all robots are like that to some degree.”

      “I’m still hungry,” Gemini said. “I’d rather find James187’s skyroamer and get to a food distribution depot.”

      Eve shot out a hand and grabbed Gemini. “Shh!”

      “Don’t shush me! It’d be a fitting tribute to a noble protector cut down in the line of—”

      “Shh!” Eve repeated more urgently, then dropped her voice to a whisper. “I think I heard someone else in these tunnels with us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Why were this little brat’s ears sharper than her own? Gemini wondered this as she stood statue still, waiting for Eve to confirm what at first she had only suspected.

      “Voices,” Eve whispered. “Back at the station platform. They’ve probably found James187’s chassis by now.”

      Thank heavens! At last an end to the tedium. Either the robots the girl heard would be working for Charlie25 and help her haul Eve back for upload, or they’d scare the little scamp enough to get into a skyroamer with Gemini. She patted the vest pocket with the syringe to make sure it was still there.

      Every time the subject of their conversation had shifted to Eve’s Creator and the awful upbringing the ungrateful clone had suffered, Gemini had been tempted to stick her with the impact syringe.

      The only thing stopping Gemini was the fact that the ten-kilo EMP rifle felt like an anvil strapped across her shoulder. The idea of carrying Eve, despite weighing a mere forty-five kilograms, struck her as preposterous. Dragging the limp, bound girl back would almost certainly result in injuries Gemini didn’t want to inherit.

      “Which way?” Gemini asked. So long as Eve felt she was in charge, the rascal wouldn’t suspect the deck was stacked against her. The only risk was that they actually found a second way out of these labyrinthine catacombs.

      Eve strode off at a quickened pace. “No change in plans. We’re still following basic maze-escape protocol.”

      Gemini bit back a laugh. The little idiot was treating this like a puzzle game. Didn’t she understand that the two of them weren’t trapped in a computer simulation? She should be listening for the blowing wind or comparing aerial views of the Great Ghost City to the routes they were tracing. Simply following each and every potential route was an exhaustive—and exhausting—method, devoid of creativity or insight.

      “Blast it,” Gemini swore. “I hear them now, too. If those robots have half a working crystal shared between them, they’ll have their audio receptors tuned to maximum gain with background filtration and dynamic noise reduction active.”

      Eve fixed Gemini with an incredulous stare. The former robot took a moment to work out reading Eve’s lips as she mouthed, “If you think their hearing is so good, why are you still talking?”

      Gemini leveled a finger at Eve as if to reply, “Right. Good point.”

      On their way down the next tunnel of Eve’s brute-force search pattern, they balanced on the center ridge as Gemini had on the way in. While a bit of practice had made her second attempt easier, the neophyte human was amazed at how effortless Eve made it look to walk a six-centimeter span.

      The grimy hunks of dog biscuit loitered in Gemini’s stomach, rejecting all efforts at digestion. She took a sip of water, rationing the limited supply against an unknown wait to replenish their canteen.

      Wobbling along, Gemini struggled to keep up with Eve’s punishing pace and gyroscopic innate balance. Her stomach clenched. A cold sweat broke out across her face.

      When the sensation of nausea grew too intense, Gemini reached out and tapped Eve on the back.

      The acrobat drill sergeant spun on their concrete balance beam and put a finger to her lips, then waved for Gemini to follow.

      Gemini tried.

      Two steps after Eve restarted, the combination of unpalatable food an unaccustomed exertion took their toll.

      Gemini stumbled from the center rail and fell to her hands and knees. She vomited up everything she’d eaten since arriving in the Great Ghost City.

      A pair of impractical yellow shoes crunched the gravel beside the contents of Gemini’s stomach. “They probably heard that,” Eve barked. “Get up. We need to move.”

      When did little Eve14 become this creature of action? Evelyn11’s little puzzle expert offered a hand up, and Gemini took it.

      But as soon as she tried to run, Gemini realized she was in no shape. A little time to recover, perhaps. “Can’t,” she said between panting breaths to regain control of her gut.

      “I won’t leave you,” Eve promised.

      That was when Gemini realized the gut had more than one way to hurt. This sweet creature was willing to risk her safety for Gemini’s. Perhaps Charlie25 could upload her mind in such a way that there would be no memory of Gemini’s interaction with the girl.

      “Don’t. Have to.” Gemini patted the EMP rifle.

      “We can’t just kill people because they’re inconvenient.”

      Why not? Evelyn11 had done it enough times.

      Gemini let the rifle dangle by the strap as she took a shuddering breath, hands on knees. “It’s them or us.”

      Eve tried to argue. “You’re presupposing that they—”

      “That they know we’re here and might report that information Heisenberg-knows-where. Listen. If they were friendly, they’d have called out and identified themselves. Stated their intentions.”

      Eve was still having none of it. “We’re friendly, and we haven’t done any of that.”

      Gemini raised the EMP rifle and pointed at Eve’s head. “We’re not friendly. We’re fugitives.”

      Despite the weapon trained at her forehead, Eve merely scowled. “We can be both.”

      “Not if we want to live out the day,” Gemini countered.

      Grabbing Eve by the arm, she hauled the lighter girl through a maintenance door that was just a rectangular cutout marred by rusty splotches where hinges rusted away to nothingness. Beyond lay a cramped room pocked with circular holes where pipes and conduits once ran.

      Shushing Eve before the blabbermouth could speak another word against her plan, Gemini took up a position in the doorway. She lobbed her lamp across to the far side of the tunnel, its light spilling out at a weird angle.

      If it wouldn’t give away their position, this would have been the perfect opportunity to jab a needle in Eve’s neck. The smooth, vulnerable skin tantalized Gemini as they huddled together.

      Eve caught on without being told and extinguished her own lamp.

      With only their ragged breathing to mar the silence in their stopgap bunker, the footsteps of two approaching robots ticked like a doomsday clock.

      Gemini wondered whether she’d be able to identify them without giving away the element of surprise. Few robots were distinctive enough in either chassis modifications or manner of dress to be recognizable in an instant. Evelyn11 could have picked an individual designation out of a crowd by minutiae of voice and mannerism. Without an internal computer to fall back on, Gemini knew she couldn’t pull off that same trick.

      Eve’s hand tightened on Gemini’s thigh. Strong grip for such slender fingers. Must have been the climbing walls on the lab’s obstacle course. Still, Gemini couldn’t have anything interfere with her aim, so she shook free of Eve’s grip.

      The crunches grew louder. Gemini knew the robots were there in the darkness. Creeping forward in a vain attempt at stealth, they still made noise enough to carry for half a kilometer in the bare-walled tunnels.

      Neither spoke.

      Was it worth reclaiming the UV goggles from Eve? The robots would pick up on the emitter’s glow, but at least she would have a clear view of her targets.

      Targets? It seemed that, subconsciously, Gemini had already made up her mind. What good were instincts if one ignored them?

      Gemini fired as soon as both robots came into the lamp’s spotlight. With the first shot, the lamp winked out. A chassis hit the gravel like a shovel’s blade.

      “No! Please!” the second robot shouted from the darkness.

      Gemini could envision the raised hands, the wide eyes. Most importantly, she could zero in on its position by the sound of the pleading voice.

      “Wait!” Eve cried out and rose in front of her.

      But Gemini fired before the naive girl could spoil the shot. The second robot’s body fell somewhere out of view, crashing sprawled atop the central ridge of the tram line by the sound of it.

      “Why?” Eve pleaded.

      Gemini took custody of the remaining lamp and checked the tunnel. “Because now we’re safe. They didn’t see humans until the last second, if they noticed us at all. But in the event that they spent their last fraction of a second of existence transmitting our location, we need to move.”

      Eve hung her head. “James187 parked his just inside the entrance.”

      “Good,” Gemini replied, thankful that pragmatism was going to win the day. The last thing she needed was a philosophical argument. “If we don’t get out of here before the next team comes to investigate, we’re as good as dead.”

      Gemini knew that the Human Committee was as dangerous to her as the uploader conspiracy was to Eve. Stick close. Get to transportation. Sedate Eve once she was in the passenger’s seat. Even if she could drag Eve’s dead weight to a skyroamer, she hadn’t the time to waste.

      “Or uploaded over,” Eve muttered.

      When Gemini met the girl’s eyes, there was an accusation there. Did she know? According to Charlie25, if Eve figured out Gemini’s secret, the girl would make quick work of her Creator.

      No.

      Eve hadn’t figured out that Gemini had once been Evelyn11. She had merely discovered that her traveling companion was a cold-blooded killer.

      And yet, when they reached James187’s skyroamer, Eve raced ahead and jumped into the pilot’s seat. Gemini climbed into the passenger’s seat. Another opportunity lost. But there would be other chances, so long as they stayed clear of the Human Committee.

      “Have you flown one of these before?” Gemini asked. She knew that none of Eve14’s training had included flight lessons.

      “I’ve seen it done bunches of times,” Eve assured her as the craft lifted off to a deafening whine of ion engines, echoing back from the tunnels.

      Seconds later, the skyroamer shot out into the sky above the Great Ghost City as Gemini gripped her seat white-knuckled.
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      One video screen displayed a public news feed of the search for Eve Fourteen. Another showed a replay of a recent Martian mining expedition using Kanto’s latest Type 997 automaton. Two other screens broadcast views of nature preserves, one in the Philippines, the other in the Amazon basin. The remaining screens were devoted to Charlie25’s day job.

      No conspiracy puppet master could get by in this day and age without some excuse for existing in robotic society.

      Kanto had been slipping of late. Automaton production was fine, but new crystalline matrices weren’t keeping up with the demand for chassis upgrades.

      It was the older population’s fault. Charlie13 could slap a new mix into a five-petabyte matrix. Charlie25 was forced to deal with transfers of irritable clients who demanded ever larger minds. The success rate on the manufacture of three-hundred-petabyte crystals was under a hundredth of a percent. A few might get reconditioned into lesser models but not enough to make up for the losses.

      The new exabyte crystal that Jason9 and Charlie16 had cooked up was yet to see a single production-ready mind.

      Charlie25 shut off his optical feeds. He squelched his data connection to the Social. Lastly, he turned down the gain on his audio receptors to zero.

      Silence. Blessed silence.

      The human mind wasn’t designed for constant exposure to a worldwide spectrum of stimuli. Shutting down offered the old robot a chance to exist within himself for a moment. As a late first-generation model, he had centuries of clutter built up but never lost track of the fact that his was still a human consciousness at its core.

      Time to check on his most promising ticket back to humanity.

      Charlie25 left the feeds running as he headed out. If anyone stopped by the office in his absence, he’d look exceptionally busy.

      The uploader ducked through manual doors and climbed down stairwells. No part of his visit to the factory underworld would show up on security feeds or show in lift operations logs. Charlie25 could have made the trip in a quarter of the time if he hadn’t cared about keeping his travels under wraps.

      Evelyn11’s new quarters were a long-term hostel that Charlie25 maintained for refugees among the upload conspiracy. New chassis didn’t come along every day. On occasion, it was years before the right opportunity came along to slip a conspirator back into society.

      The irascible geneticist didn’t seem like the type to tolerate so long a wait.

      “Oh, Charles,” Evelyn11 cooed. “Good of you to remember me down here.”

      The decor suggested a fondness for the early days of powered flight. Plastic replicas of old propellers and Protofabbed gears and sprockets hung from the walls instead of picture frames. A mannequin discarded in a corner wore a full First World War flight suit, complete with goggles.

      Within the antique furnishings, like a secondary hull, was a slightly dated genetics lab.

      “Have you brought me any of the equipment on my list?” Evelyn11 asked. She peered past Charlie25 for delivery automatons on his heels. “Oh dear, I see that you haven’t. What a pity.”

      Evelyn11 fixed her attention pointedly on the desktop centrifuge as it spun up to speed.

      “The Human Committee is watching genetics supplies like an anti-virus scan. This was the best I could get you on short notice.”

      Evelyn11 didn’t look up. “Did you know that the ancient pagan Greeks used to offer up sacrifices to their gods? If they imagined that Zeus or Hera were angry, they’d gild the horns of some hapless bull and toss it on a pyre. They made a whole ritual of it.”

      Charlie25 zoomed his optical sensors to check Evelyn11 for subtler signs of mental distress—tics, micro-scale damage to the cranium, anything really. “I’m not sure where you’re going with this.”

      “I’m just glad you think so highly of me, Charles. That hapless girl you fried in the upload rig to placate me. Just like the ancient priests of Hera. I commend you.”

      This was troubling. Charlie13 was the expert in abnormal cybernetic psychology, not Charlie25. If Evelyn11 was verging on self-termination, these might be classic signs of dissociative cognition.

      “Of course,” Evelyn11 continued. “None of those pagan savages had any way of knowing what Hera really wanted. With the benefits of hindsight, I would have to guess that she found them to be wanton, wasteful idiots who could have better spent their time in more productive endeavors. If those priests had any sense, they might have built Hera a gene sequencer that ran faster than an abacus.”

      Or the erudite old hag might be toying with him.

      “I’m doing what I can,” Charlie25 assured her. “You’re just going to need to be patient.”

      “Patient… Oh, that’s a lark. Eight hundred years of preparation, and my host bodies are all either locked up in a flying boarding school or on the run with a mysterious accomplice, murdering searchers.”

      Charlie25 forced a guilty smile. “You… saw that.”

      Evelyn11 hit a button and the motor on the centrifuge cut out. Magnetic bearings kept it from slowing perceptibly. The genetics expert looked up finally. “Unless you fancy your eventual human body to be female, have time bomb genetic defects built in, or take decades for someone else to slop together, I suggest you spend your time in one of two ways.”

      She didn’t elaborate.

      Charlie25 knew the cantankerous old robot wanted Eve Fourteen or a proper lab to clone a new one. In the meantime, she was willing to work on other genomes but merely to placate him. Charlie25 understood that as well.

      “I’ll take my leave, then,” Charlie25 said stiffly.

      One of these days, the uploader pondered as he climbed back to the civilized levels of Kanto, Evelyn11 just might have to suffer an “accident” during upload.
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      The blanket from James187’s attempt to furnish a hideout now lay in the footwell of Eve’s skyroamer, bundled into a makeshift bag and stuffed with apples.

      Eve and Gemini’s stop at an orchard in subcontinental Asia had been brief and frantic. With Human Committee news feeds bursting with coverage of the hunt, it was only a matter of time before a net of searching robots closed in around them.

      In the passenger’s seat, Gemini held up a green and red mottled apple for closer inspection. By her companion’s drawn face, Eve imagined that either Gemini was feeling too ill to eat or didn’t understand the fruit.

      Just in case it were the latter, Eve chimed in. “Consider a cylinder three centimeters in diameter from the stem indentation to the bottom to be inedible. Hold it transverse, like a grinding wheel, and bite through the skin. The skin’s non-toxic, but I wouldn’t recommend eating it.”

      Gemini bit into the apple, ignoring Eve’s advice and chewing the peel. “Why ever not?”

      “Well, you’ve upset your stomach, and the disgusting slimy feel—”

      Gemini shot up a hand. “I’ll thank you to hold the commentary on my current mouthful. Clearly the nutrient content is highest in the skin. The inside is mostly a glucose medium rich in water content. Flavor’s in the outside, as well.” She swallowed and took another bite, flashing pearly teeth Eve’s way as they pieced the fruit’s flesh.

      “James has tools in the back. Can you find a knife or blade of some kind and peel me one?” Eve asked.

      “You could always set the autopilot and check for yourself.”

      Eve eyed the larger girl. “Thanks, but I’ll keep it on manual for now. Last thing I need is for the computer to ping a network and report our location. If we’re lucky, the searchers will give up in a few days and leave us in peace. Until then, I think we need to stay as passive as possible on the Earthwide.”

      Gemini finished her apple before tossing the core in the back of the skyroamer and looking through the tool kit. Her derriere stuck up over the seat as she leaned over the passenger’s chair.

      Eve failed at identifying the objects being jostled around as Gemini rummaged. The sounds were a mash of chaos, not to mention hard on the ears.

      “Aha!” Gemini cried out, slipping back into her seat. She held out a stubby, gleaming blade that could have cut molecules in half.

      “Just one for now, please,” Eve requested.

      Gemini dug an apple from the blanket sack and tossed it in the air. “Make you a deal. I’ll slice one up for you, but you need to learn not to mind the peel. It’s good for you.”

      “That’s supposition on your part.” Eve didn’t like the idea of her lunch being held hostage.

      “We can ask the Earthwide,” Gemini replied, reaching for the skyroamer’s computer.

      In a panic, Eve rolled the craft left. The sudden motion threw Gemini out of reach of the console. Eve then leveled off before gravity toppled the larger girl onto her. “Stop that.”

      “I wasn’t going to do it. Where are we heading, anyway?”

      “Someplace safe.” That was all Eve was ready to divulge.

      Hours passed. The two girls spoke little. An empty canteen took up a new career as a latrine.

      “Siberia is no place for humans like us to hide,” Gemini commented as they blew through vast desolate stretches of Russian northland. “We don’t even have warm clothes.”

      Eve angled the skyroamer down at a shallow angle.

      “I said this is no place for us.” Gemini’s voice trembled.

      “I know,” Eve replied.

      “Then why aren’t you pulling up?”

      “Because…” Eve let the conjunction hang a moment, fixing Gemini with a mischievous grin. “We’re not landing.”

      With Gemini distracted meeting her eye, Eve jerked the yoke forward and the skyroamer plunged into the Kara Sea.

      Gemini screamed.

      “Serves you right,” Eve scolded. “How do you think those poor robots felt—well, the second one, anyway—right before you shot him? At least you survived.”

      “These craft aren’t meant for underwater use!”

      “Charlie7 showed me that they work fine underwater. We’ll head up to refresh the air supply every thirty minutes. Other than that, we stay below the surface. No one’s going to find us down here.”

      “No one is daft enough to look,” Gemini snapped. But below the reflexive anger, Eve saw the fear. Wide pupils, heaving breast, they were classic textbook signs even an inexperienced observer could pick up on.

      Eve reached out a placating hand and squeezed Gemini on the knee. “It’s OK. I’ve figured out a real hiding place for us. A secret place that no robot alive knows about.”

      “Oh? Where?”

      “You’ll see.”
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      Gemini felt a sense of betrayal as the garage door lifted, revealing a living space hollowed out from the back of a cattle transport. It wasn’t so much the implication that Plato had managed to hide for years under the noses of possibly dozens of oversight committees responsible for everything from land use to air traffic in the region.

      What grew the red in Gemini’s vision was that the rotten mutant who’d stolen Eve14 in the first place had hidden her in Evelyn Mengele’s back garden.

      Sherwood Forest was just twenty-odd miles from the Mengeles’ familial home. Mother and Father had taken Evelyn there on picnic day trips. Her brothers, too. What were their names?

      A tickle at the back of Gemini’s mind was the snapped thread of a memory, tugged loose and ragged with nothing connected. Two brothers. That much Gemini was sure of. But there weren’t any names to put with faces.

      Or faces, for that matter.

      Gemini realized that Evelyn’s younger brothers had been reduced to mere statistical fact. Nothing else of their existence remained.

      “You coming in?” Eve asked, already standing inside Plato’s hideout. Their stolen skyroamer, just a few meters away, was hidden under a digital camouflage net.

      Once Gemini stepped inside, the two women would be alone. To the outside world, they would have stepped off the map.

      “Well, are you or not?” Eve asked, pausing to stifle a yawn with the back of her hand. Gemini fought back chain reaction yawn of her own.

      What a day it had been. Gemini was exhausted from both her own activities and the traumas of her host before the upload.

      Gemini’s gaze traced the opening of the hideout as she took a tentative step inside. She jumped as the hydraulics kicked on at Eve’s button press. Then the steel beast swallowed them both whole.

      The interior was impressive, in a Swiss Family Robinson sort of way. Unable to live openly in a world that wasn’t yet prepared for humans, Plato had nonetheless constructed something resembling a home.

      Metallic walls were cold under Gemini’s fingers, a sensation she was still struggling to reconcile with the fact that until days ago, she’d been made of steel. Had she been just as cold?

      Eve disappeared into an adjoining room as Gemini looked around. Residue from old meals crusted the edges of a stove burner. Scattered silverware bore the texture of objects from a Protofab.

      An unfamiliar scent wrinkled the nose of this new body. “What’s that smell?”

      From deeper in the transport, a sonorous hum groaned to life.

      “Just got the air circulator back online,” Eve reported. “Most of the food’s rotted.” She shut the door behind her as she stepped into the main chamber.

      “You know your way around…” Gemini commented, trying to sound casual.

      “I stayed a night here with Plato while I was on the run,” Eve replied.

      “You?” Gemini said, letting the word hang for a moment as she processed. “Here?”

      Gemini’s imagination rioted with a maelstrom of images, all unwelcome. The very idea of that hulking monstrosity placing his hands on her little Eve14 made Gemini’s fists ball up.

      “Uh, huh,” Eve confirmed, ducking into the chamber on the far side from the one where Plato’s food continued to decay. Something heavy and metallic slid and clanged into place beyond view.

      Gemini was speechless for a moment. She’d never imagined any of her little clones finding love, either before upload or after. That just… that wasn’t what the world was about for them or for Evelyn11, either.

      She had to be certain. “What did you and he… do?”

      Eve poked her head from the next room. “Let me show you.”

      Gemini didn’t move.

      A pragmatic, logical portion of her brain told Gemini that Eve was inviting her into a smaller, even more restricted space; sticking her with the sedative syringe would be child’s play. The part of her mind that remembered raising Eve from gestational tank specimen through puberty refused to budge.

      A third nasty, lascivious district of her organic mind needed details. That was what finally spurred leaden feet to motion.

      Eve lounged in a piece of rudimentary furniture halfway between a futon and a beanbag chair. When Gemini clomped into the room, her young hostess patted the vacant half of the cushion.

      “Take your boots off, first,” Eve advised.

      The sweat-dampened socks made her feet chilly, but Gemini did as Eve requested. Warm fur greeted her, heated from underneath by an unknown source. The cushion encouraged a slouching posture that made odds and ends in the tactical vest dig into her chest.

      Thinking sensibly, Gemini could have whipped out the impact syringe at any moment. Eve had her guard completely down. The poor thing was exhausted, and who could blame her?

      Eve’s breathing pattern changed. Evelyn11 would never have put up with a snorer, but aside from that giveaway clue, it couldn’t have been any clearer that the runaway had fallen asleep.

      Could Eve be happy back in the lab? Not the original, of course, but a new one in the same vein.

      No.

      Freedom, once tasted, could never be forgotten. Evelyn11 had known that. She had planned around that. Everything in Eve’s education had been pruned to avoid it. Yet at the same time, Gemini would need time to study the girl before swapping host bodies. Eve would need to live long enough for a thorough re-mapping of her neurological pathways.

      Then again, Eve had already escaped one prison, albeit one whose captors had been lax beyond incompetence. She’d try to escape again and could pose no end of trouble.

      It was possible, with Charlie25’s equipment, that Gemini might pinpoint the girl’s recent memories. Images of Eve with the upper half of her skull removed flashed before Gemini’s eyes. The high-pitched whine of the surgical saw set her teeth on edge.

      Blinking away the notion of lobotomizing an imaginary Eve, Gemini looked down at the real thing. An angelic peace rested easily on Eve’s features. Gemini wiped sweat from her brow and shrugged out of her vest.

      Somewhere in the little hideaway there was probably a temperature-control console. Fresh sweat cooled quickly, raising gooseflesh on Gemini’s exposed arms. Tapping the heat up a few degrees would remedy that.

      She glanced over at Eve.

      Rather than get up, Gemini shifted until she nestled against Eve’s side. The slumbering runaway murmured a few unintelligible syllables and adjusted her position.

      A warm arm slipped across Gemini’s middle. A spiky-haired head nuzzled against her shoulder. The old scientist in the fresh young body held perfectly still, afraid to wake Eve.

      Afraid? Of Eve?

      What an odd juxtaposition. At the outset of her mission, Gemini had been hunting Eve down to bring her back to the lab. Now she was wary of disturbing the girl’s sleep?

      Let her have the night, Gemini decided. The skyroamer wasn’t far, but in her current condition, Eve’s limp form might be too much to hoist aboard. In the morning, she’d lure Eve back to the skyroamer, sedate her, and fly her back to Kanto.

      Gemini fought to keep her eyes open.

      Walking and talking had come so naturally that Gemini had hardly paused to think about the success of the cerebral transpositions involved. The same neural pathways she’d used as Evelyn11 just worked. Controlling bodily functions seemed to have held over from the original host.

      What of sleep?

      Aside from a few controlled shutdowns for uploads to new chassis or attempts at occupying an Eve host, Evelyn11 hadn’t lost consciousness in her entire robotic life. Gemini wasn’t sure she was ready for that loss of control.

      Her eyelids grew heavier.

      Eve’s breath tickled the skin above the neck of Gemini’s tank top. What was she dreaming? So little life lived outside the lab. What experiences did she cobble together? What narratives could she tell herself? Was dreaming a time of puzzles and obstacle courses? Of being restrained, tested, and punished until she complied? Or was there enough of life in the wider world to fill Eve’s nights?

      Gemini wasn’t sure she wanted to relive her life in dreams.

      Fighting back a yawn, Gemini tightened her arms around Eve and was comforted by the precious girl’s presence. It was just the two of them. No Charlie25 could stand over her helpless form and mock or study her. Gemini wouldn’t awaken strapped to an upload rig, prepped for another experiment.

      She could stay awake.

      Once she got Eve back to Kanto, Gemini would do some investigating. Surely, by now some enterprising chemist had found a cure for sleep. Or at worst, Gemini would find drugs to allow her undisturbed, dreamless rest.

      Flashes of the things Evelyn11 had done haunted Gemini. Memories of washing the flesh from skulls and sliding steel spikes through freshly drilled holes in living heads made her queasy. It was the brain chemicals, she told herself. Her own human brain was filling in the missing emotional impact of those unforgettable moments in Evelyn11’s past.

      Oh, dear God, the things she’d done.

      Pulling the comatose Eve closer, Gemini kissed her atop the head. Even in her sleep, the corners of Eve’s mouth turned up in a faint smile. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered.

      Not long after, Gemini succumbed.

      She dreamed of Eve.
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      Plato wiped at his eye with the back of his good hand. The one still encased in its polymer shell was too spattered in paint to put near his eyes.

      Even with the fractures and restrictive cast, his right hand was still the more dexterous for painting. The brush was a toothpick between his oversized fingers.

      With each brush stroke, Plato held his breath. Lines jittered as he struggled to control the tip, leaving over-caffeinated streaks of black.

      Plato wasn’t ready to deal with a multicolor palette just yet.

      On the canvas, a misshapen portrait took on horrific shape. Instead of Eve, as Plato intended, it resembled an extra from a rubber-mask-era science horror movie. Eyes gawked, mismatched in shape and more surprised than humanly possible. The short hair ended up as the field of stainless steel rods that Eve had thankfully been rid of—but not Eve14.3 on the canvas. The portrait’s toothy smile promised cannibalism.

      With a sigh, Plato jammed the paintbrush into a jar of water on the table.

      Closing his eyes, he let the room re-enter his consciousness. Audio from a news feed flooded in, no longer relegated to pass-through status in Plato’s ears.

      “…Day 2 of the Search for Eve Fourteen and still no solid evidence of her location. Human Committee Spokeswoman Mary27 assures us that despite the termination of Marvin108 and John117, all efforts are being made to retrieve Eve Fourteen alive and unharmed…”

      Plucking the canvas from his easel, Plato crossed his quarters and deposited the malformed artwork by the door. “Come and get rid of this thing,” he called out, addressing the ceiling. It didn’t matter whether he whispered or shouted, spoke to the microphones directly or muttered into the washroom sink while the water ran.

      They’d hear him.

      Ignoring the grotesque Eve14.3, Plato retrieved a fresh canvas from a corner of his cell and began anew. Even if Eve14.4 turned out just as horribly, thanks to Plato’s complete lack of talent, this time he promised himself to at least center her face on the canvas.

      The door slid open.

      Plato froze. With the collar on his neck, he didn’t dare trust his instincts and bolt for the corridor beyond. Even touching it had proved provocation enough for it to inject him full of horse tranquilizers.

      “Not bad, kid,” a familiar voice came from the unfamiliar chassis standing in his doorway. The robot picked up his canvas and held it up appraisingly. “Give it ten, maybe fifteen years and you might make one that looks like her.”

      The visitor’s chassis was a style Plato had never seen except in stolen specs. “Is that the Version 70.2?”

      “Yeah, kid. Good eye. Your little stunt actually did me a favor. Upload Committee said if I was going to keep guarding you, they’d approve me for the 70.2. Waiting list for these babies is over ten years, and nobody has been getting approved.”

      The robot flexed a bicep, or at least mimicked the human mannerism of doing so. Plato was impressed. Not that the preening display wowed him, but he knew what that chassis was capable of. It was the power of an industrial automaton in a package sized for daily robotic use. The downside was an abysmal battery life. This guy would be in recharge practically half his life.

      “Sorry about the head, Fred,” Plato said, forcing a smile. “Now get out of here and burn that thing.”

      There was no one else it could be. The voice was off just a fraction. Plato attributed that to new voice modulation in the Version 70.2.

      “Burn it?” Fred55 scoffed. “They formed a Human Art Committee when the clones started taking art class. The stuff they make gets bid on and traded like committee favors. Why, just last week someone traded a custom-built electro-sport asphalt racer for a clay duckie that Olivia made all by herself.”

      “Wait… you’re going to sell it?” Plato couldn’t believe his ears. He knew all about money from pre-invasion movies and games. He just never imagined that he’d be printing it.

      “Don’t flatter yourself, kid,” Fred55 said with a snicker. “It’s the novelty, not the quality they’re after.”

      With a sardonic salute, Fred55 stepped through the door with Eve14.3 and was gone.

      Plato stared at the blank canvas. On a field of pure white, he saw Eve so clearly. His imagination painted in every detail of her face, from the gleam of her smile to the glint of mischief in her eyes. Though it never came through in paint, he always depicted her looking up at him.

      Eve was so tiny, so fragile. But as the news feed droned on in the background, rehashing the same details over and over with the most minuscule of updates, he knew one thing.

      Eve was free.

      Plato sighed and pushed Fred55 from his mind. Let them do what they wanted with the paintings. Eve14.4 was waiting in that pot of black paint. Plato would brush her into existence with him, if not on this attempt, then on the next, or the one after that, or the one after that…
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      As pillows went, Gemini wasn’t the worst Eve had slept on. Fast asleep, the constant look of worry and uncertainty vanished from that Plato-like face.

      Much as Eve saw the similarities, Gemini wasn’t Plato. She bore none of the secondary sexual characteristics of a male and all those of a female—at least from casual observation. But like Plato, she snored.

      Eve tiptoed from the media room in search of breakfast.

      Hunger boiled in Eve’s stomach, loud enough that she worried the noise might wake Gemini. One sniff of the pantry had Eve slamming the door lest she ruin her appetite for the day.

      “Wh—what?” a groggy Gemini muttered from the other room.

      “Sorry,” Eve whisper-shouted back. “Go back to sleep. I’m just getting breakfast.”

      “I’m—” there was a gummy sound as Gemini worked her mouth. “I wasn’t sleeping.”

      “Oh.”

      The pedantic side of Eve wanted to protest that Gemini most certainly had been sleeping. But if there was one habit that Phoebe had helped Eve break, it was pointless pedantry that invariably led to arguments. If Gemini wanted to deny having slept, what did it matter? Eve knew the truth, and she suspected Gemini did as well.

      “Did you find food?” Gemini asked, still groggy as she dragged herself into the kitchen.

      Eve smacked her lips. “Mmhmmm. Delicious apples.”

      “So… no.”

      Eve huffed a sigh as she took one of Plato’s paring knifes and peeled an apple. “The refrigeration unit stalled. Even the non-perishables were spoiled. I don’t think we have anything on hand to clean it with.”

      “Just assign an automaton to…” Gemini trailed off. She took an apple and tried to pretend she hadn’t said anything at all.

      “We don’t have automatons. I was thinking ammonia.”

      Gemini blinked bleary eyes. “Ammonia? You’ll kill us both. You… we humans can’t breathe those fumes without special protective gear that I don’t see in evidence anywhere around here.”

      Eve crunched into a bite of apple. When she wiped the seeping juice from the bare fruit onto her pants, her hand came away dirtier than before. Setting aside the remains of the fruit, she found the kitchen faucet to wash up. “Well, we can’t stay put indefinitely anyway. We need a supply of food, not just a cache. Someplace we can break into on a regular basis.”

      It occurred to Eve that Toby22 might be willing to help them. He didn’t live far from here, according to public records. But with so many people after them, how could Eve ask Plato’s friend to put himself at such risk?

      “Southern France,” Gemini blurted.

      Eve shut off the faucet. “Huh?”

      “Occitanie Regional Distribution Hub,” Gemini clarified. “We can get corn, potatoes, wheat, grapes. I’d fancy a nice wine…”

      Eve perked up. “You’ve had wine?”

      Was Gemini more sophisticated than she let on? Sophisticated people drank wine, according to movies. Most of them didn’t wear army clothes like Gemini’s. Movies weren’t always reliable sources of data, Eve had learned, but Gemini seemed to know something of the world on her own.

      “Once or twice. Perhaps. I mean, I drank squeezed grapes. Might not have been wine, come to think of it. No, probably not wine at all. I mean, after all, what would robots make wine for? You and your sisters are all under age, and they wouldn’t waste the stuff at the Scrapyard.”

      Eve’s fists balled up. “Don’t call it that!”

      “Call what what?”

      ”It’s the Sanctuary for Scientific Sins. The people there are just like you and me, but they need a little more help.”

      Gemini pressed her lips together but failed to suppress a chuckle. “What have they been filling your head with? Nora109 was your chaperone. She of all people should know that those miserable creatures are merely attempts at humans. A place with a name as long as the Sanctuary for Scientific Sins needs a nickname, and Scrapyard suits it quite nicely. It’s the rubbish bin for geneticists too guilty to dispose of their own mistakes.”

      Eve backed toward the far end of the transport. “Can we not talk about this?” There was room in Eve’s heart for leeway with this newfound clone of Plato’s, but her attitudes were nothing like those of her heroic genetic brother. Gemini’s creator probably sounded a lot like Eve’s, because Gemini had picked up similar attitudes.

      “Suit yourself. Where are you sneaking off to?”

      “I’m not sneaking,” Eve argued, continuing to slink toward one of the doors at the back of the hideout. “I’m going to program some new clothes. Plato’s got an older model cloth-o-matic. Want me to make you anything?”

      Gemini’s eyes shot wide as if Eve had asked to personally dress her. The subject of measurements hadn’t even come up, and despite Eve’s sisters not seeming to care, many movie characters seemed sensitive about sharing personal data.

      “I’m well enough attired. Though if we’ll be out in the rain, possibly a windcheater. Size parameters eighty-one, sixty-six, ninety-one, seventy-three,” Gemini rattled off.

      “What’s a windcheater?” Eve asked. The size rundown was consistent with a shirt. “And not that I’ve measured you, but wouldn’t that be awfully tight?”

      Gemini opened her mouth without a sound. After a moment she tried again. “Not sure what’s come over me. I’ll be fine without. French countryside ought to be lovely this time of year.”

      Eve shut the door behind her, wondering what was wrong with Gemini. It could have been anything from horrible experiments to drug exposure or genetic defects. Charlie7 had warned her that other than Eve, all the other attempts at humans had failed, even Plato. Some just failed more blatantly than others.

      As advertised, Plato’s cloth-o-matic was indeed primitive. Dead spots plagued the touch interface. Eve had to enter erroneous measurements using the numbers available, then manually adjust up and down until the computer knew her sizes.

      The machine’s preset style guide was crammed with brash, masculine attire consistent with Plato’s taste in movies. The whole library was a Halloween costumer’s closet. Selecting a few more practical garments, the machine spat out Eve-sized versions.

      As for undergarments, Eve was at least able to scan Phoebe’s into the machine for replication. The fit was her sister’s preference, not Eve’s, but the size was right and the warm garments were clean.

      Showering could wait for less urgent times. Eve dressed in the cloth-o-matic room, leaving Phoebe’s soiled clothes on the floor.

      When she emerged, Gemini sat in her sleeveless ensemble, munching apples.

      “You look like a recruitment poster for the women’s motorcycle association,” Gemini mumbled through a mouthful of apple.

      Eve looked down at her outfit. The black leatherette jacket covered a plain white t-shirt. Loose denim dungarees ended in a pair of black, ankle boots. Glancing back to Gemini, she raised a hand and made squeezing motions. The leatherette creaked. “Gloves a bit too much?”

      Gemini waved away her concerns. “Not at all. We’re rebels, aren’t we? May as well throw ourselves at the part.”

      An incongruous thought suddenly crossed Eve’s mind. “Are you making fun of me?”

      Pointing a finger at her own chest, Gemini raised her eyebrows. “Me? Who am I to cast aspersions? I’m done up like an army doll. All I’d need is a carbine and a few grenades at my belt and I’d be ready to assault Normandy.”

      Eve tried to keep track of all the unfamiliar terms. She’d look them up later, rather than get into a lengthy exchange with Gemini over her choice of vocabulary.

      While she couldn’t pin down exactly what, there was something the matter with Gemini. Her memory was scattershot. Her word choices sounded asynchronous with her persona. Eve’s younger sisters all had their quirks, but by and large, they sounded alike. Plato had been raised in a lab but spent years on his own; he’d adopted the diction of the movies he admired.

      Gemini sounded like a committee robot. That was it.

      Eve felt a wash of relief at putting the clues together. Evelyn11 had purposely raised all the Eves with a particular goal in mind. Part of that goal involved the denial of all outside knowledge. Without that overarching plan, Gemini merely sounded like the robots who created her.

      “You need a reboot?” Gemini asked impatiently. “Quit standing there gawking at me.”

      Eve blinked and felt a warm flush in her face. “Sorry. I… uh, didn’t mean to stare.”

      Gemini hopped to her feet and slung the sack of apples over her shoulder. “No matter. Let’s be off. I know where we’re going, so I’ll do the flying.”

      The transport cargo ramp rose at Gemini’s button press, letting in a wash of crisp morning air, scented with dew.

      Eve gathered a few kitchen implements for cooking on the go, then hurried to catch up. “No, you won’t. I locked out the controls with a biometric lock.”

      “There isn’t any such thing,” Gemini protested. There was a hard edge to her voice that told Eve that her companion wanted no argument.

      Fortunately, Eve didn’t need to argue. She stood silent as Gemini climbed into the skyroamer and took the pilot’s seat.

      Gemini fiddled with the controls. She pressed harder. Eve heard the thumping of a woman attempting to spear a touchscreen console with a finger.

      “What’ve you done?”

      “I told you,” Eve explained. “I locked it out. You’re in no condition to be flying.”

      “I demand that you release the controls at once,” Gemini snarled. “I’m fine.”

      Eve had left the question in the air. It wasn’t merely Gemini’s gastric distress that worried her. The larger girl’s mental state was wobbly at best. Fresh from the lab, Eve wouldn’t have trusted herself to fly; at least her present-day self wouldn’t have trusted the frightened, bewildered past-Eve to fly.

      Gemini was out of luck, as well.

      “No,” Eve said. “You’re not entirely well. I think—”

      “AT ONCE!” Gemini bellowed.

      At first, Eve was taken aback. She had slept the night with Gemini’s arms around her and never felt unsafe. The hints of an unbalanced psyche merely confirmed her initial assertion.

      Eve dug in her heels. “No.”

      Gemini tried the console again. “When did you even have time to program this?” Her voice rose in ever-increasing frustration.

      A mischievous temptation to lie and say she’d done it under Gemini’s nose warred with Eve’s desire for credibility. “It’s James187’s skyroamer. He’s the one I wasn’t sure I could trust. While he scouted the tram tunnels, I programmed a lockout in case I needed to strand him. All I did when we were in flight was trigger it.”

      “There’s no way you had the time for that.”

      In truth, there hadn’t been. Eve had uploaded the code for a skyroamer biometric lockout during her preparation for escape. Downloading the code from one random point in the Earthwide where she’d stashed it seemed low risk, even while on the run.

      “Believe what you like, but you’re not flying that skyroamer. If you want to one of these days, you’re going to have to rein in that temper. Self-control is the cornerstone of the intellect.”

      It felt slimy to quote Creator’s edicts, but this one seemed necessary. Gemini couldn’t continue lashing out if she was going to remain Eve’s companion. Thus far, three robots had paid with their lives for her lack of mental discipline. Eve felt a duty not to allow any more crystal matrices to pile up on her conscience.

      Also, Eve wasn’t keen on Gemini turning an angry outburst in her direction. Words, she could weather. A woman with thirty kilos advantage, Eve wanted no part of fighting.

      Swearing with combinations of words Eve would definitely need to look up later to fully comprehend, Gemini extracted herself from the pilot’s seat and moved to the passenger side of the skyroamer.

      Gemini fixed Eve with a glare that could boil water. “If I weren’t half starved, I’d EMP this whole bloody toy rocketship and force us both to walk to France.”

      “You mean swim…”

      Gemini snorted. “Shows what you know. There’s a tunnel under the English Channel. Pre-invasion, even.”

      Eve hmm’ed. Intriguing. Still, the skyroamer functioned, and the walk would have taken weeks. Strapping into the pilot’s seat, Eve pulled down the canopy and sealed them inside.

      “I really am sorry about this,” Eve said. “I was lost and scared for a while too, when I was on my own. But now we’ve got each other, and that means looking out for one another. Even when it’s not easy…”

      Gemini opened her mouth to reply. Then she merely swallowed and looked away.

      The skyroamer rose and headed for an obscure French agrarian depot.
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      With a belly full of oatmeal bars, Gemini felt inclined to forgive Eve’s earlier impertinence. The two women lounged in an alcove of the Occitanie Regional Distribution Hub. An overhead pipe for one of the rinse systems had a valve for easy access to clean water. Through the grated steel floor, they could watch the hordes of automatons below as they made food for Western Europe—and at least one staple food for the Scrapyard.

      “This reminds me of the day I met Nora109,” Eve mentioned between bites.

      The resourceful young lady had warmed again once Gemini gave up asking for her to unlock the skyroamer. It was difficult, but the longer she maintained her silence, the better Eve seemed to like her.

      “The oatmeal at the sanctuary was watered down and heated up,” Eve continued, making conversation enough for both of them.

      Did the other Eves not carry on their share of conversation? Did Nora109 not provide an outlet for this endless stream of verbiage? Gemini couldn’t remember Eve14 ever being so noisy.

      “Once we’ve rested up a little, I think we should figure out how much we can pack into the skyroamer. We’ll grab some of the industrial cleansers, too.”

      Gemini said nothing.

      “Once our food situation is settled, then we should focus on trying to locate Plato. Despite my Human Committee access, I don’t know where they’re keeping him. They seem to forget all the time that I’m even there. Stuff from the transcripts reads like they don’t know I have access. Except that none of them ever, ever, ever mentions where they’re keeping him, who’s overseeing his captivity, or anything about his well-being.”

      Gemini peeled the wrapper on another oatmeal bar and took a bite. They could dearly use a sprinkle of cinnamon. Even a dash of yogurt wouldn’t have gone amiss.

      “And then we’re going to steal a transorbital, build an army of automatons, and conquer Earth in the name of Dorothy, Queen of Oz.”

      Gemini blinked. “What’s that?”

      Eve crossed her arms. “You’re not even listening,” she huffed.

      Time to anger Eve again. Since it seemed not to matter what she said, Gemini opted for frankness. “You’re babbling, dear. No one listens to babbling. Entirely your fault, not mine.”

      “I’m not babbling. And I wouldn’t have to if you’d talk back.”

      “Wisdom is the ability to think without the thoughts spilling out your mouth,” Gemini countered.

      “Friendship is opening up to someone about who you really are.”

      An icy winter settled into Gemini’s stomach. How had Eve found out who she really was? The girl was watching her like a hunting dog with a fox. All Eve lacked was the menacing growl.

      Gemini’s hand crept toward the vest pocket with the impact syringe. Having to call for help transporting the girl would be a risk but not half the danger that assaulting Eve head on would be.

      “We are friends, aren’t we?” Eve asked. Her thin eyebrows knit together in worry.

      Good Lord. This child wasn’t a devilish mastermind; she was starved for companionship. Gemini stopped reaching for the sedative dose and averted her gaze. “I’ve never had a friend.”

      A soft, warm hand rested on the back of Gemini’s. “I’ve only had two, and Charlie7 is dead. But if you help me find Plato, all three of us will be friends.”

      “Well, technically…”

      Eves eyes lit. “That’s right! You’re his sister. That means you have to help me find him.”

      Gemini’s mind raced. The last thing on Earth she needed was to stand within arm’s reach of a human with a history of ultraviolence. But that was Evelyn11 thinking. Gemini had to agree with Eve, because that was the persona she’d adopted.

      Then again…

      “All right. But let’s not waste our opportunities. We have a data connection right here. This is where we find Plato.”

      Silence hung between the two women while far below, the factory gears ground automaton toil into food.

      “What’s the matter?” Gemini asked. “Had a whole gaggle of arguments lined up to sock me in the teeth but nothing to say when I hop aboard the rescue wagon?”

      “We’ve been over this. We can’t risk—”

      “Less risk finding out where Plato is than blundering all over the globe playing blind man’s bluff for him. If some committee busybody discovers our search, we’ll be long gone before they investigate.”

      Eve held stock still except for her eyes. What those sharp, insightful orbs were seeing wasn’t the world before her, Gemini knew. Eve14 got that way when facing a puzzle that flummoxed her.

      “I should probably run the search,” Eve said.

      “It’s not as if there’s a lone terminal in this whole jolly building. It’s the size of Hyde Park. We’ll run in parallel. Two terminals in shouting distance. Once one of us locates him, yell for the other.”

      Eve gave a curt nod. She never was one to argue once a logical matter was settled. “I’ll walk you through how to—”

      “I’ve used a computer before,” Gemini cut in. “I’ve been on my own longer than you have. Just run along and get started. Best to pack up the skyroamer first, though.”

      Once Gemini and Eve had loaded a good three weeks of meals into the vehicle, they parted ways inside the factory.

      Gemini weighed how long to draw out her search. Killing time, she idly browsed the news feeds. Within minutes, she was obsessed with every bit of information the official reports could spew regarding Eve’s escape and the search for her.

      The Human Committee was in a tizzy.

      Services for the two EMP-wiped robots had been that very morning. Gemini was glad to learn that neither had been anyone she liked.

      As she watched a video showing statistical projections of Eve’s likely escape routes, Gemini ran a background task on the terminal.

      Eve’s footsteps alerted Gemini just in time to switch her Plato search to the foreground. The celebrity runaway was tilting back a canteen. When she gasped at the end of her chugging, Eve’s breath reeked of grape juice.

      “What’ve you found? I wrote a crawler algorithm and left it to run a while.”

      Gemini was careful not to roll her eyes before turning away from her screen. “Here.” She stepped aside and let Eve look.

      There was Plato. It was a snippet pulled from a private account that a lax member of the conspiracy hadn’t adequately secured. The bear-sized human stalked a smartly appointed cabin that would have cost a 2065 passenger five thousand quid.

      Eve squinted at the screen despite her perfect eyesight. “No… it can’t be.”

      “Afraid so.”

      “That’s just not fair.”

      Gemini chuckled. Of course, she’d known all along where Plato was being held. “Life wasn’t designed to be fair. The world is merely a collection of physical laws. That we exist at all is no small miracle. You can’t expect physics and mathematics to bend such a vast creation into a shape that fits you like clothes fresh from the cloth-o-matic.”

      Eve slumped against the nearest wall. Gemini winced as that priceless head bumped against concrete.

      “I guess there’s nothing to be done,” Eve muttered, staring off into the factory.

      “Right,” Gemini said, flashing a smile that passed unnoticed. “No chance of getting in the very hovership you escaped without getting caught. That’s leaving aside the impossibility of getting out again with their prized prisoner.”

      Eve took a long, deep breath. Her jaw clenched and fists balled. “Agreed. Change of plans. First step is finding ourselves a new Charlie.”

      Gemini had nothing to say to that.

      Eve was determined to head to Kanto.

      Gemini followed along, docile as a petting zoo pony. She climbed into the passenger side of the skyroamer without the slightest protest.

      They rose into the sky as Eve plotted a schizophrenic course to throw off any chance of pursuit or detection.

      If Eve wanted to deliver herself to Kanto, Gemini was happy to let her.
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      Kanto.

      Eve had heard so much about it. The robots all talked about it as birthplace, research lab, and beating cybernetic heart of planet Earth.

      She had seen the factory in pictures.

      In those pictures, the island of Japan looked like a tropical resort on the scale of Easter Island. Map scale distorted the perception of a reality that had to be seen to be believed. A single building shouldn’t be able to occupy 10 percent of a land mass that size.

      “A thousand years ago, Charlie7 started building this,” Eve muttered as the skyroamer approached. One thousand was just a number, the same as sixteen. But the scope of the factory drove home just how old Charlie7 had been.

      “He had bugger all to do with it the last few centuries,” Gemini grumbled from the passenger seat.

      Eve shot her a puzzled glare. How much did Gemini know versus just random commentary said for the sake of effect?

      “What? It’s public record. The oldest of robots officially retired geological eras ago because no one could stand to work with him any longer. You should read the Earthwide archives; they’re fascinating.”

      Eve let the matter drop as she piloted them on a course for a little-used section of the factory.

      They were a virus.

      Eve and Gemini constituted tiny parasitic life forms, foreign to their host. The traffic in and out of Kanto gave them plenty of cover. Automated flights ferried raw materials. Damaged robots arrived for repairs. Workers departed for leisure or returned to their jobs.

      Either undetected or detected and ignored, their skyroamer slipped into the factory alongside the regular traffic. And like a retrovirus, Eve’s goal was to perform a feat of aberrant replication.

      “How do we find the upload equipment?” Eve whispered.

      The engines on the skyroamer were still winding down. The disused loading dock they’d parked in echoed with the ion engine’s deepening whine.

      “Speak up,” Gemini chided her, stomping around in her boots with the EMP rifle slung over her shoulder. “It’s not as if we crept in here wearing ballet slippers. And I don’t think either of us is liable to find an upload rig just lying around. We’re going to need assistance.”

      Eve grabbed Gemini by the arm before she could stride past and commence a search. “Whoa! We weren’t looking to tell anyone we’re here. That’s not the plan. We need to find another way.”

      “There are three pieces of upload equipment in this entire facility,” Gemini said coldly. “One is the personal rig used by Charlie13 to give birth to every single new robot who comes to life on Earth. The second belongs to Charlie25, and there is a waiting list to get onto the schedule for it. Lastly, there is the rig confiscated from your creator. There were news reports that it was brought here for study. Most likely, that’s the one we’ll find unsupervised.”

      A thousand imaginary insects crawled across Eve’s skin at the mention of that rig. The ones just for robots had a pleasant distance to them. “I’d rather not see that one again.”

      “Oh, come now,” Gemini scolded. “Unless you’d like to spend the rest of your life cobbling one together from scratch, it’s the best we’re going to do.”

      Eve took a step back, shaking her head. “No. I can’t. I won’t. I almost died in that rig. You have no idea what it was like.”

      Gemini’s jaw muscles tightened.

      “Please?” Eve pleaded. “Let’s try Charlie13 instead.”

      “Why thirteen and not twenty-five?” Gemini asked.

      Eve felt the tension ebb from her muscles as Gemini at least entertained her suggestion. “It seems logical. Charlie13 handles new robots.”

      “But if he wanted to make a new Charlie, he would have already. Charlie25 has the same equipment and might be more open to persuasion.”

      Eve paused to consider. Gemini had a point. “But if we convince Charlie13, it will all be legitimate. The new Charlie will owe us a favor. Favors are like currency for robots. If Charlie25 creates us a new protector, he’s liable to be an outlaw like us. We won’t be able to stop running.”

      Gemini was quiet but not idle. Eve watched the flare of her nostrils, the flicks of her eyes in their sockets. Phoebe showed similar signs when she was deep in thought, so Eve allowed her friend the time she needed to weigh their options.

      Without warning, Gemini stormed off into the factory. “All right. Charlie13 it is.”

      Eve jogged to catch up.
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      What in the queen’s bloody grave was she thinking? Two of the three options that Gemini and Eve faced would have delivered Eve into captivity. It would have been a few moments of melodrama followed by a resumption of experimentation.

      Gemini could have been in Eve’s body by the end of the week.

      And yet…

      They had chosen to go see Charlie13. Eve’s reasoning had wormed its way inside Gemini’s brain and made her curious.

      Before his demise, Charlie7 would have topped Gemini’s list of the most erratic, unpredictable robots. His goals were inscrutable; his methods outlandish. Now that Charlie7 was gone, Charlie13 fit the role as well as anyone.

      The mixer was the architect of all robotkind. Charlie13 guided society as both the obstetrician of new robots and the chairman of the influential Mixing Committee. Few robots didn’t have at least some inkling of fatherly affection for their creator.

      Evelyn11 was old. Due to a glut of Charlies in the early days, she was younger than both Charlie13 and Charlie25. However, she was old enough to have been mixed by Charlie7 before he’d ceded the job to the current mixer.

      It felt as if that ought to have kept Gemini from fearing Charlie13. He wasn’t her creator. He was just a taciturn old robot with delusions of grandeur.

      “Where are we going?” Eve asked from somewhere behind.

      Gemini plowed through Kanto as if she had a map. In truth, despite innumerable trips to the factory, she had no idea where they were or where they were going. Maps of the facility had been stored in Evelyn11’s internal computer; Gemini had no mental space to store all that flotsam.

      At the next conveyor platform, Gemini hopped aboard. Eve followed suit.

      Panting for breath, Gemini confessed. “I don’t know. We just couldn’t stand around. Keep a sharp eye for a terminal we can commandeer.”

      Swift air rushed across Gemini’s bald scalp. Rough stubble poked through like sandpaper but did little to keep the wind off.

      “Amazing,” Eve breathed. Gemini could hardly hear her over the rumbling of their conveyor platform. “So big and full of machinery, but nothing going on.”

      “Oh, plenty’s going on,” Gemini corrected her. “Just not right here, right now. Sooner or later a shipment of steel ingots will show up or a hopper full of fiber-quality glass pellets. Can’t say what gets built here, but when the time comes, it will roar to life.”

      “You know a lot about this place,” Eve commented. “Were you planning a raid here or something?”

      “Know thy enemy,” Gemini quoted. It was the first ready excuse that came to mind.

      Eve chuckled. “Sounds like something Plato might say.”

      Gemini fought to hide her scowl at the notion.

      Natural light streamed down up ahead. As the conveyor crossed into the sunshine, the factory opened up to the sky. A quarter kilometer shaft stretched out as if to vacuum in the clouds above.

      Transorbitals and suborbitals hummed in and out. Other conveyors threaded through the periphery of the shaft as Gemini and Eve zoomed through. Eve gaped and hung tight to the platform’s railing, taking it all in.

      When the sunlight vanished, the factory closed in around them like quicksand. The machinery on all sides sped by in a dizzying blur compared to the majestic floating delivery ships.

      “This place is amazing,” Eve muttered.

      Distracted as she was, Eve never would have noticed if Gemini stuck her with a syringe full of sedative. At worst, Gemini would have to grab the girl as she went limp to avoid her falling off the platform.

      Eve turned and fixed Gemini with a grin filled with wonder. Gemini’s thoughts of betraying the girl’s trust curdled in her mouth.

      “I suppose it is,” Gemini allowed. Despite having toured the factory more times than she could recall and recently having been reborn in its catacombs, Gemini could see the allure. Eve’s smile was infectious.

      “Ooh!” Eve squealed. Her finger shot out like a laser pointer. “There’s an interface!”

      Gemini hit a brake, and the platform locked to the factory floor. Beneath, the conveyor continued to whip along, ready to whisk the platform away as soon as the brake released.

      The two human invaders followed a tangle of catwalks to the glint of video screen that Eve had spotted. This part of the factory grumbled with mechanical toil in progress.

      Gemini activated the terminal. “I want first crack at this one.”

      Eve nodded and settled in to watch. It was disconcerting having an audience. More troubling was that when Eve offered to hold the EMP rifle, Gemini handed it over.

      What was she thinking?

      So long as Gemini kept their only viable weapon, Eve couldn’t escape. Worse, with Eve watching over her shoulder, Gemini couldn’t even subvert the plan by getting directions to the upgrade center and Charlie25’s district of the factory.

      “You’re really good at this,” Eve remarked. “How often do you break into Kanto’s security network? You’ve clearly done this before.”

      “Just intuition,” Gemini grumbled. Worried that Eve was paying too close attention, she flubbed a few searches and forced herself to backtrack.

      Breathing a weary huff, Gemini wiped an arm across her brow. Sweat-slicked skin did little to clear the dripping forehead. Why was it so bloody warm? And why did Eve seem unbothered by the stifling air?

      “You all right?” Eve asked, placing a hand on Gemini’s shoulder.

      The tacky sensation of skin on sweat-soaked skin had Gemini shrugging away from the contact. “Leave me in peace.”

      Layers of factory security peeled away. Charlie25 had left her access codes for getting back. Many of them had broader application for shutting down patrols and cameras elsewhere in the facility.

      On the screen, a map of the factory lit with a highlighted blue path.

      “You did it!” Eve said, giggling.

      A tiny knot of warmth tied itself around Gemini’s heart. Was it the praise or the sound of Eve’s laughter?

      “We should move,” Gemini said, holding out a hand for the weapon.

      Without a hint of hesitation, Eve handed the EMP rifle back.

      “I’ve memorized the route,” Eve reported, then took the lead.

      Deeper and deeper they delved into the sub-levels of Kanto. Gemini followed all the way. With Eve in front of her, she kept catching glimpses of that soft, tender flesh at Eve’s neck, just above the collar of her false leather jacket.

      Why, Gemini kept wondering, wasn’t there a syringe of sedative stuck into Eve’s neck?
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      Eve led Gemini through the maze of Kanto. There were trams and conveyors, catwalks, and corridors. They crept down maintenance tunnels and dashed across open factory floors. With a need to be several levels lower down to find Charlie13, the two girls found an automated lift and hopped a ride down.

      Along the way, Eve rehearsed a speech in her head.

      “…Hi, you probably recognize me from the news feeds…”

      Production lines marched automaton torsos past the open lift shaft. Lurch, pause, lurch, pause. The pattern never ended, same as the rows of humanoid steel bodies that stretched out of sight.

      “…I’ve come to plead with you on behalf of the dearly departed Charlie7, whom I believe you knew…”

      The lift ended in an open steel floor, studded with raised bumps for traction. Wheeled vehicles roamed with automaton drivers at the controls. Long, articulated arms plucked robot torsos out of the line. Then the vehicles drove off to parts unknown.

      None of them interfered with Eve and Gemini as they crossed.

      “…I know this is highly irregular, but I was hoping that you could make an exception…”

      Eve grabbed Gemini by the wrist and hauled her aboard a conveyor platform that took a shallow downward angle.

      “…I think you owe it to—”

      Eve shook her head. That was no good. Charlie13 would skin them alive if he thought Eve and Gemini were blackmailing him.

      “…Would you please reconsider your stance on the activation of a new Charlie unit…”

      “Jason!” a robotic voice called out. “How do those new Version 66.12 actuators look?”

      Eve hit the brake and dove off the platform at the nearest walkable surface. Gemini crouched low and slunk along behind her as Eve crawled to the far side of a barrel-sized coolant pipe.

      A second robotic voice hollered back. “Passed preliminaries. Sending the first piece samples to microcrystallography for final quality checks.

      When her hand accidentally rested on the surface of the pipe, Eve winced and yanked it away. The pipe was colder than the penguin preserve she’d visited last month with her sisters.

      “Why are there robots here?” Eve whispered. “You said the path was clear.”

      “It was clear,” Gemini whispered back. “I can’t tell robots what to do; just the drones. Charlie13 draws them like flies. The closer we got, the more likely we were to stumble across his colleagues.”

      This could spoil everything. One of these robotic workers would spot them; Gemini would shoot. It would be a disaster. “What do we do?”

      “Jason90 is going off to microcrystallography; you just heard him say that. Brent35 won’t hang around one place forever. We wait for him to move on and just go.”

      “How do you know their names?” Eve asked with a scowl. “Are you making them up?”

      Gemini hesitated. “There aren’t that many robots who work here; it’s mostly automatons. We only ran into these two because we’re close to the hub of new robot production. And it wouldn’t kill you to start learning to identify robots by voice; it’s not symphony composition, you know.”

      “Right,” Eve said. Gemini’s story wasn’t completely convincing.

      Gemini was hiding something. Logical leaps and retroactive justification were signs of lying. Human ears couldn’t discern the subtleties of unique robotic voices, especially among robots they hadn’t met. Eve herself couldn’t tell Nora109 from the Nora65 who’d given the Eves a demonstration on handling baby animals. And the robots all marveled at Eve’s hearing.

      Eve struggled for a reason behind Gemini’s lie. Only mental disturbance would lead to unprompted falsehoods. All other lies held motive. But Eve could think of only one explanation.

      Gemini must have planned an attack on Kanto at some point and learned the names of all the workers.

      That was the only logical conclusion. Gemini had grown accustomed to concealing her plans and had conditioned herself to cover her violent activities in a blanket of plausible lies.

      Eve’s skepticism faded like the fog on a sunny morning.

      Still, the advice on learning names was sound.

      Eve resumed planning her pitch to Charlie13 while they waited for Brent35 to leave.

      “…Help me, Charlie13. You’re my only hope of fulfilling Charlie7’s last request…”

      No. Too manipulative. It also sounded too close to one of Plato’s old movies.

      Eve should just be honest.

      “…Charlie13, I want your help in a convoluted plan based on extrapolated supposition and optimism…”

      A little too honest, perhaps.

      Maybe psychology would work.

      “…Charlie13, aren’t you the least bit curious what would happen if you went ahead and uploaded a new Charlie7 mix?”

      Gemini tugged at the sleeve of Eve’s jacket. “He’s gone. Quit daydreaming.”

      Eve blinked a few times and led the way.

      The path lay before her so clearly. It was as if she and Gemini were tiny figures on the screen, way back at the terminal. Everything appeared just as it had in the model.

      This level of the factory was laid out as an industrial office park. Small mechanical laboratories and specialized inspection equipment lay beyond a series of open doorways into smaller rooms.

      All along the latter portion of the path, cameras on actuated arms hung limp. Power indicators that should have glowed ominous red were black as the new moon. Automatons stood motionless, some paused mid task.

      Eve slowed the first time they encountered one, but Gemini gave her a shove from behind. “Nothing to worry about,” the clone of Plato assured her.

      Their journey brought them to a lone closed door at the end of a corridor.

      Quickening breath was making Eve lightheaded. Her hand shook as she raised her finger to the door alarm.

      “Go on,” Gemini chided. “No time for cold feet now.”

      It wasn’t Eve’s feet that were cold. A deep freeze spread up her legs and along her spine. Before it could reach her fingertips, Eve squeezed her eyes shut and punched the button.

      “Oh, just enter,” an irritated voice snarled from beyond.

      The door slid open.

      In the office beyond, one entire wall was plastered with computer screens. Eve couldn’t begin to assimilate all the data being presented. Here or there a diagram would pop up, displaying robotic components. Other than that, it was mostly numbers that flashed by too quickly to take in.

      “You’ve gone to some trouble,” Charlie13 stated flatly, standing in front of the wall of data with his hands clasped behind his back. For such an important robot, Eve was surprised to find him wearing workers’ coveralls. “I know what you want. The answer is no.”

      “But, I—” Eve tried to begin.

      Eve’s word stuck in her throat when suddenly all the screens on the wall turned blood crimson and a single instance of the word NO spread across all the screens at once.

      “I’m a very busy man,” Charlie13 said. “But I’ll do you the favor of a quiet departure. The way back to your skyroamer is clear. Good day.”

      The screens blinked and resumed their prior explosion of data.

      “Not so fast, Charles,” Gemini warned.

      Eve spun in horror as Gemini leveled the EMP rifle at Charlie13.

      “Don’t!” Eve shouted, diving for the barrel of the weapon.

      Gemini merely flipped the rifle to her off hand and kept Eve at bay with her longer reach.

      “Quit it,” Gemini growled through her teeth. “Let me handle this.”

      “An intriguing twist,” Charlie13 said calmly. He turned, and Eve was struck with the image of Charlie7. The mixer wore the same Version 64.6 chassis. The difference in attire was slightly jarring since Eve had known Charlie7 wearing a tuxedo.

      Charlie13’s manner was what set a stark contrast with Charlie7. The mixer conserved movement as if he paid for every centimeter. His turn ended when he had both Gemini and Eve in his field of vision. The hands clasped at his back never unclasped.

      “I’d hoped you’d prove reasonable,” Gemini said. “But Eve needs your help, and I’m bloody curious what that old rascal Charlie7 came up with.”

      “I imagine you would be,” Charlie13 replied in a level tone.

      Eve heard no hint of threat there, but Gemini swallowed and backed toward the door, lowering the rifle.

      Without the threat of violence, Eve had to take another shot at convincing the mixer. “Please,” she pleaded. “Charlie7 promised he’d protect me. Nora109 and the others all claim to want what’s best, but Charlie7 was the only one who ever acted like it. He gave his life to save mine.”

      “Charlie7 was many things to many people,” Charlie13 replied. “That was his strength and his downfall. He stopped being a part of the world and became an observer, a critic, and an irritant.”

      “But he was my friend,” Eve protested. “And all he asked for was a seventy/twenty/ten mix, just like he was. Think of Charlie42 as an heir, not a replacement.”

      “To what end?” Charlie13 asked, turning back to his screens. “A thousand-year-old robot won’t bear any resemblance to a new model, regardless of mix. You’d be disappointed, and the rest of us would have to deal with another troublesome Charlie.”

      “He won’t be trouble…”

      Charlie13 turned back. One eyebrow arched. “We’re all trouble. Some of us merely outweigh the inconvenience we cause others.”

      Her plan was slipping away. Eve circled around past the desk that appeared to serve only decorative purpose and past the wall lined with shelves of odd keepsakes from a nearly thousand-year life. She stood between Charlie13 and the screens the mixer obsessed over.

      Charlie13 was taller than her, but Eve looked up into his eyes until he relented and looked down to meet hers. “I need help.”

      “How much more do you expect from this world?” Charlie13 asked. He cocked his head. “Hmm? Eight percent of Earth’s productive labor is devoted to a species with…” He glanced over at Gemini. “Ten known members. You are their spokeswoman. You have an appointment to the Human Committee. When you come of age, you will become the most influential member of the human race and supplant the hierarchical seniority of robots hundreds of years your elder. They’ll put armies of automatons at your disposal; you’ll rebuild entire cities to your taste.”

      Charlie13 turned away. “My job is just to mix new robots. I have final say and full veto power on the Mix Committee. I am exercising that veto power over Charlie7’s request.”

      Eve seethed through her nose. Her lips pursed too firmly for air to pass. Charlie13 was no sphinx with a riddle to solve. He wasn’t a puzzle. The ancient robot with the soft, firm voice was utterly implacable. For his own reasons, he didn’t want another Charlie in the world, and he had every right to refuse to help Eve.

      Marching over to the front of the office, Eve reached for Gemini’s EMP rifle. But just when the Gemini’s catatonic state would have been useful, the woman carrying the robot-threatening weapon snapped to her senses.

      Gemini tightened her grip and yanked the weapon back. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      Eve shot a finger in Charlie13’s direction. “He’s not listening. We need to make him.”

      Charlie13 continued to ignore the two humans as they wrestled for control of the EMP rifle. In the tussle, the butt of the weapon came up and struck Eve a glancing blow to the face.

      “There!” Gemini scolded, ripping the rifle free and interposing her body between it and Eve. “Serves you right. What’s come over you?”

      “Social maladjustment,” Charlie13 commented without looking. “She isn’t accustomed to problems with no solution, I’d imagine. I place the blame with the robot who created her.”

      Gemini raised the rifle. After all she’d done to wrest it away, why not just let Eve fire it? But Gemini’s hands shook, and her finger wasn’t even ready on the trigger.

      “Come on,” Eve said, taking Gemini by the arm. She slowly towed the larger woman toward the exit.

      Gemini had been right. Eve wasn’t rational. That Charlie13 had speculated on a cause wasn’t a reason to deny he might be right.

      They had lost. But that didn’t mean they were defeated.

      There was an upload rig lying idle somewhere in Kanto. So what if Evelyn11 had tried to obliterate Eve’s mind in it? Evelyn11 was gone, wiped from existence. Eve had seen the inert chassis.

      Charlie13’s door slid closed behind Eve and Gemini. Automatons that had been idle upon their arrival bustled about at mundane tasks but ignored them.

      Eve knew the way back to the skyroamer. She could have led Gemini out of the factory with Charlie13’s tacit blessing.

      They just still had business deeper in Kanto.
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      Eve’s determination to press onward with her quest sparked an ember of admiration in Gemini. If it had been up to her, they would have retrenched, retreated, or reconsidered the whole idea of crafting a new Charlie.

      Gemini wanted no part of a new Charlie7. But a new Charlie robot, programmed with the same mix of Charles Truman, Jason Sanborn, and Johnathan Medina… that was someone Gemini wanted to meet. There hadn’t been a robot born with 70 percent of a single scientist in over seven hundred years.

      Eve didn’t comprehend the scope of the favor she’d asked of Charlie13, but Gemini did. Charlies were a necessary evil. They were visionaries, disruptive influences, and innovators.

      Just like Evelyn11 had been.

      There was no reason Gemini couldn’t perform the same feat of resurrection-in-effigy once she was Eve.

      The eldest of the cloned Eves glided through Kanto like a dove on the wing. Gemini was a vulture, ugly and ungainly, but patiently awaiting her payoff.

      All this time with Eve was research.

      No one knew Eve better than her own creator.

      When the time came, Gemini would slip back into the oh-so-awful lap of luxury from which Eve had escaped. The experience would have changed her superficially, but medical testing would prove her identity. Under no circumstances would an escapee from the horrors of Evelyn11’s clutches submit to a brain scan.

      “Here’s one,” Eve’s songbird voice called out.

      They had strayed from the path that had guided them to Charlie13’s office. Gemini was thankful for a terminal since her own attention had been elsewhere while Eve navigated.

      Waves of heat pulsed from a dumbwaiter door held shut by hydraulic pistons. The terminal set into the wall beside it was an incinerator control console.

      “Might have chosen one slightly less tropical,” Gemini muttered.

      Eve brought up the command line interface before looking over her shoulder. “Sorry.”

      The girl hadn’t been meant to hear the comment at all. Cat-like hearing was just another perk Gemini could look forward to.

      Gemini watched for a moment as Eve ran into dead ends and firewalls. It wasn’t that Eve’s methods were wrong; she merely lacked the authorization codes for privileged information.

      With the slamming of a fist, Eve shut down the console. “It just won’t tell us where Evelyn11’s machine is being kept.”

      Gemini let the EMP rifle dangle from its strap. Strong fingers kneaded the tense muscles of Eve’s shoulders. No point letting the girl develop chronic issues. Plus, for the time being, she was useful to keep around.

      “Just relax,” Gemini cooed in her ear. “Go have a seat. Let me take a crack at it.”

      Eve’s shoulders sagged when Gemini stopped massaging them, then sighed as she relinquished her position in front of the terminal.

      This was Gemini’s opportunity. The terminal relented instantly in the face of a proper ID code. From her seat on the floor, Eve wouldn’t have a view of the commands Gemini entered. No matter how perfect those hybridized eyes, they couldn’t see over corners.

      “Ever wonder why there are so many incinerators and blast furnaces around here?” Eve asked as Gemini oriented herself with the layout from the computerized map.

      “Failed parts,” Gemini mumbled absently. “Obsolete chassis. Refurbishment. Upgrades. All the old junk except crystalline brains is recycled.”

      There it was. Charlie25’s office complex lay twenty kilometers south. Three switches of conveyor lines and a lift ride up two levels would take them right to him.

      Gemini puzzled over whether to forewarn the old uploader or surprise him.

      “So when Plato and I dumped Charlie7 into that volcano…”

      “Powerful gesture,” Gemini said without looking back. “Most robots have at least trace amounts of predecessors in their alloys. By pitching him down the very throat of the Earth, you said that there would never be another like him.”

      “I feel like maybe I should have kept some part of him. You know, like a keepsake? Nora109 likes me to keep things from outings that remind me of places I’ve been.”

      The words of Gemini’s message were jumbling with fragments of the conversation with Eve. She deleted most of what she’d written and tried again. Why was it so hard separating two unrelated lines of thought?

      “It’s natural to want to keep someone close to remember them,” Gemini said. “But I don’t imagine Charlie7 was the sort who wanted to be kept in pieces on a shelf.”

      In deference to Eve’s affection for the old blowhard, Gemini omitted her opinion that Charlie7 would have considered any memorial smaller than a pyramid to be an insult.

      Eve was quiet.

      Gemini took the opportunity to craft a deviously teasing promise for Charlie25. She included the wonders of having human feeling again, the simple lost joys of food and sleep… and just how long it would take to craft a flawless male specimen to host his consciousness.

      Gemini felt a hand slip around her from behind and froze. In a panic, she deleted her entire message.

      A warm cheek pressed against the back of Gemini’s head as Eve squeezed her in an awkward hug. “Thank you,” Eve said, voice light as goose down on Gemini’s ear. The warm breath tickled. “I’ve been worried that I haven’t been a good enough friend to Charlie7. He’s been dead months, and some days I forget to think about him.”

      A lump caught in Gemini’s throat. She didn’t know what to say, but her heart melted. It didn’t matter that Charlie7 was a rotten old cynic who’d probably had twelve schemes tucked away outside of Eve’s field of view. The girl loved him. Evelyn11 had been the mother of every Eve, but none of them had ever known a father.

      Basking in the shared warmth of an unannounced hug, that was when Gemini realized she couldn’t go through with it. Maybe she could study Eve, but she just couldn’t bear the idea of destroying that mind.

      Slowly, Gemini turned and pulled Eve close. Evelyn11 had held the baby Eves like this to comfort them. She’d never gotten anything out of the interaction in return, though. The two young women shared a warmth between them. Soft, yielding flesh transmitted more than simple heat, but something of the soul inside.

      Memories long suppressed, of flesh-and-blood children from Evelyn’s DNA flooded back. To the clinical, robotic mind, they were pictures hanging on a wall. To Gemini, those memories were a time capsule unearthed.

      “Are you crying?” Eve asked, gently trying to pull away.

      Gemini clung all the more tightly. She felt the shake of her shoulders, the wet trickles down her cheek. Eve allowed herself to be drawn back into the hug and began rubbing Gemini’s back.

      Time stopped or at least passed by unmarked by either woman. Eventually, Gemini found herself hanging on Eve for support and realized her silent sobs had been quelled.

      “Come on.” Gemini cleared her throat. “Let’s go find a rig to make you a new Charlie.”
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      Evelyn11’s borrowed quarters were intolerably restrictive. No data out meant no query searches of the Earthwide. All her equipment was decades out of date. Though she had access to all her old research, the experimental results wouldn’t even be replicable without upgraded gene sequencers, submolecular splicers, and access to Eve’s genetic material.

      Other geneticists were going to stand on the shoulders of Evelyn11’s research. She’d be crushed into the mud beneath the weight of their advances.

      News feed coverage of the hunt for Eve Fourteen had leveled off. The fever pitch was unsustainable because no one but Evelyn11 truly cared what became of the girl. All the rest of them pretended. They may even have appreciated the girl on an intellectual level as a valuable link to the future of life on Earth.

      No one but Evelyn11 loved Eve.

      “…unconfirmed reports hint that Eve Fourteen and an unknown accomplice may be hiding out beneath the Arctic Sea. Tomorrow’s meeting of the Privacy and Surveillance Oversight Committee will discuss whether to construct and launch a satellite custom built for the purpose of tracking Eve Fourteen. Committee chairman Arthur19 wants to ensure the public that the satellite will not be monitoring robots other than Eve’s possible accomplice and will be decommissioned upon her safe return…”

      Committees. Evelyn11 would have preferred a dictator. It was one thing for a worldwide commune of scientists to organize academic committees for every little problem that cropped up. But the introduction of humans to the equation was going to strain them to back-breaking levels.

      Evelyn11 needed to act.

      All of Kanto’s systems were available from the lab’s consoles—in read-only mode. Evelyn11 took the data in huge floods, passing it through the lab’s dated computer systems and filtering for anomalies.

      It was just a hunch, but sooner or later, Eve would be compelled to come to Kanto for help. It was no secret the girl wanted a new Charlie built per that murderous Charlie7’s last request. It was a fool’s fairy tale but just the sort the gullible Eve would fall for.

      No human knew her way around Kanto. The prefecture-sized maze of steel and concrete would be the death of a wanderer. Starvation was a true concern if someone were to get lost without access to a way to call for help.

      Evelyn11 pored over the data, comparing production runs against earlier, similar workloads on the factory. Power usage, automaton routing, vehicles per hour in and out; everything was fair game for statistical regression.

      Luckily, Kanto’s documented regions were a nearly ideal mathematical model. Efficiency had driven out waste, inconsistency, and variability to the point where any blip outside the standard deviation held significance.

      There!

      Evelyn11 could plot a path. Unexplained stops on a conveyor line. Terminals with power draw that didn’t jibe with the locations of the factory’s non-automated workers. Automatons failing to report in at designated times.

      The events described a path through the factory, time-stamped and everything.

      Evelyn11’s circuits went into lockdown. “You didn’t…”

      Eve’s course through Kanto led directly into Charlie13’s sanctum. In the absence of Charlie7, there was no robot alive whose reaction would be less predictable. The mastermind of robotic mixing, the controller of the personalities of 80 percent of robotkind, Charlie13 answered to no authority.

      But Eve’s path resumed. Evelyn11 watched in real time as the human girl took another conveyor ride and accessed another terminal. Without an external connection, Evelyn11 couldn’t begin to discover what Eve was accessing.

      Grudgingly, Evelyn11 admitted she needed Charlie25. Instinctively, she reached to her internal computer to transmit a message to Charlie25, letting him know she was coming. But there was no transmitter in this chassis. It had been designed with one, but the benevolent uploader hadn’t trusted Evelyn11 with it.

      “Barging it is, then,” she muttered as she overrode the door lock and exited the lab.

      Evelyn11 marched through the abandoned corridors. In bygone ages, these facilities had produced the automatons that had rebuilt Earth after the invasion; now they echoed with her footsteps.

      Outside the homey, if tacky, confines of her lab, Evelyn11 was reminded just how isolated her exile truly was.

      It took nearly half an hour of travel to finally reach the segment of Kanto that Charlie25 claimed as his own.

      Evelyn11 plowed through Charlie25’s door as soon as it slid open. “If you tell me I ought to have called, I’ll plug your ears into a power conduit.”

      “You shouldn’t have come at all,” Charlie25 replied, feet up on his desk with a portable terminal balanced on his lap.

      “Eve’s right here in Kanto,” Evelyn11 blurted.

      Charlie25 lifted the handheld computer so that it shielded his eyes from Evelyn11’s. “I have real work to do. I’ll simulate some phantom human girls for you to chase later. Right now, I’m prepping for an upload.”

      “Beg off. Find some excuse.”

      “It’s. One. Of. Ours,” Charlie25 separated each word as if she might not parse it otherwise.

      “Then they’ll understand,” Evelyn11 countered. “I’ve got a path through Kanto that Eve’s wandering even as we speak.”

      Charlie25 stood and slapped the portable onto the desk. “I don’t have time for your theories. You don’t even have outbound data access. You’re jumping at shadows. And while Brent15 might not mind waiting for his new host, the last thing I need is a skittish Paul98 getting suspicious. I run a tight ship. My reputation is everything.”

      Snatching up the portable before Charlie25 could stop her, Evelyn11 brought up her analysis. “You see? Factory diagnostics tell the tale, even if no one’s listening. She’s here, Charles. Now do you see it?”

      Charlie25 tapped a finger against his cheek. “I do.”

      Could the curmudgeon have been any less gracious in admitting she was right?

      “Well, then?” Evelyn11 demanded, marching up and waving the portable in Charlie25’s face. “Send someone to collect her.”

      Charlie25 stepped around her and headed for the door. “In good time. In good time…”

      “Good time? What sort of rubbish is that? She’s here, Charles, right under our very noses.”

      Pausing as if just remembering something, Charlie25 plucked the portable computer from Evelyn11’s hands. “Patience, Evelyn. You used to be good at that.”

      If Evelyn11 were to have drunk a glass of water, steam would have poured from her ears. How dare he? How dare Charlie25 treat her as a misbehaving underling?

      As she followed Charlie25 through the more reputable portions of Kanto, Evelyn11 wondered what might happen if she toppled him over the edge of a catwalk or grabbed the ends of a power conduit and plugged them into the sides of his head.

      Before long, Evelyn11 realized they were just outside the upload chamber. This was the place every robot needed but privately dreaded. You went in one side of the machine, and a new robot that remembered being you stepped out the other.

      Charlie25 was about to murder someone.

      Whether a wobbly kneed Paul98 or a rejuvenated Brent15 came out of the upload rig, the Paul98 that lay down in the scanner bed was going to die. Every robot that entered that chamber accepted that part.

      Some robots turned to religion to deal with the existential mess. Others buried their crystals in pseudoscientific blather to convince themselves that their consciousness slipped from one end of the machine to the other.

      As the door closed, Evelyn11 listened in silence as Charlie25 greeted his unsuspecting victim. Paul98 was there now, yammering away like a nervous prom date. He was too old for this to be his first transfer.

      To hear him reassure the stammering uploadee, anyone would think that Charlie25 had been a mortician or a hospice nurse in his living days. But Evelyn11 held old, human-stained memories of Dr. Charles Truman. He was personable and charming but didn’t care a stale biscuit about people.

      Charlie25 had that same dichotomy. Saint while the lights were bright. Snake in the darkness.

      Evelyn11 heard the unmistakable clack of magnetic force straining its support structures. The EMP had fired. Paul98 was dead.

      The door opened at Evelyn11’s command. She suspected that Charlie25 would have locked it if it weren’t safe to enter.

      “Evelyn?” Brent15 asked. He chuckled. “My God, you look like a wind-up toy in that chassis.”

      Brent15 looked little better. He wore a castoff old Version 30.5 that looked like it had rolled in the desert sand in its prior life.

      “I’ve grander designs than a new 68.8,” Evelyn11 taunted back. In truth, it wasn’t a bad bit of machinery to inhabit, by the look of it. Certainly it was a far cry from her current hermit crab’s shell of a chassis.

      As Evelyn11 watched, Brent15 helped Charlie25 haul Paul98’s limp chassis out of the scan side of the rig.

      “You ready?” Charlie25 asked as Brent15 climbed into Paul98’s place.

      Brent15 gave a thumbs up to Charlie25 and a wink to Evelyn11. “Beam me up, Charlie.”

      Evelyn11 allowed that Brent15 was at least putting on a brave face. Without all the involuntary reactions of an organic body, utter fearlessness could be faked. It was a simple matter of programming.

      Charlie25 started a legitimate upload cycle. The machinery hummed to life, scanning the inert Brent15.

      Minutes later, the rig switched to upload mode.

      Evelyn11 waited in rapt fascination. She couldn’t remember ever watching another robot go through this exceptionally personal experience. A lifetime’s worth of hopes, memories, and personality flowed through data lines, injected like plastic resin into the mold of a new crystalline matrix.

      The cycle ended.

      Without waiting for assistance, the Version 68.8 on the target side reached up and disconnected himself from the rig. “Phew! Glad to be on the far side. This baby handles like a decathlete.”

      Evelyn11 clapped, tapping fingers to her opposite palm. “Bravo, Brent. Next you’ll put your head in a lion’s mouth.”

      “Better call him Paul,” Charlie25 warned. “He’s Paul98 now. You got your ID memorized?”

      Brent15 cowered slightly. “Yes, sir. Don’t hurt me, sir.”

      Charlie25 rolled his eyes. “Don’t ham it up. Just lie low for a few years and keep your friends at arm’s length.”

      “Will do, boss,” Brent15 replied with a flippant salute. “Where’d old Paulie park his ‘roamer?”

      Evelyn11 spared a surreptitious glance at the real Paul98, limp and discarded on the floor. To think of the centuries of knowledge lost…

      What a waste.

      “Not quite yet,” Charlie25 said, stepping between Brent15 and the room’s far exit. “First, I’ve got a job for you. It’ll be potentially dangerous.”

      “C’mon, Charlie,” Brent15 chided. “I just got this body. Haven’t even worn the anti-corrosive layer off the bearings.”

      “Eve Fourteen is loose in the factory. Evelyn can provide details.”

      Brent15 looked her way with such an avaricious gleam in his eye. Evelyn11 didn’t know whether to cringe or scold him.

      She did neither.

      “Here,” Evelyn11 said flatly, taking the portable computer from Charlie25 and indicating Eve’s path through Kanto. “Alive. Unharmed. If this mystery accomplice is with her, make sure he, she, or it doesn’t live long enough to transmit what happens.”

      Brent15 snapped the portable from her hands and flipped it around. “You’re still hung up on this kid, huh?”

      Charlie25 pulled a syringe from his pocket and handed it to Brent15. From the size of the dose, it appeared to be pre-measured for Eve14’s physiology.

      “When did you…?”

      Evelyn11 caught herself short.

      “You had this prepared all along!”

      The hand of a Version 68.8 chassis swept up and patted Evelyn11 on the cheek. “Don’t worry. I’ll bag your little play toy. More power to you being the guinea pig; I’ll enjoy being an immortal machine until you find a way to clone Kip Redding.”

      Evelyn11 watched the Brent in Paul’s clothing disappear through the door that led deeper into Kanto. Her technology was the beginning of a new age. A resurrection. She’d delete Brent15 herself before she’d ever uploaded him into a clone of a carnal entertainment star.
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      Eve followed in Gemini’s wake. The taller girl seemed to know where she was going, so Eve didn’t question their route. Without having a chance to see their path, every part of Kanto looked like another. Cranes, conveyors, lifts, gantries… everything moved. Nothing was allowed to remain still for long unless it was a fixed structure.

      The monotony gave Eve time to ponder.

      If Charlie13 wouldn’t help them, they might have better luck with Charlie25. After all, it wasn’t his job to make new robots, and according to Charlie13, all Charlies were troublemakers. Maybe the problem was that Charlie13 was well within his rights to make a robot identical to the original Charlie7.

      Charlie25 could help Eve just to spite Charlie13.

      Even in Eve’s own head, the logic sounded convoluted. As much as Charlie7 was a good friend and had saved her life, she was probably never going to understand robots and all their irrational quirks.

      Still, better to have a trained professional help them than risk getting Charlie42 wrong.

      “I changed my mind,” Eve called ahead.

      “About what?” Gemini replied without slowing.

      “I think rather than find Evelyn11’s old rig, I think we should give Charlie25 a chance.”

      Gemini kept up her swift, sure pace. “Good. I was thinking the same.”

      “Wait. I thought we’d agreed I could face the upload rig that nearly killed me. It was a small personal triumph. You mean all this time—?”

      “I was saving you the mental anguish,” Gemini replied. “Even if you hadn’t changed your mind, I imagined your relief would have been the same. Charlie25 isn’t the expert on the subject that ‘13 is, but he’s a more reasonable sort.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “Come now, Eve.”

      Gemini kept speaking, but the rest of her words were lost in a haze as Eve’s mind snapped back to her time in Evelyn11’s lab. How many times had Creator coaxed her or chided her with that little phrase, come now, Eve?

      “Something the matter?” Gemini asked. She was ten paces ahead.

      Eve had stopped dead in her tracks.

      Gemini stopped as well.

      In the brief silence that ensued, Eve heard a faint, repetitive noise out of place. A second earlier she’d been ready to apologize and hasten to catch up. Now as she strained her ears, she recognized the sound.

      “Footsteps!” Eve whisper-shouted.

      “How’s that? I haven’t a noise filtration system, dear.”

      “Someone’s heading this way,” Eve raised her voice. Anyone looking for them already must have known where they were.

      “That’s daft,” Gemini countered. “There’s nothing going on in this stretch of the factory. We’re a good quarter kilometer from the nearest…”

      As Gemini’s words drifted off into nothingness, Eve saw the realization set in. With wide eyes, Gemini looked off into the shadowy depths of the factory where Eve had heard the footsteps.

      Metal on metal.

      Automatons.

      Someone knew they were here. And now that someone was after them.
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      Gemini’s thoughts were a maelstrom as she led the way deeper into the factory.

      Left.

      Down one flight of stairs, then another.

      Hop onto a conveyor platform. Release the brake.

      For the first time since they arrived in Kanto, the boots on Eve’s feet made enough noise to assure Gemini that her charge was following. That feline grace vanished in a football hooligan’s stomping across grated metal floors.

      Wind rushed across Gemini’s bare scalp, cooling the sheen of sweat.

      “Who sent those?” Eve shouted over the rush of air and general clamor of machinery.

      “How should I bloody well know?” Gemini snapped, raising her voice over the howl.

      That was what raised the tiny hairs at the back of this body’s neck. No one should have been after the two of them at all.

      Gemini couldn’t imagine Charlie13 had let them wander free only to send dumb drones to capture them. It would have made no sense. Inscrutable as the wily old mixer may have been, he wasn’t irrational.

      Charlie25 being responsible for harrying them made, if anything, even less sense. Gemini was already leading Eve right for the uploader’s demesne. Why would he risk spooking them?

      Gemini threw the brake on the conveyor platform, and it caught with a jerk.

      Across a catwalk.

      Up five levels on a lift.

      Through a security door with one of Evelyn11’s ID codes.

      Then a maze of corridors. Left. Right. Two more lefts.

      After a while, old memories kicked in, and Gemini remembered her way around this section of the factory.

      But if it wasn’t either of the Charlies, then it must have been the Human Committee that had finally tracked them down. Irregularities in Kanto were newsworthy. Gemini cursed herself for a fool.

      “You sure we’re not lost?” Eve asked.

      “Positive,” Gemini snapped.

      She entered a code at the next locked door. It opened, but waiting on the other side was a pair of factory automatons. Designed for robotic assembly, they had dexterous hands and could lift half-built robot chassis like twigs.

      Eve let out a yip. “Turn back!”

      Gemini backpedaled as she swung the EMP rifle off her shoulder. “We can’t. This is the way we need to go.”

      The rifle hummed with a pull of the trigger. With a clever shot, Gemini had caught both automatons in the destructive magnetic field. Two inert piles of animatronic limbs crumpled to the floor.

      The force of firing a magnetic weapon so near a steel wall had threatened to wrench Gemini’s arms from their sockets. She stumbled toward the near wall as she released the trigger.

      “You all right?” Eve asked, placing a hand on Gemini’s shoulder.

      Gemini winced. The burning pain in her rotator cuff suggested a connective tissue injury. Knowing the clinical diagnosis did nothing to salve the screams of protesting neurons. “I’m fine,” she lied through gritted teeth.

      Eve knelt to inspect the fallen drones. “I think they’re going to notice this.”

      “You think? Of course, they’re going to notice. Come on. Keep moving.”

      It had been impulsive to fire. Hot blood ran in this body’s veins. It had trigger reflexes all its own, Gemini told herself.

      Glancing at Eve as the girl picked her way over the metallic bodies, Gemini’s heart fluttered. Her baby. Her little Eve was in danger here.

      She blinked.

      Where had that thought boiled up from?

      Evelyn11 had grown Eves by the vat. Little blastulas floated in nutrient solution. As they developed, some mutated; Evelyn11 had culled them. Others had thrived. Those she had transferred to individual tanks, cryogenically frozen, and spaced out to birth at regular intervals.

      There had been nothing maternal about the process.

      But the first sign of threat to Eve, Gemini’s reaction had been to shoot first, think later.

      Gemini was breathing hard from a combination of their frantic flight and the sudden scare. “I’ve got a backup plan,” she blurted before she could think better of it.

      “I’m up for something that gets us away from crazy chase-bots,” Eve replied with an optimist’s smile. The little scamp wasn’t even winded.

      Much as Gemini envied Eve her superior genetic construction, she knew that she couldn’t harm the girl. Whatever Charlie25 or the Human Committee or anyone else who might butt in had to offer, Eve wasn’t anyone’s bargaining chip. She wasn’t anyone’s plaything.

      Not any longer.

      “We’re going to find that cobbled old upload rig of Evelyn11’s and hope Charlie42 can think up a quick way out of this mess.”

      Eve nodded. When Gemini took them in a new direction, she followed.
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      Charlie25 sat behind his desk, leaning forward from the edge of the seat. The monitors displayed a real-time chase, broadcast on encrypted channels, which hid the chase from the eyes of automaton workers.

      Should the drones have been working on Version 75.0 prototype chassis production? Of course.

      Would the demonstration schedule for the Version 75.0 be delayed because of the chase? Unlikely.

      Brent15 had control of the drone workforce for 10 percent of Kanto. All of the workers operated under Charlie25’s direct authority, so there was no risk that anyone else would miss them.

      The robot who would be known publicly as Paul98 had yet to reveal himself to his quarry, preferring to wear them down and drive them deeper into the factory’s lowermost reaches. It was a superb plan. Every meter of progress he denied Eve and Gemini was one step closer to recapturing both of them.

      Best of all, it was the best television program Charlie25 had watched in forever.

      There was no way to speed up the viewing. The temptation to vacuum up the contents of Star Trek or Doctor Who in mere seconds always dampened Charlie25’s enthusiasm for a rewatch.

      This chase was everything the old uploader needed in entertainment. He didn’t know the outcome. He knew all the players. Ultimate triumph and heartbreaking tragedy were equal possibilities.

      Would Eve prefer suicide to imprisonment?

      Would Gemini continue her apparent betrayal or remember that hunting down Eve was her idea in the first place?

      Could the two humans match wits with Brent15 and overcome the handicap of being short one army of drones?

      Charlie25 could have fed the data streams into his internal computer and crunched it down into a minor distraction while he resumed his daily work. But why? Why deny himself this unique opportunity?

      The door to his office slid open. Evelyn11 stormed inside. “Why am I locked out of the Kanto data feeds?”

      Charlie25 didn’t look up from the show. “Because you’re an obsessive loose cannon with impaired judgment.”

      He stopped short of mentioning that Evelyn11 was only alive because she was the best geneticist among Charlie25’s co-conspirators. If the robots were going to reap the fruit of their genius and rejoin the living as the heart of the Second Human Age, she was the fastest route.

      “I insist you remove the lockout from my laboratory,” Evelyn11 demanded, lifting her chin.

      “That’s nice,” Charlie25 replied absently.

      Evelyn11 slammed her palms on the desk. “You’re not listening to me!”

      “No. I’m not.”

      The geneticist made an awful noise, like a steam engine with a leaky boiler. “I will. Not. Be. IGNORED.”

      Instead of stomping around to Charlie25’s side of the desk, as he had expected, Evelyn11 climbed onto the desk, crossing it on all fours and grabbing the uploader by the collar.

      Dull orange glows in the pits of Evelyn11’s eyes flared bright and narrowed. Her face was mere centimeters from Charlie25’s.

      “Neither of us is flesh and blood,” Charlie25 said softly. “But this is still unseemly.”

      The pinpoints of Evelyn11’s eyes relaxed into widened circles. With a quick glance to either side, as if anyone could have been watching, she released her hold on Charlie25.

      By the time Evelyn11 glanced at the monitors from Charlie25’s side of the desk, he’d switched the display to a feed of automaton locations. It acknowledged that he was monitoring the chase without allowing the crazed geneticist to watch the fun.

      “I believe you were going,” Charlie25 prodded.

      Evelyn11 wagged a finger at him as she departed. “You’ll alert me the instant Eve is recaptured. The very instant.”

      “Of course, I will.”
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      In a distant sector of Kanto, another robot watched the chase with a less intimate display of the proceedings.

      Charlie13 stood before his wall of display screens. They were the only source of light in the room, the images reflecting off the glossy shine of his impeccable polymer steel skin.

      One section of displays showed various wire-frame views of the Kanto factory. A vertical line of monitors all combined to show a running list of automaton designations and locations.

      UNIT 5848103 LOST.

      UNIT 5848104 LOST.

      The reports and the last known locations of units 5848103 and 5848104 filtered into the wire-frame maps. Two blue dots appeared where the automatons had been terminated.

      A trail was developing. A line of blue dots traced a path through the center of an anomaly that was too great to be coincidence. Drone workers were deviating from their duties throughout the region around that line, converging on an anticipated path.

      Eve and her friend were being pursued.

      Charlie13 hated excitement. Disruption caused delays. Aberrations never correlated to quality.

      And yet, here was a chase in his own factory, taking drones off the production lines and getting them terminated. That the drones had fallen victim to the same EMP rifle that had been aimed at Charlie13, there was no doubt. Good to know the design worked, at least. He would have hated himself for feeling uneasy beneath the aim of a malfunctioning weapon.

      When he’d had enough of watching the proceedings passively, Charlie13 sent baseline reset codes in a flood, one to each of the affected drones.

      Nothing happened.

      The drones should have reverted to their everyday programming, ignoring any recent additions.

      Charlie13 tried again, this time sending a factory reset code that should have left the drones little better than expensive marionettes. It would take hours to get them all back online and working again.

      A hint of anger was squelched in utero by an aggressive subroutine in Charlie13’s matrix. The blip of a signal was enough for the mixer to acknowledge his frustration without falling victim to whimsical bouts of pique.

      “Who could be causing this much trouble?”

      As soon as he spoke the words aloud, Charlie13 realized the answer. Only another Charlie could be locking him out of his own systems.

      Charlie25 probably didn’t even realize that Charlie13 could directly access the drones in that section of the factory. That was upload territory. Charlie13 only monitored it because of the overlap in parts usage for several of the newer models.

      By all rights, Charlie13 could have screamed his head off to any number of committees. The Kanto Production Oversight Committee, the Offworld Mining Committee, and both the Upload and Mixing Committees would have sent delegates immediately. The hovership operated by the Human Committee would have diverted course to Kanto at the first hint of Eve Fourteen’s location.

      To hell with them all.

      Kanto belonged to Charlie13. He’d be damned if he allowed matters to boil over the lip of his pot.

      Automatons weren’t the only networked systems in Kanto. If Charlie13 couldn’t gain control of the workforce, he’d commandeer any other system he could lay bytes on.
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      Eve careened around a corner, using her hands to brace her impact against the wall. Gemini slammed shoulder first into the same spot seconds later.

      Any semblance of an organized detour had evaporated quicker than spit on a griddle—Plato’s method of choice for testing whether it was hot enough for cooking.

      Much as Eve wanted to sprint ahead and put as much distance as she could between her and the pursuing drones, she couldn’t. Gemini was slower footed. She couldn’t bring herself to abandon her friend.

      At the next stairwell, Eve grabbed the railings and used the gloves to protect her hands as she slid down.

      “Catch,” Gemini shouted down.

      Eve whirled just in time to cushion the impact of the EMP rifle against her chest.

      Gemini followed Eve’s lead, but without gloves, she winced all the way down the railings. Eve cringed in sympathy at the squeegee sound of Gemini’s skin on steel.

      At the bottom of the stairs, Gemini grabbed the weapon and slung it over a shoulder. “Don’t let’s stand here gawking like cuttlefish. Move!”

      “Right.”

      Gemini shouldered past, taking the lead as she panted to recover her breath. Eve barely had to jog to keep up.

      They traversed areas of fenced-in catwalks before coming into a quality control area with proper walled corridors. The factory echoed with encroaching drones, and putting solid walls between them and the noise helped calm Eve’s pounding heartbeat.

      But while the corridor walls kept the ambient noise of pursuit from crushing inward upon the two fugitives, the steel footsteps of one pair of drones continued.

      “Behind us,” Eve shouted, ducking.

      Gemini swung her rifle around as a pair of drones entered from a side passage. The magnetic blast should have done nothing to Eve biologically, but she still felt the need to offer Gemini a clear shot.

      The rifle hummed.

      One drone collapsed.

      A faint click from the trigger came without any further result.

      Gemini tried again to fire, but nothing happened.

      Eve sprang to her feet. Grabbing Gemini by the arm, she towed the larger girl along until the realization set in that they needed to run.

      “But the power indicator…” Gemini moaned.

      “What should you believe,” Eve shouted over the clamor as they pounded booted feet down the halls. “A blinky light that says you can fire, or the trigger that says you can’t?”

      The corridor dead-ended in a door. Passing the drained rifle to Eve, Gemini quickly punched in an access code.

      Nothing happened.

      “Blast me,” Gemini muttered. She wiped her hands on her pants and tried again.

      Still, nothing happened.

      The door stood firm. There wasn’t even an error code to tell them the access panel had taken Gemini’s inputs and rejected them.

      “Hurry,” Eve snapped. “Forget this one.”

      With a lone drone closing in on them and no weapon to fight it, backtracking was chancy. A dozen meters back, the corridor had branched off.

      This time Eve led the way, toting the EMP rifle. Even though it wasn’t working now, there was always the chance they might find a spare nanosecond or two to sit still and fix it.

      At the sight of the drone rounding the corner at the far end of the passage, Eve put her head down and sprinted. Behind her, Gemini huffed like a bellows.

      Despite the drone starting out closer to the side passage, Eve made it there first. She paused at the intersection and ushered Gemini ahead.

      This corridor also ended in a door.

      Gemini stumbled ahead. She came to a halt with one hand propped on her knee for support as the other tapped at the console that would open their escape route.

      Eve held the rifle in position to fire but knew that it couldn’t.

      The automaton continued its approach at a steady walking pace. With only a few meters of corridor between it and the intersection, it might as well have been traveling at the speed of sound.

      “No… no… NO!” Gemini pounded a fist on the door console. “Bloody tin man’s got us bang to rights!”

      A cheerful ding rang out from the other branch of the corridor.

      Eve tore her gaze from the encroaching drone and saw a green light on the door panel down back the way they’d first tried.

      “Hurry up! This way!”

      “We already—”

      “Now!” Eve ordered.

      There wasn’t time.

      Gemini lumbered past, sucking air. Eve pressed the rifle into her hands just before the automaton closed in.

      The drone stopped. Tentative robotic fingers reached for Eve’s arm. A dull, unthinking reflection shone in the machine’s camera eyes.

      Eve hopped a step back, just out of the thing’s reach. As it lurched forward to close in, Eve dropped to the floor and swept a kick at the drone’s lead foot.

      Boot impacted steel. The drone outweighed her five times over. But forty kilos can topple two hundred with proper leverage. And with its unsupported foot off the ground, Eve spoiled the drone’s balance.

      Two hundred kilos of steel and mechanical actuators flailed for purchase without any handhold to grab for support.

      Eve rolled away as the drone crashed to the ground beside her, mechanical hands whirring as the fingers grabbed for her flesh.

      At the end of the corridor, Gemini stood at the now-open doorway. “You’re a nutter. Don’t do that ever again.”

      Eve offered a weary grin as she jogged past. “You’re welcome.”
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      The door snapped shut behind them quick as a mousetrap.

      Gemini jumped, considering how close it had come to taking her arm off.

      When she attempted to lock the door, the console showed it already secured.

      “Did you do that?” Eve and Gemini said in unison.

      Eve shook her head. “Wasn’t me.”

      Gemini took a few long breaths to calm down and recover her center. “Nor I.”

      “Someone is sending drone workers after us,” Eve stated as if she were an attorney presenting evidence. “Now it appears someone’s unlocking doors and shutting them behind us. Safe to say it’s not the same someone.”

      Eve wasn’t even winded. For the first time, Gemini didn’t feel the claws of envy when she noticed. She smiled so faintly it barely made its way to her lips.

      Good craftsmanship. That’s what Eve was. But what was Gemini?

      While Eve was puzzling over who was moving the pieces on the chessboard that was Kanto, Gemini knew quite well.

      Gemini swore beneath her breath. When Eve turned and raised an eyebrow, she rubbed at her injured shoulder to give the impression that it was the source of her frustration. But Gemini could put two names in the line of fire of her cursing.

      Charlie13 and Charlie25 were having a scuffle. Eve and Gemini were merely caught in the crossfire like the hapless Greeks of ancient myth. With Zeus dead in the person of Charlie7, had Charlie13 and Charlie25 taken on the roles of Poseidon and Hades?

      Gemini didn’t relish the idea of being pawns in the gods’ chess match. Not for nothing, she knew both Charlies and the elder Charlie7 in whose shadow all the others languished. Not a bloody god among them; just a gaggle of self-aggrandizing showmen.

      “We should keep moving,” Eve said, stooping down to look the huffing Gemini in the eye.

      Forcing herself to her feet, Gemini snapped a nod. “Right. On with us, then.”

      Charlie25 must have discovered that she’d gone to Charlie13. Gemini was now a liability. But why the counterplay? Was Charlie13 intent on discrediting ‘25? What was in it for him?

      At the next intersection, Eve paused instead of choosing a direction; Gemini blundered into her from behind. Gemini didn’t bother apologizing, and Eve seemed barely to notice, so intent on whatever calculations went on inside that marvelous brain of hers.

      Two branches left and right ended in console-controlled doors. Straight ahead, the corridor continued to a T intersection in the distance.

      A ding sounded, and Eve’s head jerked to the right. Gemini was willing to accept the audible cue as Eve took off after it. Of course, it could just as easily have been the lure of a trap, but Gemini was already down the path of following the lead of her young genius. She tried to envision Eve as a navigational aid, constructed by Evelyn11 and set into the dashboard of a skyroamer. It was the sort of dry irony that Evelyn11 had appreciated, juxtaposing humanity in place of machinery in the most mundane of functions; Gemini no longer found it funny.

      Down the right-hand corridor, the console by the door blinked green. Eve broke into a grin. “It’s Plato. It’s got to be. He’s broken free on his own, and he’s hacked into the Kanto systems.”

      Could it be? The gargantuan human had shown surprising ingenuity of his own. After all, he’s stolen Eve14 from beneath Evelyn11’s nose. But this would have been no covert operation against an unsuspecting scientist. Plato was being watched around the clock by robots who knew his prior deeds.

      “Perhaps,” Gemini cautioned. “But let’s not allow optimism to make us sloppy.”

      Gemini followed as Eve headed for the promise of an unlocked door.

      Who could blame Eve for unwarranted optimism? What did the girl know of the background politics that plagued the committee-shackled entirety of planet Earth? Of course Eve’s thoughts would circle back to the only friend she thinks she has, rather than the puppeteers and shadowy power brokers behind the scenes.

      The beckoning door led them out into a cavernous open section of the factory. Overhead, gantries dangled chains to haul heavy equipment from one side of a vast drop to the other. Grated catwalks ran to either side from the door, but none crossed.

      Across the far side of the empty expanse, a door console blinked green.

      “Bloody me,” Gemini grumbled. “We ought to have brought the skyroamer.”

      “We’d never have—oh, sorry,” Eve said with a sheepish grin. “You were joking.” Eve edged up to the safety railing and peered over the edge. “Long way down.”

      “We should double back,” Gemini said. “Come up on a higher floor. Look, those chains are close enough to grab hold if we were up there.”

      Gemini pointed out a landing the next level up from their current perch. In the process, she edged too close to the railing herself and caught a good look straight down.

      Her stomach lurched.

      “You all right?” Eve asked as Gemini horked up the last of her stomach’s contents. The slurry of oatmeal bar and digestive fluid dripped through the grated steel to whatever lay just below.

      “Peachy,” Gemini croaked. “Just vertigo. Perfectly natural reaction to seeing the yawning mouth of hell staring up at you.”

      “We can’t go back,” Eve stated.

      Gemini rose on shaky legs. “Nonsense. We just—” She caught sight of the door console and its impertinent little red X. “No, I suppose we can’t.”

      “It’s not that far. We can climb up.”

      Gemini gave Eve an appraising look. Forty-five kilos. She could manage that.

      Squatting and gripping Eve around the thighs, Gemini lifted. The slender, compact acrobat of a girl held rigid as a fireplace poker. As soon as she could reach, Eve grabbed the edge of the catwalk and pulled herself up the rest of the way.

      Seconds later, Eve’s face appeared over the edge. “See? Easy.” She reached down a hand.

      Gemini snorted and instead of taking the offered help, handed Eve the rifle. “Stand back.”

      While Eve might have been the more nimble and sprightly, Gemini had advantages of her own. First and foremost, she was head and shoulders taller, with arms as long as Eve’s legs.

      With a powerful leap, Gemini caught hold of the support beams that formed a lattice beneath the catwalk. Kicking her legs, she swung back and forth, back and forth, building momentum.

      Then on one pass, Gemini released her grip and latched on higher up. From there, she managed to hook a foot and scramble onto the floor beside Eve.

      “That was amazing,” Eve gushed, helping Gemini to her feet.

      Gemini smiled as she steadied herself. She felt her cheeks flush like a schoolgirl’s at Eve’s admiration.

      “You didn’t even look down!”

      That was when Gemini froze. Gripping the safety rail in both hands as if to wring its neck, she dared to peek over the edge.

      In her scramble, Gemini had traversed a meter to the right. When she’d climbed onto the catwalk, below her had been an unbroken expanse a hundred meters or more to the ground.

      For once, Gemini didn’t miss having eyes that could estimate such distances to the millimeter.

      “You go first,” Gemini offered. She needed to let the adrenaline in her system run its course. The shaking in her hands made the idea of holding onto a chain for dear life sound suicidal.

      Eve handed back the EMP rifle, little better than a club at the moment. “Sure.”

      As Gemini retreated to the locked door on this level and the gantry controls beside it, Eve walked to the end of the catwalk without a care in the world.

      Gemini wondered where her fear of heights had been born. Was it a remnant of this body’s memories or some latent phobia of Evelyn Mengele’s? It could have belonged to Jocelyn Santos or Elizabeth Robertson, the other components of Evelyn11.

      Watching Eve wedge a foot into the hook at the edge of the chain and wrap both hands tight around the links, Gemini knew she’d have to face that demon soon enough.

      “Ready,” Eve shouted back.

      Gemini hesitated. Her palm hovered over the plunger-style button that would send the gantry across. What if one of the two Charlies overrode it? Eve could plummet to her death or be stranded mid-span with no way to safely exit.

      Eve shouted again. “What are you waiting for?”

      Footsteps.

      Just the other side of the door on this level.

      Gemini glanced down at the door controls. Still locked.

      Hastily accessing the gantry controls, Gemini set a five-second delay, then hit the plunger.

      A horn sounded, honking a steady beat, warning Gemini that she had no time to spare.

      Slinging the rifle over her shoulder, Gemini ran the length of the catwalk. Seeing her haste, Eve stretched out a hand to catch Gemini as she jumped.

      Except Gemini didn’t jump.

      She couldn’t jump.

      Half a meter was a child’s schoolyard hopscotch. Yet a missed grab was certain death. Gemini’s mind had the kindness to point that out just at the crucial moment before the gantry lurched into motion, setting the chain swinging and Eve drifting away.

      “I’ll send it right back for you,” Eve promised, her voice growing quieter as she departed for the far side.

      Gemini sprinted back for the controls. As soon as Eve hit the ground on the far side, she’d call the gantry back herself.

      A thunderous boom shook the catwalk. Then another. And another. The drones had given up all pretense of finesse. Whoever had taken control of the doors, they were about to lose in the face of brute force applied at the point where software could no longer reach.

      Thoughts raced in Gemini’s head. What could she do? The EMP rifle was dry. The door controls had become superfluous.

      The door ripped free of the surrounding wall. The drone that held it wobbled back, overbalanced, and a robot strode through.

      “Well, looks like we lost the coin flip. It was the other one.”

      The newcomer wore a sparkling pristine Version 68.8 chassis, fresher from the factory than Gemini could ever remember seeing. He wore a simple smock, baggy pants, and slippers, the standard attire of the newly upgraded. The outfit was either pseudo-religious attire or factory packaging, meant to be discarded the minute a new robot got home, depending who you asked.

      This Version 68.8 stood with hands on hips, appraising Gemini like a puppy at the shelter.

      “Who are you?” Gemini demanded, raising the EMP rifle.

      The Version 68.8 sneered. “Drones have been dying in pairs, then suddenly just one half of a pair goes down. Then no more since.” He reached out and stuck a finger in the end of the rifle. “You’re out of bullets, cowgirl.”

      Gemini dared to take her eyes off the robot for just long enough to confirm that Eve was safely across. There was no longer any point to delaying, knowing that this Version 68.8 couldn’t strand Eve.

      “Now, do you think Eve Fourteen would be more likely to come to me if you were alive or dead? She the vengeful sort, you think?”

      Gemini lowered her voice to a hiss. “I’m friends with Charlie25.” She wrenched the EMP rifle away from the impertinent finger.

      “Are you now?” the Version 68.8 asked with an insouciant grin. “Funny. He said you were expendable.”

      Gemini froze.

      But Gemini couldn’t afford to freeze. In that instant, she decided that her worst chance of survival was to do nothing.

      Ducking under the catwalk railing, Gemini jumped.
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      “Gemini!” Eve screamed.

      She watched helplessly as Gemini dropped over the edge of the catwalk.

      Three meters down, Gemini’s leg slammed against the handrail on the level the two women had climbed up from. Fortunately, Gemini crumpled to the grated floor rather than plummeting over the other side to her death.

      In the rush of relief that followed, Eve wished she had come up with a short, pithy nickname for Gemini that was easier to scream.

      Eve cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted. “Are you all right?”

      Gemini used the battered EMP rifle as a crutch as she rose unsteadily to her feet. “Run, you idiot,” she shouted back.

      As Gemini limped for the door on her level, Eve’s breath quickened. The robot and his drone friends were organizing a more cautious pursuit, but they looked intent on giving chase.

      How could she leave Gemini?

      The overhead trolley and its dangling chain were already more than halfway back across the track spanning the chasm. Even if Eve were to call it back, she’d never rejoin Gemini in time to make any difference.

      What help could Eve offer against a thinking robot, anyway?

      The automatons were stupid, blundering machines with only a basic program telling them to chase Eve and Gemini. Numbers were their plan, or rather, the plan of whoever programmed them. Eventually they’d close in like quicksand around the two humans. They hadn’t needed anything more detailed.

      But a robot was going to think ahead, strategize, and anticipate counterplay.

      A melodic ding caught Eve’s ear and drew her eye to the door console they’d seen from the far side. It blinked with a green arrow, pointing right.

      The door slid open, revealing a left-right passage beyond.

      “Is that you, Plato?” Eve asked the blinking panel.

      The panel blinked red just once, then resumed flashing the green right arrow.

      “How can I trust a strange arrow I’ve never met?” Eve asked herself aloud. “Will you help me find a way back to Gemini? I can’t just abandon her.”

      The panel’s blinking arrow switched to solid green, then resumed its directional command.

      Eve took a deep breath, then wagged a warning finger at the console. “If you’re tricking me, I’m going to find out where you’re programmed and delete you.”

      With that, Eve ducked through the door and headed right.

      The door slammed closed behind her.
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      Get up. GET UP!

      Gemini’s mind screamed as spikes of pain lanced through her leg. It wouldn’t bear weight, so she used the rifle as a crutch as she attempted to get on her feet.

      “Are you all right?” Eve called from the far side of the divide.

      Oh, Gemini was just peachy. It was pink ribbons and tea parties over here with Charlie25’s assassination squad.

      Eve stood in horror like the spectators at a horse race when one of the animals breaks a leg. Gemini wasn’t ready to be put out of her misery just yet, but she couldn’t abide Eve hanging around for the show.

      “Run, you idiot!”

      Every step was agony, but Gemini moved. She had to move.

      Up on the ledge above, the Version 68.8 leered down. “Not a fighter and not much of a runner either, are you?”

      Gemini glared lasers at Eve. Why wasn’t she running away?

      For that matter, why was Gemini so worried about Eve, apparently safe on the far side of a fifty-meter section of open air? She had more pressing problems of her own.

      The door on this level opened at Gemini’s approach.

      “There’s no getting away,” the Version 68.8 taunted. “Whole workforce is closing in on you. You can’t expect—”

      Once Gemini was clear, the door slid closed in her wake. The sneering voice became too muffled by a barrier of steel for her organic ears to discern.

      Free from observation, Gemini let herself cry out. Tears of anguish leaked down her cheeks. She panted as the fire in her right leg throbbed.

      She had no time for wallowing. Time to trade pain for life. The more Gemini could endure, the longer she could continue drawing breath.

      Stairwells were her friend.

      Backtracking deserted corridors that had once buzzed with pursuing drones, she put from her mind questions of where those automatons had gone. For now, their absence was a blessing. How long that remained the case depended on who was unlocking doors along her path.

      At every opportunity, Gemini headed lower. She could absorb the impact after sliding down the handrails of a stairway more easily than she could hobble up one. One good leg was enough.

      “Call… Human Committee…” Gemini muttered aloud. Anything to keep her mind off the pain in her leg. Fractured tibia, if she had to guess based on how she’d fallen. “Better captured… than incinerated.”

      Gemini held no illusions of how she’d be treated if Charlie25 had truly decided that she was of no further use. She’d watched enough bodies disappear into ash by her own hand.

      Karma was coming to call.

      With a shake of her head, Gemini scolded herself. “Can’t be… a daft old biddy. No such… thing as karma. Got to think…”

      The Human Committee would complicate matters, but complication was preferable to oblivion. Gemini could only hope that there would be a terminal with access to a transmitter.

      Also, it would have been ever so helpful if Charlie25 had neglected to lock her out of all the factory’s computer systems.

      Just ahead.

      A terminal.

      It blinked with a green light, indicating that its accompanying door was unlocked. But this time Gemini had grander plans than continued flight.

      Tapping at the console, Gemini tried to bring up a message interface. The damnable thing just kept blinking green, ignoring her inputs.

      Steel footsteps approached from out of sight. Around one corner, perhaps as many as two, the forces of Charlie25 and his Version 68.8 henchman were closing in.

      The panel kept blinking.

      Gemini could have kept running or, at least, hobbling. But distracted by her failure to access the terminal, she put weight on her broken leg.

      Gemini screamed.

      Collapsing against the wall for support, she slid down into a seated position, holding the leg up as gingerly as she could.

      “I can’t,” she grunted through clenched teeth.

      Reaching around, she pried off a panel below the terminal. The pocketknife Charlie25 had included in her faux soldier suit finally proved itself useful in severing a low-voltage power line.

      Low voltage… it was still enough to kill her if she wasn’t careful.

      There was enough juice in those wires to power the EMP rifle directly from factory electricity, and that was all Gemini needed. Of course, tapping into an unregulated power supply and connecting it to a weapon was an idiot’s gambit, but her options were limited by circumstance.

      Each time she touched the wire, Gemini was sure she would slip and defibrillate herself. There would be no one to revive her. Eight hundred years, and dead for failing basic electrical lab safety? Oh, that would give Charlie25 a good laugh.

      The power electronics in the weapon rose in pitch until they exited Gemini’s auditory range. A sad smile crossed her lips. If she couldn’t call for help, at least she could send a few dozen drones to hell ahead of her.

      Evelyn11, or whoever she was at the end of that infernal voyage, could use a few servants for her eternal damnation.

      As the first of the drones rounded the corner, Gemini fired. The rifle hummed, and drone after drone fell. After a time, she had to wait for them to clamber over their inert comrades before she had a shot.

      “Feeling heroic, are you?” the Version 68.8 called from safely around the corner. “How long can you keep that up? Surrender, and maybe I can talk old Charlie into finding a use for you.”

      Gemini’s arms ached. It wasn’t the weight of the rifle, but the fact that the closer her steel-clad targets were when she fired, the stronger the rifle bucked in her hands. The magnetic field that wiped out electronic minds also craved the cold caress of ferrous metal.

      “If you’d left well enough alone, Charles would have had his Eve, and I could have been back in my lab by now.”

      The Version 68.8 chuckled. “Maybe if you’d gone straight to him, that would have played out. But you got cute and went shopping for help at Charlie13’s side of the factory.”

      “You think that just because—”

      A ding from the panel interrupted Gemini.

      Was the timing coincidental? More than ever, Gemini was convinced that it was Charlie13 controlling the doors for her and Eve. “Why” didn’t matter.

      Gemini struggled to her feet. The pain could hardly be worse in her leg.

      The door opened as soon as she was upright. Yanking the power cables from the wall panel, Gemini hopped through to the passage beyond.
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      Eve sprinted through Kanto, constantly on the lookout for the blinking green lights that had yet to lead her astray.

      This section was a warehouse of newly minted drones. They reclined upright, like the last book on a shelf. Barely animate at the best of times, these drones were still as corpses. Row upon row of them, shoulder to shoulder, flanking both sides of the aisle.

      At the far end of Eve’s row, she saw the door leading out. The panel beside it flashed green.

      Since there was no sign of pursuit, Eve paused to catch her breath. Even without medical equipment, she knew her heart rate was elevated. An empty tingle throughout her body warned that a rush of adrenaline was fading.

      Any minute, crushing fatigue would set in.

      Eve took one final deep breath and forced herself onward.

      As she stalked the rows of factory-fresh drones, Eve covered her nose and mouth lest they hear her breathing. She tiptoed to avoid spooking them. Any of these automatons could be live and networked to the factory systems.

      Halfway down the row, a servo motor whirred to life.

      Eve froze. Her mind blocked out everything but the sound. It came from behind her.

      The single motor was joined by another, then a chorus, then a whole choir of electromechanical whirring echoed all around Eve.

      All up and down the row, drones activated and stumbled forward. As they balanced themselves upright, each new automaton ran through a brief calisthenics routine. It must have been a calibration.

      Eve took advantage of the momentary stupidity of her newfound foes and dove into the racks from which they’d awakened.

      She multi-tasked and shrieked in alarm at the same time.

      Each drone rested against a ladder of steel tubing, just substantial enough to support the machine’s weight. Eve had plenty of room to crawl through.

      In between Eve’s aisle and the one adjacent, the back-to-back rows of automatons leaned together. Their racks formed a triangular tunnel for Eve to scurry on hands and knees down the row.

      To Eve’s right, the drones continued a coordinated exercise of each joint and servo as if rehearsing a dance number. To her left, inert drones formed a wall of legs and torsos that blocked her from exiting that side.

      The end of the row was a few dozen meters away. It seemed more like kilometers.

      Without knowing the length of the calibration sequence, Eve could be surrounded by an army of drones any second.

      Eve shuffled on her hands with no room to stand. She squeezed her eyes shut and prayed.

      God, please exist. Given a worldwide human population under fifty, I hope that if you do exist, you might see fit to intervene. Temporal options are looking limited. If you don’t exist, sorry for bothering you.

      Silence.

      All Eve heard were the sounds she made. Hands slapping on the smooth concrete floor, the rustle of her jeans and jacket, the tap of her steel-toed boots as she crawled.

      The brief swell of hope that maybe her prayer had been heard was dashed as metallic footsteps converged on her.

      “John316 has a lot of explaining to do,” Eve muttered. She needed the sound of a friendly voice, even if it was just her own.

      The end of the row drew closer.

      Eve just needed to keep moving before the drones figured out what was going on. Up ahead, hands reached into the space between racks. Articulated steel fingers spread, forming a barricade.

      Eve looked right. The drones were standing idle, forming a wall, arms outstretched toward her.

      Twisting, she saw hands blocking her path backward as well.

      Eve’s breath came quick and shallow. She needed an alternate plan, and she needed it instantly.

      Bracing herself against the rack on her right, Eve stood as far as she was able and heaved against the inert drone across the way.

      Even at an angle of just five degrees recline, its mass daunted her. It lifted slightly from its cradle, but sank back when Eve had to pause for breath.

      THINK!

      Brute force was for someone like Plato, not Eve. She had to outthink her problem.

      Remembering her kung fu, Eve grabbed the rack in both hands and kicked the lifeless drone at the backs of its knees. The joint—not powered, just at rest—gave way, and the drone collapsed.

      Now, Eve had the leverage she needed to topple the limp form forward and slip through.

      Drones back in Eve’s original aisle, suddenly no longer entrapping their prey, trudged off to widen their net.

      The drones in Eve’s new aisle remained inert. However the ones already chasing her simply moved to block the end of this aisle as well.

      Eve’s eyes scanned upward.

      Each row was part of a vertical carousel. Line after line of drones rose ten stories up. Using the unmoving bodies as handholds, Eve climbed.

      Though gloves protected most of her hands, Eve could still feel the icy steel of the drone chassis on her fingertips. Grabbing an ankle here and a hip joint there, she made her way upward, groping automaton bodies the whole way.

      Shoulders sagged and necks stretched, but none of Eve’s stepladder drones failed her as a climbing surface.

      Eve averted her eyes as her face passed areas that ought to have been covered in clothing if these had been robots.

      Her goal became clear as she gained a higher vantage. Up on the eighth level, there was an observation deck. It was probably meant for robots to supervise the drones being loaded or unloaded from storage. Eve just wanted a way out of the warehouse.

      As she reached the fourth level, the racks shook. Eve hugged a drone around the neck and hung on as an engine roared to life. Then, with a rhythmic chugging, the vertical carousel began its descent.

      Eve was going down faster than she could hope to climb. This was a hamster wheel that no human could run for long.

      Pleading eyes bored into the observation deck.

      There was no longer any way to get there.

      Eve was being dragged down to the waiting drones.
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      Gemini hopped wearily along a corridor, dragging the EMP rifle by the strap. If not for the wall, she’d have collapsed.

      Dizziness was setting in.

      Somewhere in the dark recesses of Evelyn11’s memories, Gemini knew the causes of that worrisome symptom. But all Gemini could think of was the gnawing pit in her stomach from having vomited out the last meal she’d eaten.

      But the dizziness and hunger came as welcome distractions from the leaden fire of Gemini’s broken leg. The muscles of her thigh burned with fatigue from keeping the weight off her tibia. The fracture screamed itself hoarse.

      Could the ability to feel pain wear off? Was there a limit beyond which only numbness remained?

      Gemini knew the answer of course. It was called death, and it wasn’t long off.

      She came to the next door and its merrily blinking green light.

      “Sod off,” she snapped at the console.

      Did the controller of that light think she had a cart to drive through the factory? Was he oblivious to her pain?

      Gemini slumped back and slid down the wall. Her back squeaked as soggy fabric protested on the way down. Sweat dripped down her face.

      The console dinged.

      “Charlie13, if that’s you… you can bugger off and bother someone else.”

      Still flashing green, the console dinged again.

      Gemini swung the EMP rifle in a clumsy arc until it was more or less aimed at the console. “Give me one bloody reason I shouldn’t plug this thing in and blank that console for you.”

      Instead of a solid green, the panel flashed a single word.

      “EVE,” it blinked with a ding.

      Gemini snarled. “Bloody hell.”

      As she made the agonized climb to her feet, the door slid open.

      Gemini limped forward, once more using the rifle as a crutch.

      In search of Eve.
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      Eve couldn’t let herself be taken so easily.

      As the carousel descended, Eve wended her way along the row. She was a rude movie patron in queue for the latest film, pushing and shoving her way up to the front. Except in Eve’s case, the front was the end of a row and the promise of an ever-shortening drop into the waiting arms of her pursuers.

      The drones gathered beneath Eve, spaced out in an orderly grid, arms up to break her fall.

      “Nice of you to look out for me,” Eve called down to them. “But could you please clear a path?”

      On the off chance they’d respond to her verbal commands, it never hurt to be polite. Of course, none of these automatons paid Eve’s words the least heed.

      Eve was getting closer to ground level.

      For a moment, she considered trying to stay aboard the carousel. The drones weren’t being crunched up into scrap metal below ground; she’d have heard it if they were. But that didn’t mean that it was safe for a human down there. It could have been an oil bath, irradiative cleansing, or any number of other perfectly drone-safe operations.

      Eve was just one level above the drones now. Their reaching hands could nearly grasp her feet. Even if she tried to stay on the carousel, those hands would pluck her clear long before her row went under.

      She jumped.

      Feet first, Eve hit one of the robots squarely in the face. It stumbled backward into two of its companions.

      Unfortunately, Eve was in no position to take advantage of the momentary gap she broke in the drones’ ranks. She twisted and managed to land on her shoulder instead of slamming her head on the concrete. The impact knocked the wind out of her and sent shooting pains up her shoulder.

      Looking up into a forest of steel legs and grabbing hands, Eve screamed. Instinct took hold, and she kicked and thrashed as she scrambled to her feet in a crouch.

      An unyielding steel hand closed around her wrist. As she tried in vain to tug it away, another drone came from the far side and tried to take her other wrist.

      Hopping up, still in the grasp of her first captor, Eve kicked out with both feet. Intent on her wrist, the second drone ignored Eve’s legs. Eve used her first captor as an anchor to wedge herself between the two drones.

      All three fell over—one robot one way, Eve and the other toward the descending carousel.

      Eve averted her eyes as the drone’s head slid beneath one of the racks just before a row came down. The carousel didn’t so much as shudder as it sheared the drone’s head clean off.

      The grip on Eve’s wrist relaxed, and before another drone could close in, she darted for the end of the row.

      With drones taking up chase, the door slid aside just in time for Eve’s arrival. She never even slowed, trusting Plato to do his part in saving her. Had Plato failed, Eve would have plowed into the door head on.

      When the door snapped closed behind her, metallic fists pounded in vain at the barrier.

      Stumbling along the corridor, shaking, Eve continued onward.

      The blinking green of her friend guided her way.
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      Eve trusted the lights and lost track of time.

      There was no natural light in this part of the factory. Eve didn’t have leisure to log into any of the terminals for a clock.

      For all the pride she took in a near-robotic memory, Eve had gotten lost. Without the guiding door panels, she never could have found her way back to the skyroamer.

      Somehow, she knew that wasn’t where she was being led.

      “Where are we going?” Eve mumbled wearily as she approached yet another door with a happy green light that dinged at her.

      The panel gave an extra ding in reply.

      “Well, that cleared everything right up.”

      Yet another polymer steel door slid sideways into a steel panel wall. Eve plodded through by rote before she even processed what lay beyond.

      The upload rig.

      Eve’s muscles all tensed at once, the ultimate result being utter immobility.

      Just like in that rig.

      Unable to move.

      At Creator’s mercy.

      Eve blinked to snap herself out of old nightmares. Evelyn11, not Creator, she reminded herself. Calling that old rusted bag of parts Creator just deified her.

      The door slid shut behind Eve, more slowly than the others, as if it didn’t want to disturb her.

      “No,” Eve shouted, lunging for the opening. But it was too late.

      She didn’t want to be here.

      The rest of the equipment scattered about the miniature lab was all scavenged from Evelyn11’s lab, the lab where Eve had grown up. Every syringe and probe was familiar to her. Too familiar by far.

      Three other doors offered potential egress. Eve tried them one by one. Neither of the first two opened or even hinted that they might be open to persuasion on the subject of opening.

      The last opened of its own accord.

      Gemini stood there, bloody and bedraggled, eyes drooping with fatigue. At first she looked past Eve as if no one was there at all. A second later, Gemini’s eyes cleared and focused on Eve’s.

      No words were spoken. The two lost humans wrapped arms around one another in a desperate hug.

      Gemini was heavy.

      Eve realized partway through the hug that she was bearing a substantial portion of the larger girl’s weight. Considering the sort of day she’d been having, Eve wouldn’t have minded a more relaxing show of affection. But when she shifted to offload some of that burden back to Gemini, the other girl winced.

      “I’m so sorry,” Eve blurted.

      Gemini gritted her teeth. “I’ll be fine.”

      The door closed. Somehow Eve knew that this time they were trapped together.
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      Evelyn11 drummed her fingers on the glossy surface of Charlie25’s desk.

      The uploader continued watching the monitor as if he expected Eve’s position to reappear.

      Four taps. Fingers raised. Four more taps. If ever a horse had galloped in slow motion across a laminate glass surface, it would have sounded the same.

      When Charlie25 failed to take the bait and ask her to stop, Evelyn11 blurted out, “Well?”

      With infinite care, the wily old robot turned to fix her with a look of the mildest interest. “Well, what?”

      “Where’s she gone? And who’s the other one with her? There were two targets Brent15 was tracking. It’s that Plato of hers, isn’t it?”

      Charlie25 didn’t move, but Evelyn11 intercepted the encrypted signal. The desktop display shifted to an image of an ogre of a human moping around a hotel suite.

      “Still caged. It’s not him,” Charlie25 assured her in a voice fit for a child psychologist.

      “Don’t patronize me,” Evelyn11 commanded. “Who’s with her, and why is that puling weasel Brent backing off? He talked a hound’s line and comes up a fox.”

      “I called him off,” Charlie25 admitted with a shrug. “Getting political down there. Last thing I need is Brent15 trying to convince ‘13 that he’s really Paul98.”

      “What’s Charlie13 got to do with this?”

      Charlie25 looked away. “I lost track of him, too.”

      “Charles, this is intolerable.” Evelyn11 tried to flip over the uploader’s desk, but it was fixed to the floor surprisingly well.

      With a hand on her shoulder, Charlie25 pushed Evelyn11 away from his workspace. “I think it’s time you stopped watching this real time. Go unwind. In Stockholm, Marvin202 is putting on a Mozart concerto; I’ll give you access to the live feed. He’s wonderful.”

      Evelyn11 slapped aside Charlie25’s hand. “To blazes with Mozart and to blazes with you. I want access to the Kanto security network.”

      “You know that’ll just—”

      “I’m going after her myself!”

      This chassis she’d inherited was a sad little tin can of a body. But it was fit and trim, far superior to Eve14 in every way that would matter when she caught up with the runaway scamp.

      “I don’t think that’s—”

      “Don’t think at all,” Evelyn11 snapped. “Just do it. I’m going down to her last known location. I’ll sniff around like a bloodhound with a DNA scanner if I have to. But I shan’t sit around any longer and watch you and your gaggle of buffoons bumble away my best chance at a human body in the next two decades.”

      The door shushed open behind her.

      Evelyn11 spun, expecting a squad of workers to try hauling her away. But there was just an empty corridor.

      “What?” Charlie25 asked with a shrug. “Go. I won’t stop you. But if anyone spots you, I’m disavowing you. If you can manage to get yourself killed without exposing the conspiracy, there’ll be a new chassis waiting for you as of your last backup.”

      Evelyn11’s circuits sizzled. She’d remember none of this. Arguments with Charlie25 had kept her from submitting to a backup since his attempt to upload her to that foam-encased human.

      But that only mattered if she failed.

      “Fine.”

      Evelyn11 stormed out of Charlie25’s office. She had a lot of ground to cover and the longer she waited, the farther Eve would wander.
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      Eve watched from the far wall of the room as Gemini sat down on the table of the upload rig. Granted, there were no other options for a seat, and Gemini really did need to get off that broken leg. But Eve’s skin crawled just thinking about Gemini touching it.

      “It’s just a thing,” Gemini said, slapping the side of the rig dismissively. “It can’t hurt you. It won’t reach out and bite.”

      Eve shook her head. “You have no idea what I went through… what that thing almost did to me.”

      Gemini sighed. “It lacks volition. It didn’t do anything to you.”

      Eve’s fingernails dug into the palms of her hands. “I mean Evelyn11,” she snarled. Her breath came in heaves. “That monster drugged me, strapped me down, and used a frequency modulator to make the studs in my skull resonate. Imagine standing on that broken leg one-footed. Imagine being strapped in place so you can’t even shift your weight off it. Then imagine someone turning that pain off and on like a light switch to make you do everything she ordered.”

      Gemini swallowed and looked away. “It was that bad?”

      A single incredulous chuckle escaped Eve. “You know you’re having a bad day when someone stapling lenses to your eyeballs is one of the highlights. Oh! Did I forget to mention being unable to control what I saw? That even closing my eyes I couldn’t escape seeing…”

      Eve rubbed her hands over her eyes and took a long, slow breath. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to yell. It’s not you I’m mad at.”

      Gemini slid off the table and hobbled over to Eve, gritting her teeth against the obvious pain she was in. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.” She wrapped her arms around Eve.

      The eldest human alive outside the Sanctuary for Scientific Sins had never been close to anyone. Phoebe was a work in progress, but Eve’s relationship with her felt like an experiment, both of them trying to act the role of sisters. As Eve tucked her head against Gemini’s chest, she could hear the heartbeat of her first female friend.

      Plato was something else. The robots had given her enough clues that Eve had eventually figured that much out. But with Gemini, it was a sisterhood of shared peril and mutual understanding. She’d never opened up to anyone about Evelyn11’s horrible experiments. Eve’s reports to the committees had been dry, factual, and devoid of the acetone burn of what she’d truly felt.

      Their tender moment was interrupted by the opening of one of the locked room’s doors. It was one of the two that neither Eve not Gemini had come by.

      Charlie13 stepped in, drifting like a parade float without a hint of wasted effort. When the door snapped closed behind him, his head twisted suddenly.

      “What are you doing here?” Eve demanded. “Did you lure us here to upload yourself to a human body?”

      Gemini thrust Eve behind her. “Answer her. Why’ve you brought us here?”

      Charlie13 picked up the EMP rifle that Gemini had discarded by the upload rig and handed it to her, butt first. “I’m not here to harm you.”

      Words. Words meant nothing. Eve needed a convincing motive, not assurances. “Then why are you here?”

      Giving the computer a visual once-over, Charlie13 connected one of the power cables. Then another. Then the data cable.

      Eve watched in dread. The doors were under his control. Charlie13 must have known that the EMP rifle was damaged. The two of them working together couldn’t overpower one robot. All she could do was wait and watch.

      “Did you know,” Charlie13 spoke in a professorial cadence. “That despite this machine’s modified design, it is still capable of its base function? Namely, that it can still upload a robotic personality to a fresh chassis.”

      “You’re… helping us?” Eve asked.

      “I’m doing no such thing,” Charlie13 replied as the rig hummed to life. The status panels were on the far side of the machine, but Charlie13 tapped away, and the rig responded with various beeps and clacks.

      “Then what are you doing?” Gemini asked.

      Charlie13 peered over the rig. “I have two of Earth’s precious humans here, in a room filled with shoddy equipment. This is my factory, and I’d be remiss if I were to leave it in a dangerous state.”

      Eve’s eyes sought Gemini’s. The lack of comprehension she felt was mirrored back at her.

      “Did you know?” Charlie13 continued as he worked. “That Charlie7 and I were slated for the first two Version 70.2 chassis to come off the production line? Whole project was suspended for being an extravagance. Too many R&D cycles wasted on solving power and memory issues. Only the two ever got made. They just decided to reward one of that boy Plato’s guards with one. Imagine… you get your head popped off by a rogue human, and it earns you an upgrade.”

      “Plato decapitated someone?” Eve asked with trepidation.

      “Oh, the poor fellow is better than ever,” Charlie13 assured her. A row of lights blinked to life on the upload rig. “But that left just one Version 70.2. I was planning to save it for my next chassis transfer, but that’s decades off. I should expect there could be a Version 70.3 by then. But that Version 70.2 out there in the warehouse has all my customizations added. I expect Charlie7 would have tinkered with his as well before uploading to it, but he never got around to that.”

      “Where is Plato? Has he escaped?” Eve dared to ask. Charlie13 didn’t seem especially put out by Plato’s attempt at murder, but few robots seemed to enjoy him as a topic of conversation.

      Charlie13 flipped an access panel closed with a solid clunk. “Not my area of concern. I am a builder of robots. While this diversion has been mildly entertaining, I do have work that requires my attention. But this rig is fully operational and has a direct line to the Kanto main computer.”

      The mixer strode over to the door he’d entered by and looked up at the ceiling. “Now, unless I miss my guess, this door will no longer bar egress.”

      The door slid open, and a hint of a smile touched Charlie13’s lips.

      As he departed, the old mixer turned and offered one last bit of information. “Oh, and I expect representatives of the Human Committee to arrive at this location in approximately forty-six minutes. I’d advise that however you spend that time, you should be ready to depart with them.”
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      As the door closed, Eve and Gemini found themselves alone again. In the center of the room, Evelyn11’s homemade upload rig thrummed.

      Eve crept over and laid a hand on the machine. The subtle vibrations were just the way she remembered them. She snatched the hand back as if she’d burned it.

      “What now?” Gemini asked. Her gaze strayed to the nearest door. “Think we’re still locked in?”

      To Eve’s thinking, the question was meaningless. Any response would be sheer guesswork. There was no way to answer it short of experimentation.

      Eve tried the door she’d come in. While it didn’t anticipate her request, it opened as soon as she touched the wall console.

      “It appears we aren’t,” she reported.

      “What now?” Gemini asked.

      Eve cocked her head. “I know you’re a little new at dealing with robots outside a controlled environment, but Charlie13 did everything but give us a config file telling us how to make a Charlie with this rig. I say you start figuring out the machine while I go grab a chassis to upload him to.”

      “And how do you plan to get it here?” Gemini asked. “The Version 70.2 chassis is 254 kilos.”

      “But you’re—”

      “I’ll manage,” Gemini insisted. To illustrate her point, she hobbled for a side door, leaning on the EMP rifle.

      “Why that way?” Eve asked.

      Gemini huffed. “We haven’t got much time. Best as I can recall from my ever-so-brief looks at the factory schematics, this should be the way to chassis storage.”

      “Oh,” Eve replied, wishing she’d had the foresight to memorize the locations of all potential component warehouses they might need. “You, uh, expected we might need to find our own chassis to put the new Charlie into?”

      Gemini hobbled through into the hallway beyond. “Yes. As a matter of fact, I did. I suspected we might end up on our own, so I looked it up just in case. Now if you really want to help, lend me a shoulder to lean on and let’s be quick about it.”

      The warehouse wasn’t even far. In under five minutes, the two would-be uploaders arrived in a cozy warehouse featuring a motley assortment of robotic bodies.

      Eve walked the line of resting chassis and marveled at the faces she knew. While the chassis numbers tickled the back portion of her mind, names came more readily. There was a Jennifer81 right next to a Mary27, same as they appeared at Human Committee meetings. And after that was a Paul208 looking like he was ready to build a statue or a cathedral.

      “Here, grab this one,” Gemini grumbled, slapping a Version 68.8. Eve didn’t know anyone who wore that chassis, but she knew it wasn’t a 70.2.

      “That’s not what Charlie13 said to use,” Eve argued.

      Gemini gritted her teeth and squeezed her eyes shut. “It’s fifty kilos lighter. Charlie42 will thank us for actually dragging it back to the rig before the Human Committee gets here to stop us.”

      Eve found the 70.2 at the end of the row. It certainly was different from the others arrayed in the little storeroom. “It’s so… formidable.”

      She ran a hand along the polymer steel torso and looked into the dull, lifeless eyes that seemed to scowl with menace. The bulk stood out from its neighbors as well. Those extra fifty kilos it had over the 68.8 came in ruggedized joints, thicker paneling, and a few additional centimeters of height.

      Gemini was tugging the Version 68.8 loose from its moorings. “Give me a hand, and quit playing with that overdesigned toy.”

      “But this is so Charlie,” Eve countered. “He won’t be able to deny owing us a favor if we get him this chassis. That’s what you need him for. What are the odds he’ll feel generous if he finds out we gave him a lesser chassis than he deserved?”

      Gemini stood fuming for a moment, unable to make a case against Eve’s plan. “We still have no way to move it. This one’s pushing our luck as it is.” She hooked a thumb that poked the Version 68.8 in the chest.

      On the opposite wall, mixed in with older model chassis, was a selection of automatons.

      “Can we power up one of those?”

      “It wouldn’t be programmed for anything. It would just be…” Gemini trailed off. The annoyance on her face faded as her eyes grew wide. “No. That could work. It’ll be utterly imbecilic, but it will obey voice commands. As long as we don’t need it to weld or tend crops, we ought to—”

      Eve threw an arm toward the drone worker. “Stop talking. Just do it!”

      Gemini had the front panel of the drone opened in seconds. Eve couldn’t see what she was doing in the cramped confines of the automaton’s torso, but it wasn’t long before it lurched forward under its own power.

      Eve punched a fist in the air. “Yes! Way to go.” Then to the automaton, “You, pick up that chassis and follow me at a distance of two meters.”

      The drone didn’t hesitate, shuffling with a lockstep gait to the Version 70.2 and holding it at arm’s length, as if the chassis would give it a rash.

      Eve led the way back to the upload rig, which became a procession of human, robot chassis, automaton, and a second human bringing up the rear. Gemini lagged behind, but Eve knew her friend was tough enough to make it the rest of the way on her own.

      As the drone brought the chassis into the lab, Eve directed the clumsy thing to deposit the new Charlie into the robot side of the upload rig. She cringed as the drone let the body drop half a meter to crash onto the table with force that shook the floor and rattled Eve’s teeth.

      “Go. Stay out of the way.”

      The tangle of cables coming out of the rig was daunting.

      How long had their search and recovery of the chassis taken? How soon would perturbed robots from the Human Committee be arriving?

      Too many connections. No documentation.

      This was the trouble with entrusting this process to two secretive, aloof robots in a factory somewhere. A few hundred years’ experience, and no one thinks to write down how things work.

      Gemini limped through the door. “Stand aside. We haven’t long.”

      With deft fingers, Gemini plucked cables from the tangle and found matching ports exposed when she removed the skull plate of the Version 70.2.

      “How do you know—?”

      “Quiet!” Gemini snapped. “I’m trying to concentrate.”

      Faster than Eve had believed possible, all the cables were accounted for. Every one that had dangled loose from this side of the upload rig had found its home in Charlie42’s head.

      Eve knew she should get used to calling him that before Charlie42 woke up.

      Gemini moved to the control console. Fingers flew through menus and options. She wasn’t just tapping through all the defaults, either, Eve noted.

      “You fully certain that it’s the same mix you want? The same bothersome seventy, twenty, ten mix? If you have any reservations—”

      “I don’t,” Eve cut in. “Just do it.”

      Seventy percent Charles Truman. Twenty of Jason Sanborn. The remaining ten from the personality of Johnathan Medina.

      “I can’t be certain of any customizations in the mix,” Gemini warned. “It could well be that the defaults of each are what produced—”

      Eve reached past Gemini and hit the glowing button on the touch screen that read UPLOAD MIX.
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      At first, nothing happened. Eve and Gemini huddled together, staring at the status screen.

      Then everything went haywire.

      Lights in the laboratory flickered and overloaded, sending showers of sparks. Eve ducked for cover as Gemini shielded her eyes with a forearm.

      On the display panel, angry red warnings flashed.

      UNAUTHORIZED ACCESS

      SYSTEM OVERRIDE

      And when Gemini attempted to shut down the upload, the display added another.

      REQUEST DENIED

      While the system wouldn’t allow user input, it continued to show a progress indicator. An empty bar the width of the screen slowly filled left to right with glowing blue.

      “What did we do wrong?” Eve shouted as the upload rig howled like a skyroamer’s engines powering up.

      Gemini hobbled across the tiny lab. “Someone’s hacked in. Just about anyone might come off that table if we don’t stop it.” She grunted in agony as she squatted one-legged to scoop up the EMP rifle.

      “What are you doing?” Eve demanded. But the answer came clear as an instructional video when Gemini hauled the weapon onto a workbench and unburied a portable power supply from the clutter. “No!”

      “It’s us or that thing,” Gemini snapped, jerking her head toward the Version 70.2 chassis that was having a seizure on the table. “I’m willing to gamble on the Human Committee at this point.”

      Eve wrenched the rifle away from Gemini and flung it across the room. One of the power terminals from inside the weapon snapped free and dangled from the portable supply.

      Gemini held up the damaged terminal, aghast. “What’ve you done? You stupid fool, you’ve doomed us.”

      Eve’s gut clenched at the insult.

      “I’m sorry,” Gemini blurted. “Just… I don’t… I mean, we can’t wait here. Our saving grace is that the upload should be complete by now if it had worked. Maybe we can still get to the skyroamer.”

      “But your leg…”

      It wasn’t as if the skyroamer was parked the next corridor over. It could take an hour to get back, even if they didn’t get lost.

      “Might lose a leg, but if you can help me walk, I can make it.”

      Gemini was nearly twice Eve’s weight, but she bore as much of that burden as she could. The arm draped over Eve’s shoulders was warm, solid, and trembling with fatigue. More importantly, it was human—a reminder of what Eve stood to lose if they were captured.

      Eve helped her hobbling friend flee the lab where some unknown robot was hijacking her Charlie.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Plato paced in front of the video screen.

      There was no way a man could sit still for what he was seeing. Yet at the same time, there was nothing, nothing at all, that he could do about it.

      On the knee-high table in front of the couch, a scattering of clay-forming tools surrounded an amateur attempt to create an image of Eve. How could Plato continue his fruitless attempts to bring Eve into his cell?

      Eve was out there, in trouble, and Plato could do nothing.

      The guards had left the audio on. Whether that was meant as a favor or a torment, Plato wasn’t sure. The news narrator seemed to provide equal measures of both.

      “…latest reports indicate that Eve Fourteen has been visually confirmed within the great robotics factory at Kanto. An anonymous source claims that she has an accomplice, and that her accomplice might possibly be human. The identity of this alleged human remains a mystery, but…”

      “Just give up, Eve,” Plato shouted at the screen. “I’m fine.”

      Plato squeezed his eyes shut and attempted to ignore the news. But it was as if his own conscience had crawled into the screen to explain how this was all his fault.

      Eve wouldn’t have gone to Kanto except for one thing: to enact Charlie7’s last request. That Teflon-voiced bridge salesman had convinced her that a blank, factory-fresh Charlie would have the cunning, charisma, and influence to protect her—and set Plato free.

      The latter was Plato’s own inference. But he knew Eve. That was just how she thought. This was all a puzzle, and Charlie7’s heir was the solution. This Charlie-what’s-his-number would make everything right.

      “I. Don’t. Need. Saving!” Plato screamed, punctuating each word by pounding on the screen.

      It was a lie, and he knew it. But Plato didn’t want saving, not at the cost Eve seemed to be willing to pay. The news broadcast made her out to be an unpredictable rogue. The language sounded eerily similar to the brief hearing Plato had attended, the one where he’d been branded a dangerous human.

      The news feed droned on. Each update was so minute that they blurred into one repetitive monotone. It felt like a loop. Same news story, same cell, same food, same worries.

      Eve was out there. She needed him. Plato was in here. He needed her. The world wanted them separate, and the more they tried to reunite, the harder the robots drove a wedge between them.

      The news feed shown panoramic views of the areas where Eve’s journey had taken her. All Plato could see was the distance. Earth was vast without a skyroamer to cut the distances.

      Finding Eve, getting to her, bailing her out of whatever trouble she was in—the thoughts were never far from the forefront of Plato’s mind. He was ready at the snap of Eve’s fingers or the faintest cry for help to rush to her side.

      But there was the matter of a locked door, wary robots, a hovership he couldn’t command. On top of that, Plato still had the damned sedative collar around his neck. The movie action hero inside him told Plato that he could tear it off with his bare hands. The reality was that if he so much as tugged at it too vigorously, it went off.

      “…Human Committee chair Jennifer81 wants to assure everyone that no human is above sanction. When Eve Fourteen is recovered, she will be brought forth to answer for the death of James187, Marvin108, and John117…”

      It was happening all over again. Eve was going to end up in a cell just like this one, and there was nothing he could do about it.

      Plato wept.
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      As they staggered through the Kanto factory’s corridors, Eve and Gemini developed a gait that worked. Eve shuffled along, supporting Gemini’s weight as the taller girl hobbled, placing her broken leg down as gingerly as possible. On alternating steps, Eve either bore all of Gemini’s weight or none of it.

      It had started out so promising. Before long, though, Eve’s back ached, and her thigh muscles burned. All the sympathy in Eve wished that Gemini could wrap around her and ride on her back. The realist in Eve wondered if they’d be better off if Eve went on alone and found help.

      “Don’t… slow down,” Gemini grunted. “I’ll… not… give up.”

      Between heaves to haul the heavier girl along, Eve gasped out her reply. “Right. Not going… to leave you.”

      They passed through a short section of hallway lined with windows that overlooked a production area for building-sized mining drones. Normally, Eve would have stopped to watch the titans taking their first steps. Now, the sound of the thunderous footsteps below was just a distraction.

      At the end of the hallway, the door slid open.

      Eve had grown so accustomed to Plato’s guidance through the factory that at first she thought nothing of it. Gemini didn’t believe it was Plato, but she didn’t know him the way Eve did. But her confidence in her savior took an abrupt nosedive at the sight on the other side of that door.

      Barring the corridor beyond was an unfamiliar robot in a chassis Eve had only seen during her research on robotic history.

      It was an old and unpopular design with a surface that gleamed more brass than steel. But this chassis looked new, without a scratch of blemish on it. By its attire, this robot was a scientist, decked out in a white lab coat and black trousers.

      “Hello, Eve,” a voice from the grave greeted her.

      Gemini stumbled forward with a gasp. “No… noooo…” she whispered.

      Eve hopped around to pivot Gemini for a retreat; she couldn’t very well swing the larger girl around her. But Gemini was a dead weight. She balanced, but Eve couldn’t get her to move.

      “Come on,” Eve prodded, wondering what horrific hold Evelyn11 had over Gemini.

      “No…” Gemini mumbled, though Eve had the impression that her denial was unrelated to what Eve had said.

      With an arm around Gemini’s waist, Eve hauled with all her might and finally got Gemini moving.

      “What’s the matter? Not happy to see me?” Evelyn11 asked.

      “You’re not her,” Eve protested without looking back. “Evelyn11 is dead. You’re just copying her voice to scare me. It’s not going to work.”

      “It’s not her… it’s not her… it can’t be her…” Gemini babbled.

      Slow though their progress was, Evelyn11 seemed in no hurry to collect Eve and Gemini. Her saunter clopped as practical lab shoes clopped along in languorous pursuit.

      Ahead of Eve, the door snapped shut with a hollow clang.

      “You won’t be getting away that easily,” Evelyn11 taunted. “I have control of the computers.”

      The clop of artificial leather soles on steel plate flooring continued to close in.
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      It can’t be.

      It couldn’t be.

      It wasn’t true.

      It wasn’t her.

      It wasn’t me.

      Gemini struggled to sort out the horror of Evelyn11 existing within the chassis that Charlie25 promised had been destroyed. Realizing the truth socked her in the gut with the force of a boxer’s punch.

      Charlie25 had lied. He hadn’t wiped Evelyn11’s mind at all. He had duplicated it!

      What was Gemini, then? Xerox girl? Plan B? A sick joke?

      No, the truth was worse than that.

      Gemini was bait.

      Nowhere else would Charlie25 have found a more motivated hunter to track Eve down or a more sympathetic friend for Eve to glom onto.

      She had to get away. If Evelyn11—and it was so bizarre thinking that name in the third person—discovered her identity, Gemini was as good as dead.

      That’s what Gemini would have done, had their places been reversed.

      Even for someone who bought into the credo of, “Immortality Through Redundancy,” the idea of a mental copy of her existing was anathema.

      Eve bantered with the robotic usurper, but all Gemini could think was to move just a little bit faster.

      Then the door slammed shut in their faces.
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      Eve shouldered Gemini against the wall and tried to access the door console. Her mind raced in search of options as the controls failed to even acknowledge her attempts.

      Fight? Hopeless. For an unarmed human, any robot chassis was an impossible opponent.

      Run? Even if Eve could slip past this Evelyn11 impostor, it would have meant abandoning Gemini. That would have been a death sentence.

      Bargain…?

      What did Eve have to offer?

      A quick scramble brought Eve back to Gemini’s resting spot against the wall. Her friend was panting, dripping sweat, and barely holding on. But Eve didn’t need her help; she just needed Gemini to hold still while she searched the tiny pockets of her cargo pants.

      Gemini’s lolling head allowed her to watch. “Won’t do you any good,” she mumbled as Eve slipped a knife from its pocket.

      “Stay back!” Eve ordered, holding the little blade out toward the impostor robot.

      “Eve, I didn’t raise an idiot. You know better.” That voice. That manner. The wagging finger. Everything reminded Eve of Evelyn11. That plodding, inexorable pace continued as the robot smiled condescendingly.

      But if this were truly Evelyn11, there would be one sure way to catch her attention.

      Eve brought the knife up to her own throat. “I said stay back!”

      “Or what? You’ll kill yourself?” Evelyn11 chuckled. “I don’t believe it for a second.”

      Eve held the blade higher, wincing as she felt a thin trickle of blood. “What’ve I got to lose? I’m dead if you take me. I know my options; a quick death will be easier.”

      Evelyn11 paused and tapped a finger against her lip.

      A reprieve? Eve allowed a shallow sigh of skeptical relief.

      “All right. How about this? I’ll let you have this body.”

      Eve blinked. “Excuse me?”

      “I’ll copy your brain instead of simply erasing it. We can upload you to this spare chassis.”

      Eve blinked again. Those words refused to enter her cerebral cortex for processing.

      A robot? Eve?

      She’d spent enough time contemplating the thought of a robot becoming her that the reverse had never entered her thinking. Most of the robots didn’t seem to mind being the way they were.

      Then again, most robots were painstakingly mixed by Charlie13. Eve had heard stories of the high self-termination rates among the earlier mixes. Would Eve fare any better?

      “Or, I could just kill this one,” Evelyn11 said, extending a hand toward Gemini as the latter hopped ineffectually backward to avoid her. “Then I’ll just wrestle that blade away from you and do whatever I like. You only get anything out of this deal if you save me trouble.”

      “Don’t do it!” Gemini warned. “She won’t honor any agreement you make. Trust me!”

      “Plus you’ll leave my friend alone,” Eve countered, ignoring the warning. Even if she didn’t save herself, maybe she could at least save Gemini.

      “Very well, then,” Evelyn11 said in an instant. Her smile was victorious.

      At that moment, Gemini showed Eve something of the fire that she’d admired in Plato. Despite barely being able to move, Gemini lurched from her position against the wall and blocked Evelyn11’s path.

      “I won’t let you.”

      Evelyn11 looked to the ceiling. “How did we ever avoid extinction as long as we did?” Then, with casual ease, backhanded Gemini, throwing her against the wall the way Phoebe treated her discarded laundry.

      “No!”

      Eve dove to cover Gemini’s body before the robot could do anything further to hurt her.

      “I won’t count this against our deal,” Evelyn11 said as she extended a hand toward Eve.

      Just then, the door that had previously barred Eve’s path slid open of its own accord. Standing just beyond was an imposing robot in a Version 70.2 chassis, holding Gemini’s EMP rifle.

      The Version 70.2 raised the weapon and aimed it squarely at Evelyn11’s head.

      “Time for a new deal.”
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      Eve watched as the Version 70.2 strode confidently into the hallway. The matte black polymer steel lacked the shine that gave many robots their allure. This robot’s exterior wasn’t just polish and shine over a rotted core.

      “Who are you?” Evelyn11 demanded with a tremor in her voice. She backed away from Eve, eyes never straying from the weapon.

      “Don’t you… what the…? Bear… with… me… just… ah, there we go.” Each time the Version 70.2 paused, his voice came back different than before. When it finally settled, a thrill of recognition shot through Eve like a cold shower after a long day.

      “Charlie!” Eve shouted. She yearned to rush over and engulf him in a hug. But not only would she have hung off his new, massive frame like a tree-climbing child, there were more important matters at hand.

      “It can’t be,” Evelyn11 muttered in disbelief. “You were destroyed. This is just a baseline copy of Charlie7, or someone programmed you with that sneering voice of his.”

      “Sneering?” Charlie asked. He looked to Eve. “I don’t sneer, do I?”

      Eve shook her head.

      “See? And this one’s got the deceptive instincts of a nun,” Charlie said casually. Eve imagined that it was easy to act casual as the only armed person in the room.

      Except that Charlie wasn’t really armed. He just thought he was.

      Eve tried to use the direction of her gaze to draw the new Charlie’s attention to the damaged power supply on the side of the EMP rifle. Lids held wide, she looked intently from Charlie’s eyes to the side of the rifle and back again, hoping to catch his attention.

      Broken… bro-ken, she mouthed silently.

      “Who are you working for?” Evelyn11 demanded.

      Charlie chuckled. “Nobody. I’m retired.”

      Eve’s eyes nearly dropped from their sockets. “Wait? You’re not Charlie42?”

      Gemini gazed up from beneath a bloody brow from where Evelyn11 had struck her. “That’s him, all right,” she whispered.

      “But… but how?” Eve asked.

      Charlie7 took a step forward as Evelyn11 backed away. “Oh, I’m not the only one with backup plans. Mine was just a little more convoluted.”

      Evelyn11 shook her head in denial. “No. You’re Brent. Brent55, that’s who you are. You’ll regret playing me for the fool.”

      “Brent55, huh?” Charlie7 echoed. “So that’s who ended up with my chassis. I really hope ‘13 isn’t sore that I’ve got the custom job he’s been tinkering with for five plus years, but I’m not about to give it back.”

      Evelyn11 belched a forced, mirthless chuckle. “Well, if you are who you claim to be, you won’t fire that thing. You tricked the little scamp into murdering me, which only goes to prove you didn’t have the servos to do it yourself.”

      “We’ll see about that,” Charlie7 said, sighting down the rifle’s barrel.

      Eve tucked an arm close to her body where Evelyn11 couldn’t see it and pointed urgently at the side of the rifle.

      Finally, Charlie7 twisted the weapon and saw what Eve had been trying to show him.

      Evelyn11 saw as well.

      As soon as Charlie7’s attention was on the rifle instead of her, the old geneticist in the shabby new chassis turned and fled.

      “Don’t let her get away,” Gemini gasped. “She’ll send Charlie25’s drones after us.”

      “No, she won’t,” Charlie7 replied. Tilting the EMP rifle back to rest on one shoulder, he knelt to examine the downed human. “I’m jamming broadcasts in this sector of the factory.”

      Gemini squeezed her eyes shut. “But Charlie25—”

      “Didn’t build this place,” Charlie7 cut in. “Now let’s have a look at that leg. I’m no Ashley. Sorry if this hurts.”

      Gemini cried out as Charlie7 ran fingers along her lower right leg but held still for the cursory examination.

      “Without a med kit I can’t say for certain, but it feels like one fracture, non-displaced. Plenty of swelling, but you don’t seem to be losing blood.”

      “Can you help get her out of here?” Eve asked.

      Charlie7 stood. “Sadly, that wouldn’t be a good idea. The Human Committee is on the way. I have three minutes before they notice I’m here. You need to keep me a secret for now.”

      No. Eve couldn’t possibly do that. After all the trouble she’d gone to in finding and activating Charlie7, he needed to help. “But you just came back. We have to—”

      Charlie7 interrupted with an upraised hand. “I promise, everything will work out. But not if we blunder into things. Besides, look at me.”

      The new Charlie7 in his spotless new Version 70.2 chassis spread his arms.

      “You look scary to me,” Eve admitted. “I wouldn’t want you chasing me.”

      Charlie7 lifted his arms to the ceiling in exasperation; he was tall enough that his fingertips brushed the overhead light panels. “I’m naked,” he exclaimed. “You two are human, so it’s not the same. But if another robot saw me like this? It would be hard to take me seriously.”

      Shrugging out of her black leatherette jacket, Eve handed the garment to Charlie7.

      The robot looked down at it, then at Eve. “New puzzle. Envision a way for a jacket designed for a petite women’s chassis to fit over this Version 70.2.”

      With a sigh, Eve hugged the jacket close. “I suppose not.”

      Charlie7’s eyes stared off into nothingness. “I’ve got to go,” he muttered. “They’re almost here.”

      Eve rose to stop him, to grab Charlie7 by the arm and stop 254 kilos of robot from leaving her behind. A hand clutching her ankle stopped Eve before she took her first step.

      Gemini’s eyes were barely open. “Let him go. Your plan worked. Let it work.”

      Charlie7 took a step toward the door, then paused. In two quick steps, he had Eve in his arms. “Don’t worry,” he whispered.

      Eve didn’t try to lock her arms around Charlie7 and anchor him to the floor. She wanted to. Some small part of her needed to. But who could she trust if not Charlie7? She had to let him go.

      Tears welled in Eve’s eyes as the door closed behind Charlie7.

      As a herd of pounding footsteps grew louder from the other direction, Eve quickly wiped her eyes and huddled over Gemini.
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      The clamor of footsteps petered out like the final rocky clatter of an avalanche. Muffled voices argued using indecipherable words from the far side of the door.

      Gemini looked up with urgency into Eve’s eyes, pain momentarily shunted aside to pass along a plea for protection.

      Eve hesitated, then gave a twitch of a nod.

      Something had been bothering her about Gemini. The robot who had raised her might have given her strange notions and odd speech patterns, but this seemed to go beyond that.

      When Phoebe or Olivia got flustered, their competence dwindled; the younger girls often cried.

      When circumstances were more desperate, Gemini developed almost supernatural intuition and acted with self-assurance that Plato would have envied. That Gemini had been copied from common stock with Plato had been reason enough for Eve to grant the benefit of the doubt.

      Now that relief was in sight, Eve’s own thoughts came together more clearly.

      Gemini knew too much.

      All the robots gushed over how quick-witted and intelligent Eve was, but connecting the Version 70.2 chassis to the upload rig had flummoxed her. It wasn’t an insurmountable task; it just required experimentation and discovery in lieu of proper instructions.

      Gemini flew through the cable wiring with hardly a hitch of uncertainty. And the myriad options for the upload itself had flashed past as fast as Eve could read them.

      A hiss and crackle of a plasma cutter snapped to life. In seconds, a red glow peeked through the wall beside the door console. It seemed that whoever had come to rescue them didn’t have control over the factory’s computers.

      Eve bent down and kissed Gemini on the forehead. There was a spot clean of the trickle of blood from when Evelyn11 had struck her. Maybe Gemini had been forced to work in the lab that created her. Maybe, like Plato, she had raided such laboratories in the past.

      If Gemini had some more sinister reason for hiding her knowledge, Eve would refuse to believe it until there was proof. So many of the stories she’d read and movies she’d watched in her brief excursion into freedom had hinged on mistaken assumptions. She swore not to be so careless.

      “It’ll be all right,” Eve whispered.

      The plasma torch winked out after drawing a vertical line separating the door console from its partner door.

      The door grated open and slammed into the wall with a crash. Robots Eve didn’t recognized swarmed in.

      From somewhere beyond the mechanical herd, Eve heard Nora109’s voice call out to her. “Eve, I’m sorry. I told them—”

      A dart stuck into the fleshy part of Eve’s upper arm. Whatever else Nora109 might have been saying was lost in a drowsy haze as slumber rushed up to claim her.
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      Eve awoke in bed.

      It wasn’t her bed.

      The room had a familiar look, being similar in style to the quarters she shared with Phoebe. A short walk to the wall-sized window granted a view of the countryside below, confirming Eve’s suspicion that she was back aboard the hovership.

      Eve was clean and dressed. Gone without a trace were the jeans and jacket from Plato’s cloth-o-matic. Instead, she wore the muted gray of her everyday school clothes.

      The few minor scrapes and scratches Eve had acquired throughout her adventure were covered in a clear, rubbery gloss of spray-on medical sealant. Skin beneath the layer of cured adhesive itched, but no amount of picking at it could penetrate the surface.

      “Hello?” Eve called out.

      Standing in the center of the room, she let her eyes do the searching, looking for cameras to address directly.

      Her room was bare white. Anything she was meant to sit or lie on was puffy and plush. Everything else was glossy and cold. The door was barely discernible from the surrounding wall, and there was no console to control it.

      In fact, now that Eve gave it due consideration, there was nothing in the room at all for her to access. Even the lavatory cubby appeared to be entirely automated.

      Eve’s breath quickened at the sense of being trapped. Years in a laboratory had accustomed her to a small territory. This room of hers was a tenth the size of Evelyn11’s lab. And even her worst, most boring day in the lab was filled with puzzles and obstacle courses.

      “Hello?” Eve tried a little louder. “I’m awake now. Can someone come let me out?”

      A camera lens peeked out at her from the corner where walls and ceiling met. The glint of its reflection shone just differently enough for the gleaming white wall for her to catch sight of it.

      “I know you’re watching. I want to know what’s going on.”

      The faint whoosh of an air circulator was the only sound that carried in the wake of Eve’s demand.

      Eve paced the room, fidgeting with her hands.

      What were they planning? Had Charlie25 captured her after all? What if it wasn’t the Human Committee that held her captive?

      Had something gone horribly wrong while she was unconscious?

      Eve desperately missed Phoebe. Theirs was a room so much like this one that the absence of her younger sister was like a hole carved out of Eve’s heart.

      Gemini.

      Events of the past few days came rushing back. The fog of her sedative-induced coma cleared. Eve remembered running through a factory that felt like an underground cavern, combing the tunnels of an ancient subway system and breaking into Plato’s old hideout.

      Eve remembered the dead robots.

      Oh.

      Her new friend Gemini was paranoid to the point of shooting anyone who threatened her safety. Three robots were dead because of Gemini, and Eve was an accomplice.

      Running away wasn’t a crime no matter how badly the robots might have wanted her to stay. Stealing a skyroamer would have been viewed as a prank. After all, there was no shortage of transportation on Earth. But murder. That was a crime even in a world whose only laws were committee edicts.

      Eve didn’t feel like a murderer.

      The thought didn’t open any doors, nor would it ever.

      Stalking over to the door, Eve pounded her fists against the unyielding glossy polymer steel. “Open up. I’m not a murderer. You have no right to—”

      The door slid open, and Eve stumbled back. Nora109 breezed in, and the door shut before Eve could even contemplate making a break for it.

      “Hush, dear,” Nora109 said briskly. “We’ll get this all cleared up tomorrow.”

      “What’s tomorrow?” Eve asked. She cursed herself inwardly for allowing curiosity to steal the edge from her outrage. Did the robots all know this trick to use on her or just Nora109?

      “There’s a hearing on the Dangerous Human designation for you and your new friend.”

      Nora109 carried a bundle that she laid out on the bed. Drab gray cloth unfolded into a suit that Eve estimated was just her size. Then Nora109 added a pale pink blouse, stockings, and all the accoutrements that went on beneath.

      The last addition, Eve picked up and dangled from a finger each. “These shoes aren’t level.”

      “Practice walking around in them,” Nora109 advised. “They’re traditional. But if you can’t manage, we’ll find you something easier.”

      “And this?” Eve asked, setting down the high heels and holding forth the matching skirt accusingly. “You know I don’t like non-bifurcated lower-wear. They lead to—”

      “—unwelcome breezes where breezes don’t belong,” Nora109 finished for her with a huff. The robot tugged the skirt from Eve’s hands. “I’ll get you matching slacks instead.”

      “Why the strange outfit?” Eve asked. “I didn’t dress like a robot for my other committee duties.”

      “You weren’t trying to convince them not to lock you up as a hazard to the general populace, either.”

      Eve blinked. “Excuse me?”

      Plato had been characterized a dangerous human, and he’d been one vote shy of getting himself executed. Without Eve voting, Eve’s rescuer would most likely be dead.

      Nora109 pulled Eve into a hug. “Don’t fret. I’m sure we’ll get everything sorted out. I’m acting as your advocate for the proceedings, and I think we can safely place the blame on this Gemini person.”

      Eve stiffened and had to swallow past a lump before speaking. She didn’t like the way Nora109 pronounced the name Gemini, as if holding it pinched between fingers at arm’s length. “What happens to Gemini, then?”

      Nora109 must have caught Eve glancing up at the camera emplacements. “It’s all right, Eve dear. The cameras and microphones are off for the duration of my visit. You can tell me anything in strictest confidence. I’m going to do everything in my power to help you out of this mess you’ve gotten yourself into.”

      The mess… Eve had gotten herself into?

      Eve pushed Nora109 away. “This isn’t Gemini’s fault. She thought she was saving me from James187. And the two robots in the tunnels were hunting us down.”

      “Only to bring you home safe,” Nora109 replied incredulously.

      “And how could we know that?” Eve snapped. “I’m not a zoo exhibit. ‘Safe’ isn’t walled up in a ship. ‘Safe’ isn’t having people take votes on whether you live or die. Tell me this: am I safe now? Or am I going to get voted on tomorrow?”

      As Eve advanced, Nora109 backed toward the door. “Eve, you need to calm down. Anything that makes you look unstable or irrational will hurt your chances with the committee.”

      Eve stopped as if struck. “Irrational? How am I being…”

      She realized that her voice was raised, her fists clenched, and that she had backed a robot capable of breaking every bone in her body against the wall like a frightened kitten.

      “Maybe I am,” Eve admitted, trampling the carpeted floor as she raged across her cell. “But what was I supposed to do? Let myself get used as a puppet while Plato sits alone in some cage, waiting to see if he’ll live or die?”

      “It’s a lot like this room,” Nora109 commented quietly.

      Eve’s eyes flashed lasers at Nora109. “So that’s it, is it? I’m lumped in with the robot-killers now? Plato saved half the people you cared for at the Sanctuary for Scientific Sins. Or was it really just a scrapyard, after all? Were the ones who called it that just being honest? You got a bunch of thinking, reasoning humans with ideas of their own, and none of you were ready for that. We reacted to being experimented on, controlled, and finding out that our brothers and sisters were being murdered. Who was going to do something about it? You weren’t! You just held meetings and came up with bylaws.”

      By now Eve was panting for breath.

      “Feel good to have that out of your system?” Nora109 asked.

      Eve cocked her head. Had the robot not been listening? How could that possibly have gotten out of her system? That was her system. That was the self-preservative instinct evolved into her species since before human precursors had walked upright.

      If Nora109 couldn’t understand that, Eve wasn’t going to convince her.

      With a long breath, Eve gave a nod and even managed a weak smile. “Yeah.”

      Nora109 departed, and Eve bottled up her rage for the time being. Evelyn11 had hated emotional outbursts. Eve knew how to rein them in.

      How much later, Eve couldn’t tell, but eventually a robot who didn’t identify himself brought Eve a pair of slacks that matched her suit and took away the skirt. Not long after, another robot dropped off a kit in a hinged plastic box. Upon opening it, Eve discovered lumps of modeling clay and a limited selection of plastic tools for shaping it.

      This is what they think of me, Eve kept to herself. I’m a child who needs a child’s diversions.

      Tomorrow they’ll find out differently.
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      On the floor below the Human Committee’s meeting room was a much larger chamber of similar design. The table was ten meters across and black as the new moon. Portions of the surface doubled as video displays and served as place markers, showing who was seated where around the circumference.

      Eve shuffled in, tiptoeing in the stilted shoes Nora109 had provided. Her erstwhile chaperone now served as advocate. Angry as Eve had been, for now, Nora109 was all she had. Playing nice meant trying out the traditional shoes of her ancestors.

      She strongly suspected that her ancestors were a little crazy.

      Eve had begun her journey into the sanctum of the Human Committee dreading this room, but as she sank into her padded seat, her feet felt nothing but relief.

      All around the table, robots began taking their seats. Most of them, Eve recognized from the committee of which she herself was still officially a member. Nora109 had confirmed that much, at least. Others, Eve strained her ears to listen for someone to say their designation.

      “Hey, lay off,” a familiar voice grumbled from back at the lift entrance to the chamber.

      Eve sprang up and knelt in her seat, facing the door. “Plato!” she cried out.

      The burly human wore a robot-style formal black suit with a black tie set off by a pearl white collared shirt. Even through the tailored fabric, the muscles of his shoulders and biceps bulged. His mop of hair had been trimmed and tamed into a movie-star style, swept aside and parted smartly. He hardly looked like the same man who’d charged into Evelyn11’s lab to rescue Eve.

      But then, Plato smiled.

      He looked right at Eve and sent a tingle all through her from toes to ears.

      “Eve!” he called back to her. “I’m so glad you’re—”

      Plato’s advocate interposed himself before Plato could continue. Eve was grateful to see that it was Toby22 who had taken the job of representing robotkind’s least popular human.

      A tug at Eve’s sleeve was firm enough to pull her down and force her to squirm back into her proper seated position.

      “What did we discuss?” Nora109 asked in a whisper, putting her servo-actuated mouth beside Eve’s ear. There wasn’t even a hint of breath to make her words seem real.

      “Lots,” Eve mumbled in reply.

      She knew what Nora109 meant, despite the evasion. Decorum. Contrition. Cooperation. Those were the bywords of the day. And if ever Eve could help it, disavow all connections to both Plato and Gemini.

      Nora109 didn’t press the issue. Eve’s silence was all the reply she needed.

      When Gemini was brought in, Eve shot a quick smile to her friend before resuming her stoic pose. She hadn’t caught the designation of Gemini’s advocate, but Nora109 had mentioned that it was a volunteer.

      Eve shuddered at the idea of her fate being in the hands of someone doing pity work.

      One chair at the far side faced away from the table. Even before it turned, Eve knew by process of elimination who had to be in it.

      “Let us come to order,” Jennifer81 intoned formally as soon as she faced forward.

      Gemini slid into her seat, wearing a similar outfit to Eve’s, though it wrapped around her tall, broad frame much differently. Also, Gemini had relented to wearing a skirt.

      Jennifer81 leaned back in her seat to a creak of artificial leather. “We are here today to discuss the fates of three humans who have demonstrated a lethal threat to robotkind. We have before us, Plato, whose list of crimes can be downloaded from the Earthwide under Humans > Criminals > Plato > Rap_sheet.”

      There was a buzz around the room as robots muttered to one another and bowed their heads. Eve imagined that they were all downloading the file Jennifer81 had mentioned.

      With a glance up at Nora109, Eve’s advocate tapped a few times at the table surface in front of them. A listing of robots that Plato had confessed to murdering popped up. Eve spitefully wished they called it “scrapping,” instead of co-opting the organic term. The list was impressive, but it omitted the mitigating listing of the humans he’d rescued in the process.

      Jennifer81 continued after a pause for everyone to browse the crimes. “Plato will be represented in this hearing by Toby22. Thank you for making the trek all the way from Britannia for these proceedings.”

      “Couldn’t let my friend Plato here face this tribunal alone,” Toby22 replied. “I personally don’t think that any robot who hasn’t wronged human has got anything at all to worry about from my client.”

      Jennifer81 twitched a smile that didn’t even make it as far as the middle of her mouth. If robots controlled their facial servo motors, why couldn’t they at least feign sincere emotions?

      “Our next subject calls herself Gemini. The limited medical testing she has consented to confirms that she is a genetic twin to Plato with a controlled gene expression to render her, for all intents and purposes, female. However, the base genetic code remains identical. Due to the accelerated aging technology used in the creation of Plato, we cannot be certain of her exact age. For this proceeding, we will treat her as her apparent physical age of approximately eighteen years.”

      Gemini leaped to her feet. Eve caught a wince on her friend’s face; they must not have completely healed the fracture in her leg. “I object. I insist on being treated as a juvenile in these proceedings.”

      Jennifer81 directed her question to Gemini’s advocate. “Marvin76, do you have any basis for establishing your client as a minor under prevailing pre-invasion statutes?”

      Marvin76 was an unassuming robot in a sparkling new chassis. His suit was the gray of a cloud that wasn’t dark enough to storm. “Not at this time. However, I would ask that the committee take the matter of leniency under advisement in any event. Sanctions can always be strengthened, but mercy is often irreplaceable.”

      Eve raised her eyebrows. That was an eloquent point. Maybe Gemini wasn’t about to get drawn and quartered in this hearing.

      “Lastly we have our own Eve Fourteen, junior member of the Human Committee. She and Gemini are jointly charged in the deaths of James187, Marvin108, and John117. Eve and Gemini are also suspected in the destruction of seventy-three automated workers at the Kanto factory. Nora109, do you have any preliminary statements on behalf of your client to answer these accusations?”

      Nora109 rose. When she put a hand on Eve’s shoulder, Eve couldn’t be sure whether it was a show of support or to keep her from standing as well.

      “My client perpetrated a youthful act of rebellion and self-identification. All acts subsequent to her involvement with the human Gemini were under duress. Eve Fourteen did not participate in the regrettable loss of three robotic lives and indeed was unable to prevent them, despite her best efforts. The murder weapon in all three killings was of custom design. The defendant Plato invented it. Gemini constructed it with reverse-engineered schematics that have been on file in the Earthwide since shortly after Plato’s capture. I would like to file an addendum to refer the Technological Analysis Committee to the Security Oversight Committee for failing to restrict the use of this information from the public.”

      “Duly noted,” Jennifer81 stated flatly.

      “That is all,” Nora109 said before resuming her seat.

      Eve could feel the heat of Gemini’s accusing glare aimed her way. It’s not my fault, she wanted to jump up and scream. I’m just biding my time. Don’t hate me.

      Of course, when two people are fleeing the same bear, the one doing the tripping has plenty of time to make excuses to the one flat on her face.

      “Our first testimony,” Jennifer81 announced. “Will be from James63.”

      One of the robots standing in the periphery of the room stepped forward and took a position at Jennifer81’s left hand.

      After a brief swearing-in, James63 began his testimony. Eve tried to concentrate, but her mind was adrift. As a tale of hunting trips and a century-long friendship poured through Eve’s ears, plans for an escape bubbled in the fore of her brain.

      Eve wasn’t restrained. The proceedings were being recorded, likely even broadcast live. If she could steal the spotlight and give instructions in a short window, maybe Phoebe and Olivia could pull some sort of raid together.

      She was being silly. The idea of her little sisters charging in and saving the day told Eve she’d been watching too many PG-rated adventure movies. That realization snapped her back to the testimony, plugging the leaky hole in her ears.

      “…he’d done retrieval work for Evelyn11 now and then. Finding out she’d been working on humans and not just primates… it corroded his inputs. Took long periods off ‘working’ in the deep woods. We knew he was hurting, embarrassed, probably sizzled at the world. Well, when we heard—”

      The door at the back of the room thundered open. With her back to the entrance, Eve could at first only judge the newcomer by the wide-eyed looks of shock from every corner of the council chamber.

      She had to do it.

      Twisting in her seat, Eve looked back.

      There, in a tuxedo and bowler hat, carrying a cane that may or may not have been a weapon, was Charlie7.

      “Am I late?”
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      Charlie7 sauntered into the hearing room, soaking in the looks of astonishment and outrage. Let them get caught in logical loops trying to solve the mystery of the robot they were looking at.

      Admittedly, Charlie7 didn’t look like his old self. That Version 64.6 he used to wear had become iconic. Once Charlie7 decided to use a chassis, anyone who didn’t already own one looked like an imitator if they matched his. The Version 70.2 would take people some getting used to.

      “This is a closed proceeding,” Jennifer81 announced in a scalding tone.

      Charlie7 looked left, then right, meeting eyes and giving nods of acknowledgment before replying. “Yeah, security system mentioned that. I figured it had to be some sort of mistake. I mean, just look at all these people here. How could I not make the guest list?”

      Eddie51 stood from his chair—Jennifer81’s little attack lapdog. “Whoever you are, you’re going to be hearing from the Upload Committee and the Privacy Committee about this. That’s a chassis set aside for Charlie13, and you’re faking Charlie7’s voice.”

      “Huh? Oh… ‘13 left this just lying around, so I crawled in and powered up. As for Charlie7’s voice… that’s whatever I say it is. After all, I’m Charlie7.”

      The room erupted in scattered conversations. Charlie7 filtered the voices out one by one until he could hear Jennifer81 barking for order.

      “Quiet!” Jennifer81 shouted. She leveled a finger Charlie7’s way. “Someone remove this impostor. I will not have this hearing devolve into a circus.”

      No one made a move to stop Charlie7. In actuality, it probably had something to do with the fact that Charlie13’s custom modifications to the Version 70.2 chassis meant it would be perfectly capable of crushing another robot’s crystal matrix in the palm of its hand. But some part of Charlie7 liked to imagine that they didn’t want to pay back the favor they’d owe for siding against him.

      “You’re still sore about that pear, aren’t you?” Charlie7 asked, holding up a placating palm. “Look, I’ll plant you a whole tree if that makes up for it.”

      Jennifer81 scowled. “That doesn’t prove anything.”

      “I told you about Eve14 before anyone but Toby22 here had even seen her,” Charlie7 continued. “Of course, if you want more proof, I can oblige. Mary22… I traded a favor with you back in 2766 to get you the use of four automatons without telling anyone what they were for. I believe it was some sort of human-sensation simulator you were trying to build. And… do I see Arthur19 there in the back? Arthur, I remember the day you woke up after mixing. First thing you asked was if you were dead and I was God; and I told you ‘yes.’”

      Arthur19 crossed his arms. “I still don’t think it was funny.”

      “Anyone else still doubting?” Charlie7 challenged the room.

      Breaking any remaining decorum that might have survived Charlie7’s entrance, Eve scrambled out of her seat. Kicking off her high heels, she ran in stocking feet and leaped to crush Charlie7 in a hug.

      “I knew you’d make it,” she whispered, hanging from around his neck.

      Charlie7 hugged her back. “Sorry I’m late. They really did up the security around here. I had to crack it from scratch or I’d have looked like an idiot on the news feeds, getting dragged away before setting foot in here.”

      As soon as he set Eve down, she spun to address the committee. “I’d like to request a new advocate: Charlie7.”
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      Eve snuck back into her seat as if fifty robots weren’t all staring at her. All the while, she avoided so much as a glance to her right, where Nora109 sat. After all Nora109 had done for her, and was still trying to do, Eve had cast her aside publicly.

      A creak from Nora109’s chair suggested the displaced advocate was getting up from her seat, ceding it to Charlie7.

      “That’s quite all right,” Charlie7’s spoke softly. “You can stay right there.”

      Jennifer81 was not so subtle in her booming assessment of the situation. “The Human Committee does not recognize the authority of Charlie7 or anyone claiming to be Charlie7 to speak in this hearing.”

      “Oh, stuff a sock in it, Jennifer,” Charlie7 snapped. The tall robot in his matte black chassis paced behind Eve’s seat. “I’d like to ask the help of every robot in this room. I need you all to start being ashamed of yourselves. Because, quite frankly, I’m getting overwhelmed trying to be ashamed of you all at once. The combined age of the robots I see in this room is 37,655. The three defendants in this little trial—and let’s all admit that’s what these proceeding amount to—have a combined biological age of under fifty.”

      “The ages of Eve Fourteen, Plato, and Gemini are irrelevant to the charges against them,” Jennifer81 countered in a vain attempt to derail Charlie7. Eve knew he was locked on course. The other robots seemed so much less than him. Charlie13 had a similar, almost divine, presence, but even he didn’t hold a preternatural sway the way Charlie7 did.

      “Irrelevant? You’re prosecuting abused children. The charges against them stem from them protecting the terms of their own survival and that of the rest of their kind.”

      “Eve Fourteen was perfectly safe,” Jennifer81 argued. The chairwoman’s eyes glinted left and right as if seeking support. But even Eddie51 had fallen silent.

      “Yes, prisoners often are,” Charlie7 said. “You can’t even see the environment you created for her as similar to what Evelyn11 built up around her. Safe? Yes. But a cloying, stifling safety.”

      “She is merely a child,” Jennifer81 retorted. “She requires guardianship and guidance.”

      Charlie7 spread his arms. “And as soon as she slipped free of her cage, you deem her adult enough to stand trial.”

      The grumbles around the room that had served as an undertone to the proceedings went silent. Eve had asked about this odd behavior in robots before and learned that for their kind, sort-range, encrypted transmissions stood in for whispers. The room around Eve was no doubt abuzz with illicit transmissions that she couldn’t overhear.

      “This isn’t a trial!” Jennifer81 insisted.

      “Isn’t it?” Charlie7 asked, voice dripping with venom-laced honey. When next he spoke, it was in Jennifer81’s own voice. “We’ll get them rated Dangerous Humans, designate a separate holding facility away from all the other humans, and try to raise the others to fall in line with societal standards.”

      Jennifer81 knocked her chair over jumping to her feet. “Lies! I never said anything of the sort!”

      “I’m sure Mary27 can confirm receipt of that message,” Charlie7 said. “Or I can just play back her reply, too. You know… I remember a time, oh, centuries ago now, when you people didn’t try to end-run around me. You knew better. Did you think I retired because I was used up, senile, or just unable to keep up with you clever new robots and your ‘13-mixed brains?”

      Arthur19 crossed his arms from his spot by the wall. “Yes,” he griped.

      “Well, sorry to disappoint you, Arthur, but your Privacy Committee’s just had a breach. I did appreciate that you used the encryption key that would be guessed last in a standard Truman-Chang regression attack, but for the time being, I’ll be holding onto root access to those systems. You can have them back when this mess is sorted out.”

      This revelation kicked the hornets’ nest. All around the room, shouts of indignation and outrage poured in Charlie7’s direction.

      “Order!” Jennifer81 shouted above the clamor. “Order! Charlie7, I suggest that you remove yourself from these proceedings and begin formulating a defense for your own actions.”

      “Duly noted,” Charlie7 echoed sardonically. “But the real problem here is all of you. Plato terminated twelve robots. The loss of those minds is on your hands.” The white tuxedo glove over Charlie7’s Version 70.2 hand leveled directly at Jennifer81.

      The Human Committee chairwoman drew up tall. “Me? How dare you!”

      Charlie7 shrugged like a stage actor, exaggerating for the back of the audience. “How else are we to explain why a lone human was able to root out twelve rogue geneticists experimenting on humans? You spread yourself too thin, taking on too many committee positions. This job doesn’t mean enough for you to put your crystal and power supply into it. Plato poured heart and soul into saving his fellow humans, which is why he got results. If you wanted those mad scientists scolded and packed off to mine the edge of the solar system, you should have done your job better.”

      “We still can’t sanction vigilante justice,” Jennifer81 snarled. But her tone was quieter, bitter rather than vitriolic.

      “Oh?” Charlie sounded surprised. “Then why did you allow circumstances that demanded it? Vigilantes don’t arise when justice rules the day. Plato’s only guilty of doing your job for you. And if you don’t like how he did it, maybe you should have taken action before it came to this point.”

      “That still doesn’t excuse the losses of James187, Marvin108, or John117,” Eddie51 added, possibly making a play to become Jennifer81’s successor.

      Committee politics was still new to Eve, but the idea of wolves jockeying for position in a pack came up in nature documentaries. This was the same thing but with words in place of fangs. Jennifer81 was losing a battle with prey she never should have challenged, and her place as alpha was in jeopardy.

      Charlie7 hung his head. “I am truly sorry for the losses of Marvin108 and John117. Even James187 had a change of heart that redeemed him.”

      “Redeemed?” James63 blurted in outrage. “James187 was a good man, a hard worker, a—”

      “Kidnapper,” Charlie7 cut in smoothly, without missing a beat. “Sorry ‘63, but your younger brother wasn’t just retrieving apes for Evelyn11. He was the one who recaptured Eve.”

      Jennifer81 directed her gaze to Eve.

      Suddenly, robotic eyes around the room all focused on her. Eve gulped. “I didn’t want him to get in trouble. He told Charlie7 and Plato where to find me. I… said that Evelyn11 recaptured me. However, I may have omitted the means of my recapture.”

      Jennifer81’s next words harpooned Eve through the pride. “You little liar. How can we—”

      “Come off it, Jennifer,” Charlie7 scolded. “She didn’t lie. I reviewed the transcripts—since everything from Eve’s birth to her body image scans seems to be public record now. Eve artfully avoided any untruths in her debriefing. Yes, Evelyn11 did recapture her. No, she didn’t want to talk about the details. If you wanted answers, you would have had to pressure her, and to your credit at least, you knew better on that account.”

      Eve clenched her jaw shut. She had lied in the reports. Contradicting Charlie7 in the middle of insisting otherwise just didn’t seem like a wise idea.

      “But,” Charlie7 said, raising a finger and waving it in lieu of a flag. “The fault isn’t entirely yours, either. If modern society resurrected humanity before it was ready to accept them for who and what they are, the blame lies with me.”

      Eve could contain herself no longer. Charlie7 couldn’t martyr himself, not after actually dying to save Eve. “No. Charlie, don’t. It’s not your fault at all.”

      Charlie7 disentangled himself from the hand that gripped the cold metallic flesh of his wrist. “But it is. You see, I made you. All of you. I stood for one long, dark night on this Earth as the only thinking creature on a barren rock orbiting an uncaring sun. Since then, I’ve put in place the most elaborate Rube Goldberg machine in history to restore the Earth to the glorious blue marble it once was, filled with animals, plants, and most of all, people.

      “But I constructed it in the most haphazard fashion. My machine was made up of many smaller ones and rife with free will boiling out of every crack and crevice. A thousand years and more, it’s taken. None of you remember back that far.

      “But I do.

      “I’ve waited for this moment longer than any of you. And, scattershot and disjointed though it might have seemed, this has been my hope all along. This… is my life’s work.”

      Charlie stood behind Eve’s chair, leaning over to bracket her face between his hands.

      Eve smiled obligingly, suddenly uncomfortable beneath the weight of a thousand years of expectations.

      Charlie7’s voice boomed from directly over Eve’s head. “The exact means are a different matter, but that Eve is alive, healthy, and free-willed means everything to me.”

      In the brief silence that followed, Jennifer picked up her chair from the floor and sat down. Lacing her fingers together, the chairwoman took on an appearance of control. “That was very eloquent, but it doesn’t change the core matter at hand.”

      Charlie waved the notion away as he breezed down the line of chairs. “Please… if you had an ounce of intellect sparking around inside that empty crystal of yours, you’d already understand. Does this look like the face of a multiple murderer to you?” He mimicked the same picture-frame hands he’d used on Eve, but this time highlighted Gemini instead.

      Gemini ducked and hunched, but there was nowhere in the conference room to hide short of crawling beneath the table.

      “Naivety doesn’t suit you, Charlie7,” Jennifer81 said archly. “Appearances can be deceiving.”

      Charlie7 threw back his head and laughed. “This is why none of us can write a play or movie. Our own ironies shame fiction. You talk about me being naive, about appearances being deceiving. Yet not a single robot in this room knew that Evelyn11 successfully uploaded herself to a human body.”

      Gemini squirmed, and for the first time, Eve allowed herself to wonder if those dark suspicions she’d swept to the corners of her mind had been right all along. Her skin crawled at the thought.

      There was an uproar throughout the room. Robots talked all at once. Jennifer81 shouted for order as Charlie7 stood clutching the high back of Gemini’s chair.

      “Evidence for any such claim can be filed for a later hearing,” Jennifer81 stated. “Sensationalism aside, Evelyn11 has no bearing on the substance of this case.”

      “Of course it does,” Charlie7 said, reaching around to take Gemini’s chin in hand and force it toward the chairwoman. “You’re accusing her of murder.”
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      Gemini pulled free of Charlie7’s grip. The unyielding hand beneath the white cotton gloves pinched like a lobster claw but loosened when she thrashed.

      Stumbling out of her chair, Gemini launched the only plausible defense she could think of. “It’s not true!”

      Standing before the assembled robots of the Human Committee and various lookie-loos just there for the show, Gemini felt her face warm. Her chest heaved. The faint needles of stabbing pain around the site of her knitting fracture helped tear her mind from the attention.

      Blank faces stared. Unblinking dull orange glows of eyes shone spotlight focus Gemini’s way. No one spoke.

      “What are you all looking at?” Gemini demanded. “This is a crazy dead robot talking to you. What about the Backup Accords? How about we talk about that a moment? Charlie7 ought to be deleted as a duplicate, not handed a forum for his lies.”

      In every direction, blank stares.

      No, not every direction. Just the far side of Toby22, not two meters away, Plato glared bloody death her way. Eve’s soft, sweet eyes held a mixture of contempt and disgust but not disbelief.

      “How did you know?” Jennifer81 asked, her voice echoing in the silence.

      It was a bloody good question. Charlie25 had the best security of any robot alive. Evelyn11 had made sure of that before ever making a deal with him.

      “Oh, just a hunch,” Charlie7 admitted, sauntering past and gracing Gemini with a sly smile that the devil himself would have envied. “You get to be this old, you develop a pretty good gut instinct simulator.”

      That wretch!

      Charlie7 had taken advantage of Gemini’s organic mind, overwhelmed with chemical emotions and unable to disconnect reflexive reactions. It had been a trick, and despite seeing it coming, she’d been able to do nothing to stop it working.

      “I have names,” Gemini blurted. “There are more out there. I know more than a few. But in return, I want immunity. I won’t be—”

      At that moment, Marvin76 lunged from his seat beside Gemini, flashing a blade she hadn’t noticed him carrying. The glint paused, freeze-frame, capturing the instant of horror in which Gemini realized her life was about to end.
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      Bright fire blazed across the former robot’s neck and collarbone. Gemini choked as she attempted in vain to staunch the flow of blood with her hands.

      While the wound burned like the flames of beckoning hell, the rest of Gemini’s body grew cold. Dizziness swept her up in a cyclone funnel without her feet moving. Her muscles stopped answering her commands.

      Gemini tried to call out for help but only a gurgle answered.
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      Eve watched in horror as Plato leaped from his seat, vaulting over Toby22 to attack Gemini.

      “He’s got a knife,” someone shouted.

      How could Plato have smuggled in a weapon? They’d removed the sedative collar from his neck, but the robots trusting him much further than that seemed implausible.

      That was when Eve saw Marvin76 lunging for Gemini.

      Plato caught the robot by the arm just as Marvin76 slashed at Gemini’s throat. While the man made of steel and circuitry might have been the heavier and stronger, Plato’s momentum was still enough to throw the robotic assassin off course and bulldoze him to the floor.

      Nora109 was on her feet in an instant, rushing to Gemini’s side. Cloth tore as Eve’s chaperone and former advocate tore a sleeve from her dress to use as a bandage.

      Toby22 sprang into action as well, though with less dramatic zeal. The stocky groundskeeper was there when Marvin76 threw Plato off him, grabbing the assassin by the wrist.

      Eve glanced from the bleeding Gemini to Plato, rubbing the back of his head where it had struck a chair, then to Toby22 wrestling with Gemini’s attacker. As the groundskeeper’s grip crushed the struggling assassin’s wrist actuators, Charlie7 stepped around the fray.

      The cane the eldest robot had brought along seemed at that moment to be nothing more than a fancy steel bar. With a second’s pause to line up his strike, Charlie7 drove the cane through Marvin76’s sternum—or at the least the equivalent location on a robot.

      Marvin76 went limp.

      “Nice shot,” Toby commented. He released the paralyzed robot to dangle from Charlie7’s cane.

      But Marvin76 wasn’t dead. Charlie7 had merely severed the data cables that connected his brain to the bulk of his chassis. The eyes still glowed sickly orange, fighting for escape.

      Charlie7 lifted the assassin’s chassis using the cane as a skewer. “So, care to tell us who you’re working for, or do I need to download that brain of yours into an alarm clock?”

      Eve wanted to see how Nora109 and the two other robots who’d rushed to help were doing with Gemini. But the spectacle of the robotic assassin was impossible to ignore.

      “I work for the future,” Marvin76 croaked. Smoke rose from the seams between his cranial plates.

      “Someone put him out,” Jennifer81 ordered. “He’s frying evidence.”

      “Too late for that,” Charlie7 replied, watching as the robot spitted on his cane overloaded. “Must have come here with his fuses all hard-wired. This was a suicide mission.”

      “Suicide mission?” Toby22 asked. “Marvin76 was always a good chap.”

      Charlie7 angled his cane downward and gave a little shake. The chassis slid free and crumpled to the floor. “Probably wasn’t Marvin76.”

      “Huh?” Toby asked.

      Eve was glad she wasn’t the one to express that semi-word sentiment aloud.

      “The upload conspiracy,” Charlie7 explained, looking around the room as if he were going to find agreement or confirmation. “What? Come now. Don’t tell me none of you believe the rumors? There’s a reason rumors like that start up. This…” He paused to kick the chassis of the supposed Marvin76. “Isn’t the first time I bet you’ve seen someone who isn’t who he claims to be.”

      Toby22 cleared his throat and aimed a finger Charlie7’s way.

      Again, Charlie7 laughed. Eve had missed how he could find the humor in even grim circumstances, but now didn’t seem like the time for joking.

      “I admit, I’m the black pot here, kicking a kettle while he’s down,” Charlie7 said with a shrug. “But I’ve got proof of who I am. How many of you could be as convincing?”

      “Clear the way,” Nora109 announced. “We’ve got to get Gemini out of here.”

      Charlie7 stepped aside to let Nora109 and another robot past, carrying Gemini between them. “Let her bleed out. I tell you, it’s Evelyn11 in that skull, not the poor human who grew up in it.”

      Eve trailed behind the medical volunteers, but a hand caught her by the shoulder. “Sorry, Eve,” Jennifer81 spoke softly. “But we still have business here.”

      In a numb haze, Eve shuffled back to her seat.
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      Eve sat still in her chair, flecked with droplets of Gemini’s blood that she hadn’t noticed until the panic of the moment had faded. Now she tried not to move, lest she smear it. The thought of asking for a short recess to clean up sounded reasonable in her head, but Eve just couldn’t do it.

      As long as Gemini’s life was in danger, it seemed callous to wash away the blood.

      Knowing that it was Evelyn11 in that head was all the more disconcerting. Eve had known the old robot her whole life. Gemini had seemed nothing like her. At least, the similarities seemed so minor and innocuous as to make the comparison feel forced.

      Plato leaned across the empty seat between them. “You all right?” he whispered. To the robotic ears all around the room, he may as well have shouted.

      Eve nodded without looking him in the eye.

      It was a quicker and easier response than trying to sort through her feelings for an honest answer. Physically, Eve was unharmed, and that’s how she chose to interpret the question.

      “…charges against them have nothing to do with Eve,” Charlie7 was saying when Eve resumed paying attention. “You’d be doing the world a favor dropping them and letting everyone just move on.”

      Jennifer81 made the sound of an exhausted sigh. Eve wondered how many of them remembered being human.

      “Very well,” Jennifer81 said. “All in favor of dropping all charges against Eve Fourteen…”

      A chorus of “ayes” surrounded Eve. For all the muck swirling in her heart, it was a spot of brightness.

      “Opposed?”

      Silence.

      Eve blinked. None of them?

      She turned and looked up to Charlie7, looming behind the conference table chairs. He noticed and winked.

      Eve understood. It wasn’t that the council members all believed Eve deserved to have the charges dropped. None of the robots in the room wanted to cross Charlie7.

      “And now for the matter of Plato,” Jennifer81 continued.

      Before the chairwoman could continue, Charlie7 leaned over the table and blocked her view of Plato. “Come on. Really? He’s the best protector you could ever ask for. You saw him just now… human in trouble, didn’t even hesitate.”

      “Wouldn’t’ve, if I’d thought half a second,” Plato growled through his teeth, just softly enough that Eve suspected that not everyone in the room had heard him.

      “We can’t just ignore—” Jennifer81 tried to begin formulating an argument.

      But this was Charlie7’s hearing now. It reminded Eve of her kung fu sparring with Phoebe, wondering why the smaller, weaker girl kept getting up.

      “Sure you can,” Charlie7 cut her off. “I’ll personally vouch for Plato. I take responsibility for keeping him out of trouble.”

      When Jennifer81 called the vote, Eve dared to raise her own voice among the “ayes” this time. There were fewer than for her own vote, but most of the rest merely abstained.

      Abstaining was a “nay” without having to “nay” at Charlie7.

      Eve rose from her seat. “Am I free to go?” she asked hurriedly.

      Jennifer81 gave a gracious nod. “We can arrange for transport back to the—”

      “Thanks,” Eve replied. The nod was good enough for her. She left her awkward high-heeled shoes behind and ran for the lift.

      “She’s Evelyn11,” Plato shouted after her, guessing where Eve was heading.

      The lift doors opened. Eve hopped in. “I know,” she hollered back, not caring if the whole Human Committee heard. “It doesn’t make sense to me either.”
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      Eve watched from the doorway.

      Some robot’s private office on a lower floor had been converted to a surgical theater, and Gemini lay across the desk, unconscious. Nora109 had taken on a subordinate role in the efforts to save the robot in human guise. Ashley70 was leading the team now, with Janet45 assisting.

      “…external bleeding is under control,” Ashley70 said smartly. “Patient has lost a lot of blood. How long until the kits arrive?”

      “Ten minutes,” Nora109 replied. “But we don’t have an emergency blood supply.”

      The glossy sheen peeled from Eve’s eyes, and she blinked awake. “I’ll do it!” she volunteered. “Transfuse mine.”

      Nora109 shook her head. “Stay out of the way, Eve dear. You have the wrong blood type.”

      Plato’s arms encircled Eve from behind, wrapping around her like the two halves of a coat. Eve swallowed back her worries and closed her eyes. Warmth radiated from the metabolic inferno built by Charlie24’s genetic tinkering.

      “You’re too good for her, you know,” Plato mumbled as if he didn’t care whether Eve heard him or the comment was just for his own peace of mind.

      Janet45 held Gemini by the wrist. “My force-feedback sensors aren’t sensitive enough. I’m losing her pulse.”

      Eve sprang forward, except she didn’t move. Arms larger than Eve’s legs kept her in place without a hint of effort. When they loosened at the first sign of struggle, she felt safe. Plato wasn’t holding her back; he was just holding her.

      If Eve wanted to rush in, get in the way, and maybe get Gemini killed, he’d let her.

      Ashley leaned over and rested her head on Gemini’s chest. “Eighteen beats per minute. Where is our medical kit?”

      “It’s coming,” Nora109 snapped. Eve had never seen her flustered this badly.

      A sinking pit of dread settled in Eve’s gut. Gemini wasn’t going to make it. Wouldn’t an antigen reaction from Eve’s blood still be better than dying of blood loss?

      Just as she was about to make that suggestion, the most obvious thought in the world sprang to the fore of her mind.

      Twisting in Plato’s arms, Eve looked up and met his eye. The smile that usually came like the moon breaking through a cloudy sky only managed a twitch.

      “Your blood would work,” Eve pointed out. “Same genes, same blood type. Right? Right…?”

      “Yeah,” Plato said flatly. “It’d work.”

      Eve stepped back, parting Plato’s arms like a beaded curtain made of cement. “Well?” She pointed to Nora109. “Go tell her.”

      “Don’t wanna.”

      Eve blinked in shock. “She’s not a robot. She’s human. Evelyn11 was a horrible, nasty, mean-spirited old she-devil, but Gemini’s not like that. She deserves a chance.” Eve didn’t call it a second chance because she suspected that Evelyn11 was into triple digits, at the least, on chances over the course of a centuries-long life.

      Plato stared at the limp body sprawled across an office table. He closed his eyes, swallowed, and gave a tiny shake of his head.

      “Come on, Plato,” Eve cajoled. “You’re not a killer. Charlie7 just took responsibility for you. You going to prove all those committee robots right? That you are just a killer and not a protector of humanity?”

      Plato squeezed his eyes shut tighter. The muscles in his jaw stood out.

      “What would a hero do?”

      “Fine!” Plato snapped. He stepped around Eve and entered the makeshift hospital room. He shrugged out of the suit that tried to make him look respectable and rolled up the sleeve of the shirt beneath. “Here, tap me. I got plenty of blood. She ain’t that big.”

      As Plato settled into an office chair, Janet45 jabbed a needle into his vein. By Eve’s best assessment, they were using a spare piece of coolant line for a tube. Its translucent blue, rubbery walls showed the flow of red, life-giving blood from Plato to Gemini.

      With a jerk of his head toward the comatose clone, Plato looked right into Eve’s eyes. “Let’s get one thing clear here. I’m only doing this ‘cause of you.”

      Eve didn’t care. All that mattered was Plato was doing the right thing. Whatever else Gemini had been, for a brief time, the two of them had been friends. If there was more to discover, Eve wasn’t going to ever find out if Gemini bled to death.

      The wait became a vigil. It wasn’t long before a courier arrived from the hovership with medical equipment intended to keep Eve and her sisters healthy.

      Time wore on. Eve’s feet hurt from standing in one place. Eventually, someone brought her food.

      The idea that Gemini was Evelyn11 warred with the memories she had of the girl who’d helped her restore Charlie7. She pictured Gemini’s face, so like Plato’s in basic form and features, and superimposed Evelyn11’s in her imagination.

      Eve shuddered.

      How could she? How was Evelyn11 even alive to have tried? Wasn’t dying once enough of a lesson? Would Evelyn11 keep popping up from backup copies and hidden caches for the rest of Eve’s life, trying to reclaim her?

      The girl in the makeshift operating theater had the answers. Even if Eve had been coldblooded enough to wish Gemini dead, there would be no answers forthcoming if she died.

      Dating back to the Human Era, history demanded that a criminal be brought to justice. Eve wanted to do her ancestors proud. But a kernel of hate in her heart told Eve to build a machine that would rip the answers from Gemini’s mind whether she gave them willingly or not.

      But at the same time, Gemini had become Eve’s friend. It was an impossible paradox. The mighty and all-knowing Creator, giver of food, inflictor of pain, designer of puzzles and obstacle courses and machines that could copy a human mind… wasn’t in that room. Gemini was.

      Somewhere in the process of putting herself in a human body, Gemini had evolved beyond Evelyn11. Less certain, less arrogant, and less godlike in her manner, but still remembering facts and robots from her earlier life. Yet Eve remembered holding Gemini as she cried.

      Robots couldn’t cry.

      And so Eve watched the surgical team work, seeing only their backs and infrequent flashes of bloody instruments as they worked to save the life of a girl Eve might never forgive but couldn’t bring herself to condemn.

      So long as Eve never tore her gaze away from the scene, nothing bad could happen.
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      From just outside the lift on level 239, Charlie7 stood with arms crossed, watching Eve watch the efforts to save Gemini. The cane that had skewered Marvin76’s impersonator rested against the wall beside him.

      Charlie7 doubted that he’d need it as a weapon again.

      The lift tube hummed. The doors parted. Jennifer81 stepped out.

      “So what’s the—?” the Human Committee chairwoman blurted but paused when Charlie7 raised a finger to his lips. She switched to a whisper. “What’s the prognosis?”

      Charlie7 shrugged. “It was touch and go there for a moment, but when Plato agreed to give blood, I think that was the end of real danger.”

      “Did he agree?” Jennifer81 asked with a raised eyebrow. “Or did you harangue him into it the way you swayed those committee votes?”

      Charlie7 raised a hand to cover a spot where a human heart should have beat. “Me? Convince a man to go against his conscience? Never!”

      Incredulity never carried the same weight in a whisper, but then, smirking all the while didn’t help, either.

      “Does he not believe that she’s Evelyn11 uploaded to a human body?”

      Charlie7 tilted his head side to side. “Tough to say, but I imagine he’s accepted it as fact.”

      “Is it that she’s one of his own clones?”

      Charlie7 snorted softly. “If anything, that’s a strike against her.”

      “Then why?” Jennifer81 asked.

      The chatter from the surgical theater hinted at microsurgical repair of arteries. Ashley70 had lived over six hundred years and hadn’t touched a human patient. But the surgical skills that nestled deep in her crystal matrix must have come readily when called upon.

      Charlie7 had to roll his eyes. For someone to call themselves a member of the Human Committee—let alone the committee chair—Jennifer81 had forgotten what it was like to be human.

      “How much of Jennifer Saito do you really remember?” Charlie7 asked.

      Jennifer81 shrugged. “Statistically speaking, 53 percent.”

      Taking off his bowler hat, Charlie7 deposited it on Jennifer81’s head. Sized for the Version 70.2 chassis, it fell down over the chairwoman’s eyes. “You know what I mean.”

      “I really don’t.”

      “What was your—her—husband’s name?”

      Jennifer81 paused.

      “No fair searching the Earthwide,” Charlie7 scolded. “It was Greg. And the Greg that Charlie Truman remembered would have walked through fire if Jennifer asked him.”

      “You’re saying Eve convinced him?” Jennifer81 asked.

      “No, I’m saying that he’s doing it for her. Not for himself. Sure as Newton’s Second Law, it’s not for Gemini’s sake.”

      Jennifer81 harrumphed softly. “So, he’s not reformed. He’s just trying to perpetuate the species.”

      “Come off it, Jennifer. He’s proving a timeless axiom. People are what make us human. One by one, we’re savages. Relationships give us courage. They show us what we mean in this world. Plato wants to be a better man because that’s who he wants Eve to see. That’s why we can’t box them up in tiny, isolated cells and wait for them to behave the way they should.”

      “You know, Charlie,” Jennifer81 replied with a wary scowl. “Being the oldest robot doesn’t give you any special insight or wisdom regarding the human condition. If anything, you’re less human than anyone, being the farthest removed. These kids aren’t a Socratic model of a society. They need to be controlled, guided, shaped.”

      Charlie7 flicked a gesture that drew Jennifer81’s attention to the glossy white floor. Flecks and splotches of red marred the pristine surface. “They’re human. Chaos is inevitable. No matter how hard we try to keep things tidy and robotic, they’re always going to make the occasional mess.”

      He lowered his voice even further. “And every now and then, it’s going to wind up bloody.”
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      Evelyn11 paced her little laboratory. She couldn’t get the news feeds to appear on her own internal computer, but the lab’s read-only terminal was showing more than enough. More than Evelyn11 ever would have wanted, for that matter.

      The refuge beneath Kanto had turned into a casket, buried beneath the Earth. Evelyn11 was buried alive, and any exhumation would only be a prelude to execution.

      There was nowhere for her to run.

      Search teams were already combing the factory. There would be no hole in the net cast by the General Ethics Oversight Committee. No injunction from the Privacy Committee would stave off the search. The whole proceeding had become too public to bribe or bargain her way out.

      The door snapped open, and Charlie25 thundered in.

      “Come with me,” the uploader ordered.

      Evelyn11 followed, if only because she sniffed the faintest hint of a plan. “What was that Gemini thing talking about?” she demanded. “Why did a human know so much about our operations? And why was she under orders to claim she was me of all bloody ridiculous notions?”

      Charlie25 didn’t slow his pace, just the genteel side of breaking into a jog. “Gemini was a mistake.”

      “A mistake?” Evelyn11 scoffed. She was struggling now to keep up. Her own shabby chassis was a hindrance competing with the robust Version 64.4 of the uploader. “You’re going to have to do better than that, Charles. Didn’t you swear to me that you disposed of the failed human upload?”

      “Gemini isn’t our problem at the moment,” Charlie25 replied brusquely. “We’ve got bigger—”

      “You bastard!” Evelyn11 cursed. “She didn’t die in the upload rig, did she? That’s the same girl who was with Eve14, wasn’t she?”

      They flew through passages and clanged across catwalks. All throughout Kanto, the production machinery lay silent. The drones stood motionless. Evelyn11 and Charlie25 ran across the rollers of inert conveyors.

      “Silence won’t save you,” Evelyn11 warned.

      “She was a mistake,” Charlie25 reiterated. “I turned her loose on Eve Fourteen with instructions to capture your pet human alive.”

      “She’s not a pet,” Evelyn11 insisted. “Eve14 is an invaluable test subject. A pet would imply some minimal degree of affection.”

      Charlie25 grabbed the handrails of the catwalks, coming to an immediate halt. Evelyn11 crashed into the larger robot, unable to catch herself in time. She stumbled backward, only catching hold of a handrail herself to keep from collapsing to the grated floor.

      “Affection?” Charlie25 scoffed. “You love that girl.”

      Evelyn11 shook her head in denial as she regained her footing. “Don’t be silly. I made that mistake once. Never again. She’s a collection of cells; my future human host—at least she was. Now we’ll both be lucky to escape with our lives. I do trust you have a plan.”

      “Of course, I do.”

      As they proceeded through Kanto, Evelyn11 realized they were making a loop.

      “Charles, where are we heading?”

      “Throwing off pursuit. We needed time.”

      Evelyn11 laughed nervously. “Pursuit? How can you…”

      But the answer was obvious. While her transmitters had been disabled, Charlie25 was no doubt in contact with the factory’s security systems. The idea that committee enforcers were that close raced her logic circuits in loops of worry.

      “But… but…” Evelyn11 spluttered as they entered the upload chamber. “This is back where we began.”

      “Get in,” Charlie25 ordered.

      “What?” Evelyn11 backed away from the uploader as he prepped the rig to accept a robot for scan. “No. I’m not getting in that thing. I’m starting to get used to this chassis. Besides, no one even knows who I am in it.”

      “Except for Charlie7,” Charlie25 countered. “You might slip by on Eve and Gemini since human memory is less than 80 percent reliable. But Charlie7’s seen you.”

      “They’ll put two and two together,” Evelyn11 reasoned. She glanced around and assessed her options for escape. But without a tie in to the security feeds, she’d be running blind. “Two inert chassis and two sparkling new ones; it won’t be composing a symphony to figure out who we are.”

      “We won’t be here at all,” Charlie25 said with a hint of a smirk.

      For the first time, Evelyn11 saw a ray of sunlight peek through the gathering storm. She lowered her voice and hunched forward. “You’ve got another hideaway?”

      “Beneath Antarctica. Completely isolated. Fully secure. A small production facility keeps it updated with current model chassis. I’d hoped it would never come to this, but we need a fresh start.”

      A fresh start. Oh, how Evelyn11 desperately wanted that. She was sick of the castoff chassis and the laboratory filled with toys standing in place of modern genetic research equipment.

      “Maybe a holiday is in order,” Evelyn11 mused aloud.

      Charlie25 snorted. “That’s about our only option for the duration of Eve Fourteen’s lifetime. We’re taking the concept of lying low completely subterranean.” He patted the upload table with a quick double-tap of his palm. “No time to waste.”

      Evelyn11 nodded. “Oh, I hate the idea of waking up not knowing whether I’m me or merely a copy.” She edged onto the table.

      Charlie25 wasn’t so gentle, manhandling her into position and exposing the connection points in her skull. Cables plugged into places Evelyn11 hated even admitting she had. No other part of robotic life made her feel so much like a thing as having her mind scanned for upload to a new chassis.

      “See you on the other side,” Charlie25 said with a reassuring smile.

      Everything went dark.
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      Charlie25 unplugged the EMP-wiped chassis from the rig. There hadn’t been time in his plan to even go through the pretense of uploading Evelyn11’s consciousness for possible later use.

      If Charlie25 ever needed her again, an older backup would have to do.

      With a casual heave, he tossed the lighter chassis aside. It skidded to a crumpled tangle of limbs against a wall.

      No time to waste.

      Charlie25 moved brusquely though the lower levels of his own domain. Powering the EMP had already alerted his pursuers to his location. Their transit time back from the false trail would still take long enough for him to complete the series of tasks required.

      On a lonely, forgotten level of Kanto, so old that its floor was the original stone of the Japanese countryside, was a hallway lined with cells. Each door was a full video screen, showing the occupants in real-time, like aquarium exhibits. The chambers were nothing more than a washroom with a bed cantilevered from one wall, with every surface gleaming white.

      Each cell held a single human.

      Each human was one of Charlie24’s old projects, and Charlie25 had rescued them. Plato might have cleared out one research lab of old ‘24’s, but that hadn’t been the only one.

      Gemini’s cell stood empty. There had been no additional specimen to back-fill the prison. There were clones larger and smaller. One had arms replaced with robotics now long-since confiscated. Another had eyes that glowed in the ultraviolet spectrum.

      The one Charlie25 had pre-selected waited at the end of the line of doors. A thin scar circled this human’s scalp like the outline of a bowl haircut. With his penchant for ancient Greek monikers, Charlie24 had named this one Zeus.

      But the scar around Zeus’ head wasn’t from birthing a fully-grown Athena—though that’s the allusion Charlie25 assumed his brother was making. This human possessed a gift unique among his kind: a crystalline matrix brain.

      The door slid open at Charlie25’s transmitted command. Zeus stood impassive in the cell, just as he had in the door’s image.

      “Good morning, Creator,” Zeus said. None of the clones had ever been able to tell him apart from Charlie24.

      Charlie25 stepped aside and motioned for Zeus to exit his cell. “Come with me. Today’s a big day for you.”

      Zeus stepped out of the cell without looking back. “Will I get my memories back today?”

      Charlie25 clapped him on the back. “Only if we act fast. The machine is ready and waiting, but there are people coming to shut us down. They don’t want humans getting their memories back. They’re afraid of you, Zeus.”

      The boy’s eyes narrowed a fraction. “Afraid of me?”

      “Don’t worry. Keep up, and we’ll have your memories back in no time.”

      Charlie25 didn’t have to keep watch behind him. As he tore through the factory depths like a hurricane gale, the sound of Zeus’ footsteps kept pace.

      The uploader couldn’t afford to lose this human lad. Then again, if there had been the slightest chance the boy would lag or trip and hurt himself, Charlie25 never would have chosen him.

      Zeus had lungs like a whale and the heart of a racehorse. But unlike the bloated Plato, Zeus contained his gifts in a compact frame of sleek muscle and proportionate bones.

      The lad’s only true fault lay in that he was a simpleton. Not that he was developmentally stunted or suffered from some mental affliction. He merely suffered from a fiftieth percentile malaise.

      Intellectually, Zeus was average for a pre-invasion human.

      Not for long.

      When they reached the upload chamber, Charlie25 skidded to a halt at the machine. Zeus pulled up short. In three heaves of his chest, the boy’s breath returned to its resting rate.

      “Get on the table,” Charlie25 ordered brusquely, gesturing to the target side.

      Zeus didn’t ask questions. He hopped onto the table of the upload rig and held motionless while Charlie25 attached the dome of probes to his skull.

      “I won’t lie,” Charlie25 said. “This may not be pleasant. But you need to hold still. Understand?”

      “I do.”

      Initial reading from the target probes were good. All data feeds were updating in real time. It was time to start connecting his own brain to the machine.

      The upload rig’s scan table sagged and groaned as Charlie25 climbed aboard. Zeus wouldn’t have heard a thing, but to carefully attuned audio receptors, it was a chorus in need of preventive maintenance work.

      Not that Charlie25 would be using the upload rig ever again.

      A pang of regret snagged in one of his active memory buffers. How many robots had he coaxed through the dread of leaving one body behind and transferring their mind to another?

      I killed every robot I ever worked on, Charlie25 told himself. I became the murderer they demanded of me. ‘13 got to be the god of life, and I was stuck in the underworld.

      How many times had he had to lie to an upload candidate? Whether it was telling RobotX that he’d be the same being on the far side of the rig or uploading RobotY’s mind instead, the result was the same. One dead robot and one of Charlie25’s choosing alive.

      Charlie25 hated the upload rig. He hated every thought-sucking cable and every protocol so rooted in the bones of the system that he couldn’t even update the code himself. Most of all, Charlie25 hated the short-burst EMP that wiped crystal matrices.

      By the time he’d finished, Charlie25 had resigned himself to oblivion.

      “You ready over there?” the uploader called out.

      “Yes, Creator,” Zeus replied. “And thank you, Creator.”

      “Just remember to hold still. Memories incoming.”

      Charlie25 started the upload sequence. As per the unalterable protocol first coded by Charles Truman, the scanned brain had to be inert.

      Everything went dark.
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      Charlie25 awoke in a daze.

      Glaring overhead lights beat down into blinking eyes that watered with the attempt to remain open.

      The uploader tried to sit up, but something clamped to his head was holding him to the table.

      Thoughts that spun in carousel splendor, all color and motion bereft of meaning, slowed and settled into realization.

      “It worked,” Charlie25 breathed. It was real, live, human breath from real, live, human lungs.

      Fingers reacted clumsily at first, but with novocaine effort, the new human was able to unhook the upload interface from his head. Rolling to the side, Charlie25 slumped onto the floor.

      As the disorientation faded, Charlie25 remembered the Sensory Protocol. He’d written it for just this eventuality. Superimposed over the retinal feed from his now-organic eyes, the uploader saw file systems, status reports, and various memory archives.

      The lack of access to an internal computer was troubling, but Charlie25 had transferred enough computational load to his crystal matrix that he could get by.

      Selecting the Sensory Protocol, Charlie25 executed the program.

      For a moment, every neuron connected to the crystalline matrix fired at once. Charlie25 felt the maximum level of heat, cold, touch, and pain all at once. Milliseconds later, all readings dropped to zero, leaving him adrift in sensory deprivation.

      Over the course of thirty seconds, the program calibrated every neural input from tactile sensation to inner ear simulation.

      Standing with a slight wobble, Charlie25 breathed a sigh. “Whoa.”

      There was no time to revel in being alive. The combination of crystalline brain and biological body was his own devising, based on Charlie24’s research. If he wanted to keep that privileged existence for more than the next hour, he had to act.

      Charlie25, the robot, still waited in the upload rig. In another five minutes or so, the rig would wake him up, assuming that the procedure had failed.

      “Zeus… I’m Zeus now…”

      It was going to take some time to convince himself of that. But if Gemini could slough off the dead weight of Evelyn11’s past, then so could he. Only Zeus wasn’t going to be fool enough to give himself away.

      “It was nice being you,” Zeus mumbled as a eulogy for Charlie25.

      With a defiant punch of the touch interface, electromagnetics clacked. The cage over the Version 64.4 chassis’ skull pulled toward the steel cranium. There wasn’t anything like enough magnetic shielding to protect the fragile brain within.

      Charlie25 now existed only in the crystalline mind of the human known as Zeus.

      Prying open an access panel of the upload rig, Zeus removed a cleaning kit. Thin rubber gloves snapped over fleshy hands. A compressed foam applicator sprayed down the target side of the rig. With a microfilament cloth, Zeus wiped away any traces of organic residue.

      A wrench and servo screwdriver helped detach the human cranial interface. Zeus dumped the device into a bag to prevent it from spreading organic contaminants in transit.

      Jogging from the room, Zeus added the tools to the bag. Then he stripped off the rubber gloves and stuffed those inside as well.

      He was ahead of the pack. By his estimate, in less than three minutes, Human Committee searchers would reach the upload chamber. The scene there would puzzle them long enough for Zeus to finish his escape.

      Or rather, to reverse his escape.

      The route to the depths of Kanto passed by a scrap incinerator. Zeus dumped his bag of incriminating evidence along the way, consigning it to plasma disintegration.

      By the time he reached the lowest levels, Zeus had a spring in his step and a song whistling on his lips.

      Human sensation without the frailty of a limited human mind. Evelyn11 had aimed too low in her quest for a better life. This was what every robot secretly wanted. To taste beer, bask in the warmth of sunshine, smell fresh cut grass, and make love like it was the last day on Earth.

      And to do all that while still possessing the intellect of the finest preserved minds humanity had ever created.

      As Zeus reached his cell, he paused to address the door. “Activate program Zeus-01, time delay five seconds, followed by program Zeus-02. Begin.”

      Quickly hopping into the cell, Zeus waited for the door to close and seal him inside. The program was set to self-terminate, self-erase, and—in the one gambit Zeus hoped he wouldn’t regret—delete all Charlie25’s records.

      Time to wait for a rescue.

      As the door slid closed, Zeus resumed whistling “If I Only Had a Brain.”
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      The halls of the hovership looked smaller than before. After the endless factory of Kanto, Eve supposed that everything was going to seem tiny for a while. But as she preceded Nora109 toward her room, an incongruous idea sprang out of her imagination.

      Maybe I’m getting bigger.

      In the literal sense, of course, that wasn’t the case. Eve had reached her adult height. The ever-shifting perspective throughout childhood had ground to a halt. But in the sense that Eve’s understanding of the wider world continued to grow, each nook and cubby tucked away here or there held less significance.

      There were loading docks at Kanto that could swallow the hovership like a raisin.

      Within the hovership itself, Eve was a single blood platelet, traveling the vessel’s arteries.

      And yet… none of that intimidated her any longer. Eve was no longer at the mercy of distant robots making decisions on committees without consulting her—or worse, letting her participate but ignoring her.

      Her door opened. The chamber beyond had hardly changed in Eve’s absence. Of course, it had only been a few days. It would have been stranger if it had been noticeably different. The walls and decor were all still white. The bunk beds were immaculate; sheets and blankets were neatly tucked with pillows fluffed and centered. One of the two computer consoles was occupied.

      Phoebe looked up from her work and offered a tight smile. Eve could sense the genuine feeling behind it, but the smile was forced into place the way a robot must have had to remember to show emotion.

      Eve was past forcing emotions. Rushing through the room, she crushed Phoebe in a hug that threatened to topple the chair and both of them along with it.

      “Oof,” Phoebe grunted. “Difficulty. Breathing.”

      Eve released her grip and settled into a gentler embrace. “Sorry. I’ve just missed you.”

      “I’m glad you’re not dangerous,” Phoebe said. “I mean, aside from potentially asphyxiating constriction, that is.”

      Eve rolled her eyes. “I know. I know. They’d have paired you with Olivia for a roommate, and she talks in her sleep.”

      “No,” Phoebe replied. “I’d have missed you. I mean… I did miss you. But if you hadn’t come back, I’d have missed you even more. I just mean that I’m glad you’re not dangerous because being dangerous wasn’t good for Plato, to the point where you felt the need to rescue him. If you surmised that that situation required unsanctioned remediation, it stood to reason that you would personally find it distasteful as well.”

      Eve nodded. “Pretty much.” Above all, it was so nice talking to someone who truly understood her.

      “Plus, it would have meant that I’d been conscripted into an unsuccessful venture, which would have made my involvement retroactively unwise.”

      Now that Phoebe reminded Eve of her involvement, the elder sister did notice a change in hairstyle. Phoebe’s shortened hair hadn’t gone unattended in Eve’s brief absence. The finger-width locks were dyed a verdant green, and a geometric pattern had been shaved bald to the scalp.

      “Why’s your hair look like a circuit board?” Eve asked. It was polite to notice changes in someone’s appearance, but this time Eve held genuine curiosity for her sister’s odd choice.

      Phoebe giggled. “It’s not a circuit board. It’s a hedge maze. I convinced Holly79 to let me do it as part of art class.”

      The younger girl held still as Eve took hold of her head and inspected the pattern. “There’s no solution,” Eve pointed out. “Not much of a maze. More like a trap.”

      Phoebe beamed. “I know! Holly79 was so proud of me. She said it was a metaphor.”

      Eve furrowed her brow. “A metaphor for what?”

      “It says that I’m a person, not a puzzle to be solved.”

      Nora109 called from the door. “I’ll leave you two to get settled. I have another stop to make.”

      Phoebe waved. “Bye, Nora. Thanks.”

      When the door shut after the chaperone left, Eve gave Phoebe a questioning frown.

      Without even hearing Eve’s question, Phoebe answered. “Because she brought you back. I’ve been asking her on a 2-hour rotating schedule since the news feeds said you were in trouble.”

      Eve didn’t know what to say.

      Here was a girl she’d only met months ago, yet who was as much a part of her as Eve’s own skin. Before Plato had raided Evelyn11’s secret laboratory, if anything had happened to Eve, no one would ever have been the wiser.

      “So when do I get to meet Plato?” Phoebe asked.

      Instead of answering, Eve asked a question of her own. “How do you know what I’m thinking?”

      Phoebe shrugged. “It’s not mind-reading. We’re just genetically identical and were raised in the same controlled environment.”

      “Not identical identical,” Eve countered. “Evelyn11 tinkered with each of us.”

      “DNA-wise, we are,” Phoebe said. “Ever since Eve7, Creator—I mean Evelyn11—stopped changing the genome. Eve6 was a disaster, but Eve7 was the same as you and me.”

      “You’ve been studying the research?”

      Eve wasn’t sure how good an idea it was, delving into the often-gruesome details of their childhoods.

      But Phoebe grinned, not looking the least horrified or mentally scarred by her investigations. “Did you know… that we were adorable little babies?”

      With a laugh that lifted the last remaining worries from her shoulders, Eve grabbed her sister in a hug.
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      Plato navigated the maze beneath Kanto with a sense of wonderment at the sheer scope of the place. It was the Death Star, the Matrix, and every industrial warehouse in every movie ever made, all joined together with people-movers, lifts, and stairs.

      “You people just didn’t know when to stop making this place, huh?” Plato asked ahead to his guide.

      Charlie7 didn’t look back to answer, merely gliding along on those long robotic legs. “You should see the one on Mars. Well, I mean someday, when Mars has an atmosphere or we develop a space program that humans can survive.”

      “Any chance of you telling me what this is all about?” Plato asked as they boarded a lift and headed down. “I mean, don’t get me wrong. I appreciate you sticking your neck out for me.”

      “Don’t flatter yourself. You’re not half the risk they made you out to be.”

      “But I was hoping to see Eve,” Plato finished. “I’m a little sick of no one but robots for company. I was even thinking of finding a way to track down Spartacus when I get Betty-Lou back.”

      Charlie7 glanced over at him as the lift continued its way down through a shaft that seemingly had no bottom. “Your call, kid. But I think you’re going to be busy.”

      “Busy?”

      The lift ride ended at a refugee camp.

      Plato remained behind as Charlie7 stepped onto the supply depot platform that had been converted into temporary shelter for a dozen humans. An even larger number of robots were present, ferrying food and running medical tests. Blankets spread on the floor served as beds, seats, and picnic buffets.

      Stumbling forward in dreamlike detachment, Plato struggled to reconcile the scene. There was an element he was missing, some clue scratching at the backs of his eyeballs from the inside.

      “What’s going on?” Plato whispered to Charlie7, as if his voice would even be noticed amid the tumult of concerned robots and their organic charges.

      Charlie7 strolled among the blanket city like a beachgoer looking for a place to sunbathe. “Think. Do any of these fine young lads look the least bit familiar?”

      Plato studied the faces. There was some common factor that nagged for him to identify. “Kinda. I mean… yeah? They’re all the same clone, right? Is that it?”

      “You dunce,” Charlie7 griped, shaking his head. “They’re all you.”

      “Me?”

      The humans were tiny. Not… Eve sort of tiny. But not a single one among them had Plato’s sheer bulk of muscle and length of bone. But now that Charlie7 pointed out the answer, the similarities were there for the observing.

      Leaning in close, he lowered his voice so none of the mini-Platos could overhear. “Why’re they all so little?”

      In his reply, Charlie7 was less than conspiratorial. “You’re the aberration. At least size-wise. Most of these poor souls have seen as bad as you or worse. You’re the one Charlie24 tried to make into a superhero. Just be glad you’re not the one with gills.”

      Plato’s hand went to his neck. The skin was still tender from where the sedative collar had rubbed. “Gills?”

      Charlie7 pointed. “Pisces.”

      Flanked by two robots in white coats, one of the smaller Platos sat passively while submitting to medical care. There were a series of slits at the side of his neck.

      “We don’t know if they work or not, but no one’s planning to dunk him in the Pacific to find out.”

      “Think he’s freshwater, then?” Plato asked.

      Charlie7 covered his mouth as he chuckled. “Stop that. They’re not supposed to be funny. This is a travesty.”

      They walked among the blanket medical camp as Charlie7 pointed out and occasionally introduced Plato to his brothers.

      Heracles was lean and muscular, but his body was coated in a fine sheen of golden fur. When Plato looked him in the eyes, what he saw were the slit pupils of a feline, not a man.

      Triton’s skin was covered in shimmering scales, but otherwise he seemed fairly normal. Plato’s fish-brother was amiable and had a firm handshake. It was clear that the clone was frightened and bewildered, but he was making the best of it.

      When Plato met Daedalus, he hesitated before offering to shake his brother’s hand. The robotic arms looked every bit capable of crushing human bone, and the bones in Plato’s hand were newly healed. But his fears were unfounded. Daedalus barely gripped the offered hand at all and wouldn’t look Plato in the eye.

      “What’s happened to all these guys?” Plato whispered between visits. “Where’d they come from?”

      Charlie7 leaned close to keep his comments between him and Plato. “We found Evelyn11 and Charlie25 both wiped. It looks like Charlie25 murdered her, then self-terminated. These clones were all held captive below the upload center. Charlie25 took over ‘24’s work, it appeared. Or at least, he took custody of your creator’s experiments.”

      Plato nodded. It made sense why he’d discovered so few of his own brothers among Charlie24’s other hideouts. “That explains the names.”

      “Yeah. Sorry about that,” Charlie7 replied. “Charles Truman had a fondness for Greek mythology.”

      Plato knew that much. He’d looked up his own name on the Earthwide soon after escaping Charlie24’s lab. Ajax had been the name of either a Greek hero of middling fame or a powdery cleaning product. That discovery had been what prompted him to choose a new name for himself.

      Charlie7 introduced Plato to a handful of other variants. It made Plato grateful that he’d been the one to be huge and strong, even if that meant a few creaky joints and muscle aches. Most of his brothers were far worse off and not adjusting well to their first hours of freedom and safety.

      “What’s your deal?” Plato asked the last of his brothers. This one appeared normal enough, not scaly or possessing horns or anything freaky. He sat without robot attendants, eating an apple. From the cores littering the blanket beside him, someone had shown him the proper way to eat one.

      The final brother swapped the apple to his left hand and proffered the right for a handshake. The grip was firm, but not so strong as Plato’s. “Name’s Zeus. I’m the one with tact.”

      “What, are you the control or something?” Plato asked with a narrowed glare.

      Setting down another apple core, Zeus brushed his hair up with his fingers, revealing a thin, pink scar running the circumference of his skull. “Creator uploaded my brain to a crystal, then put the crystal into my head in its place.”

      Plato backed up a step. “You’re a cyborg!”

      Zeus shrugged. “I’m just glad I’m not going to pieces like those poor bastards. No brain chemicals. I mean, I remember what scared is like, but it’s not the same without the spike of adrenaline. Anyway, nice to meet you.”

      Charlie7 pulled Plato aside, and they spoke near the lift. “I know it’s asking a lot. But can you help these brothers of yours? We’re going to be setting them up with someplace to live, proper education, the whole works. But they could use someone to relate to.”

      “Me.” Plato didn’t need to be as smart as Eve to puzzle that one out.

      “You’ve been through it. You got out. If anyone can help guide them through this, it’s you.”

      Plato crossed his arms and took in the sight of the refugee camp. What he saw didn’t provoke pity or disgust; he’d had his daily dose of both already. What simmered deep inside was anger.

      “Yeah. I’ll help. But I’m not cut out to be a babysitter. I wanna help stop this from ever happening again. Humans don’t belong in cages.”

      Charlie7 snickered. “Well, except maybe one.”
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      Gemini sat.

      There wasn’t anything in the room to do but sit. Well, that wasn’t entirely true.

      She could look at things. There were the plain white walls, the plain white carpet, and the plain white furniture. A video screen set into the wall behind a layer of indestructible glass persistently refused Gemini’s verbal commands to activate. Then there was the glass wall, looking out over the Earth and all the places she wasn’t able to go.

      That wall was the worst torture of Gemini’s captivity. Better to be locked away in darkness, able to imagine that the outside world had ceased to exist.

      The door slid open.

      Gemini made a break for it, but the robot who came through made a lightning-quick dip of her shoulder and scooped Gemini up by the waist.

      “None of that, now,” Nora109 scolded in that schoolmarm voice of hers.

      Despite her struggles, Gemini found herself deposited on the edge of the room’s bed. Nora109 continued onward to the coffee table in front of the couch where she set down a briefcase.

      “What’s in that?” Gemini asked warily.

      While imprisonment had seemed a given, due to the crimes of her robotic forbearer, it had never seemed like enough. Sooner or later, there would be interrogations, experiments… some form of actual punishment. That case probably contained medical equipment. Maybe it was to be pain-inducing implants.

      Irony would have seen Nora109 bring in rods saved from the surgery that removed them from Eve Fourteen’s skull. Gemini wasn’t looking forward to what could follow from there. She’d seen how easily those rods could be made to resonate. She knew the data that could be gleaned. The Human Committee could interrogate her and know whether she was lying, punishing her mercilessly for even the slightest falsehood.

      Gemini held her breath as Nora109 opened the case.

      “We thought you might be getting bored,” Nora109 explained.

      A few caveman-grade wooden tools lay atop an array of plastic-wrapped gray bricks.

      Sometimes a scent could trigger memories so old they might otherwise have faded. Visual memory expires in due course of decades. Evelyn Mengele was seventy-two when she had been scanned by Project Transhuman. Her own childhood was the faded inscription on a plaque handled by too many fingers over the years.

      But the scent of modeling clay came rushing back to little Lyn, four years old and rolling snakes on the kitchen table while watching Blue’s Clues with her mother.

      Gemini picked up one of the bricks. It had the appropriate heft, and her fingers made depressions in the surface. “You can’t be serious.”

      Nora109 put on a wide, warm smile, but those robot eyes couldn’t sell it. “You’re human now. Maybe you have a creative side. Let those chemical-soaked emotions flow.” The patronizing robot spread her arms like a circus ringleader.

      Gemini held the clay brick out at arm’s length and dropped it to the floor. There was no satisfying crash or shatter, no piece to go flying, nothing ruined. She suspected that was the point of Nora109’s gift. Instead, the clay merely thudded on the carpet. The clear plastic wrapper rustled softly.

      Nora109 gestured to an outline on the wall. “Your meals will come through there. If you require medical attention, we are monitoring your vital signs via thermal imaging and external cameras. Anything more invasive would require sign-off, per Human Committee directive 604.8.112.”

      Gemini raised a skeptical brow. “You require a consent waiver? I’m a prisoner.”

      “Per directive 604.8.112, you’re human and entitled not to be subjected to unwanted medical procedures. You can thank Eve for that. But… you’re going to be lonely. You might even view certain benign medical examinations as preferable to complete isolation.”

      “Aha!” Gemini exclaimed, aiming a gotcha finger at Nora109’s smug face. “It’s solitary confinement you plan to use on me. Starve me for companionship until I’ll spill all my secrets just for the sake of hearing a voice besides my own.”

      “No,” Nora109 said with a sigh. “We aren’t mandating isolation for you. Any of the Eves can come visit you whenever they like, for any reason whatsoever. Any robot on Earth or visiting from beyond is welcome to walk right in and have a supervised visit for as long as they wish. Personally, I’ll be glad for my duty here to wrap up so I don’t ever have to come back.”

      A cold chill ran through Gemini’s spine as Nora109’s implication sank in.

      As Nora109 headed for the door, Gemini clutched her coat sleeve to prevent being left all alone for possibly the rest of her life. “Don’t go! Or send someone. Anyone.”

      The former head of the Sanctuary for Scientific Sins paused at the door, still closed and sealing them both in. From a pocket she withdrew an impact syringe. “You can either go sit on the far side of the room while this door is open, or I sedate you, and you wake up dizzy and nauseated and equally not outside this room. The choice is yours.”

      Gemini looked up with pleading eyes. Nora109 was five centimeters the shorter of the two, but the human prisoner was on her knees.

      When Nora109 raised the impact syringe, needle catching the overhead lights with an evil glint, Gemini retreated. Scrambling away on hands and knees, she at least wanted a final glimpse out the door as Nora109 departed.

      Dragging herself onto the couch, Gemini stared into the case of clay. Taking up a dull wooden scalpel, she jabbed a hole in the plastic wrapper of one of the gray bricks.

      With eyes filled with self-pitying tears, Gemini began rolling out a clay snake.
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      Eve marched through the committee chamber with false bravado. The butterflies in her stomach had been swept up in a cyclone, along with fireflies, mailboxes, and stray fence pickets. But appearances mattered, and Eve had worked hard to cultivate the look of someone self-assured, poised, and in charge.

      Platform boots gave Eve the illusion of height without the ungainliness or stray sexualization associated with high heels. A slick black trench coat obscured her build and masked the line of the boots. A turtleneck and slacks, also in black to reduce contrast and distractions, rounded out the ensemble.

      Eve’s hair had gone from finger width to hand width in length. It hung flat and straight if left to its own whims. Eve slicked it back against her scalp with cationic polymer gel to prevent it from moving or getting in the way.

      If any of the robots waiting for her to start the meeting had any comments about Eve’s change in appearance, they kept them to themselves.

      Eve turned with a flourish and gathered the stray fabric of the trench coat beneath her as she sat. It was a maneuver she’d spent hours practicing in front of the mirror.

      Hers was the head seat at the table. This was the first meeting of the newly rededicated Human Welfare Committee. Eve Fourteen was the founding chairwoman.

      “Let’s begin the meeting,” Eve announced, dispensing with some of the more hidebound conventions of committee culture. “I trust you’ve all had a chance to review today’s agenda.”

      Eve brought up a copy of her own. The final bit of her ensemble was a piece of technology she’d been working on to level the playing field with her robotic contemporaries. Though they looked like a pair of darkened lab safety glasses, the twin globes that obscured her eyes were computer displays.

      While Eve couldn’t process data with the speed or breadth of any of the other committee members, that didn’t mean she had to stare down at the conference table to keep an eye on her agenda.

      Thin fiber wires ran behind her ears and under her turtleneck to a processor at the back of her belt. Eye movements and gestures from a pair of fingerless black gloves provided all the interface she required, and she was getting faster with it by the day.

      “Our first order of business is going to be hashing out protections for human rights. Robotic rights include privacy, committee membership, resource sharing, and habitat claims.”

      Jennifer81 spoke up. Though Eve would have preferred her not to be a member of the committee at all, the former chair of the defunct Human Committee was appointed nonetheless. “While I agree in principle, to-date, all the humans discovered are either mentally unfit for self-care or are minors.”

      “Pre-invasion precedent,” Eve countered instantly. She’d anticipated that line of reasoning—with a little coaching help—and been ready with a counter. “We should no more be bound by those old legal codes than we should by monetary policy or guidelines on network bandwidth allocation.”

      There were chuckles around the room. Charlie7’s advice to liken age-of-majority laws to restrictions on network communication—a joke in an age of nigh-unlimited communication breadth—had gone over just as he’d anticipated.

      “Those laws,” Eve continued. “Were bell-curve targeted. Safely post-pubescent. Young enough to populate military training programs. What we’ve got now are cherry-picked genomes. My own presence on this committee demonstrates the antiquated nature of age-dependent permissions. And by that measure, age-withheld privileges are outmoded as well.”

      “That’s all well and good now,” Ashley390 argued. “But what about the future? We can’t expect every sixteen-year-old to be capable of getting by on her own.”

      Eve spread her hands, inadvertently sending her agenda spiraling out of view. “What? Do we not have the resources to objectively assess life skills and maturity of the entire human population? There are still fewer than fifty known, and most have already been thoroughly vetted.”

      “But what criteria should we use?” Eddie51 asked. It was a careful, neutral question, neither committing to Eve’s side nor opposing her.

      Looking for allies and enemies at every turn was an odd perspective to take, but everyone from Nora109 to Toby22 agreed that it was a fact of committee life.

      This was on the agenda, but Eve went through the motions of presenting it anyway. “This committee can be the arbiter. I don’t think that for the time being, it’s too difficult a task that we review individual petitions for every human.”

      “How many humans are we talking about?” Jennifer81 asked. “We can’t just turn you all loose in the wild. You need education, supervision… protection.”

      “The list for vote today includes: myself, Phoebe, Olivia, Plato, Triton, and Zeus.”

      Eve sat back and let the robots process the names. Her heart pounded. A quick switch to metabolic status in her goggles showed a cardiac rate of eighty beats per minute, nearly double her resting rate.

      Across the table Toby22 spoke up. His inclusion on the committee was one of Eve’s greatest coups. No one invited Tobies to a committee. “I say we just take a summary vote on all six of them.”

      Jennifer81 raised a finger. “I object. Take out Plato’s name, and I’ll vote on the other five. Lumping that one in with the rest I believe unfairly biases the vote in favor of letting an admitted killer loose with full privacy privileges.”

      Eve clenched her jaw. “Motion to approve full robotic equivalent rights for Eve, Phoebe, Olivia, Triton, and Zeus?”

      The list passed unanimously.

      Behind the privacy of her goggles, Eve shut her eyes in relief. Now for the hard part.

      “Motion to approve full robotic equivalent rights for Plato?”

      There was a chorus of “ayes.” Eve’s goggles displayed a count. It was two more than the minimum to carry the motion.

      “Opposed?”

      The remainder chimed in with “nay” votes. No member abstained.

      “Motion carries,” Eve announced. While it wasn’t the victory she’d hoped for, with a clear mandate from the committee, it was enough.

      Janet9 chimed in out of order. “I’m looking forward to branching into human research. As the foremost expert in legitimate primate research, I think I should like to come out at the fore of human innovation. I’d like to motion that we open sanctioned human cloning to ethical geneticists.”

      Eve had known this was coming. In truth, she had expected to feel conflicted over it. But deep down, she knew that the best thing for future clones would be proper regulation and protection. “Fine. But I think that beyond the terms of the research itself, we need to lay groundwork for raising the resulting humans. I think no embryo should be brought to term without a dedicated parent or preferable parent pair willing to act as dedicated guardian and mentor until this committee deems the child fit to function independently.”

      “That’s a lot to ask of a researcher,” Janet9 countered.

      “You don’t have to raise them all yourself,” Eve argued. “You just need to ensure a home for every life you create. You’re not cloning pigeons and mackerel. Humans can’t just be released into the wild as soon as they can feed themselves. But I have a suspicion that if that malfunctioning old hag Evelyn11 could fall victim to maternal instincts, most of you are going to want to keep the children you create.”

      No one ventured to bet against Eve’s prediction.

      “Now…”

      Eve launched into her agenda for the day.

      No eugenic breeding programs.

      Yes, more samples should be introduced to the gene pool from the genomic archives.

      Yes, all geneticists working on human cloning would be required to undergo inspections by Human Welfare Committee members, including the chairwoman.

      No, there wouldn’t be any restrictions on procreation among consenting humans.

      No, there would be no tinkering with human “improvements” of the sort Charlie24 had attempted.

      “What happens when these regulations drive research underground?” Eddie51 asked offhandedly after Eve concluded the twelfth vote on individual regulatory programs. “I mean, anyone who wants a leg up on the competition just has to sidestep committee rules. I imagine there’s a five-to-one advantage in research time for anyone operating black-hat out there.”

      Eve used her interface to send a quick transmission. She hoped the smirk she felt in her heart wasn’t leaking onto her face. “That’s why I’m chartering the Human Protection Agency.”

      The lift door opened at the far end of the chamber.

      Out stepped Charlie7, decked out in a brown trench coat and fedora. Dangling casually from one hand like a toy gun was a sleeker, higher quality EMP rifle than the ones Plato and Gemini had used.

      The eldest robot sauntered into the committee chamber with all eyes fixed on him.

      “Charlie7 has graciously volunteered to come out of retirement to head the agency. The Human Welfare Committee will oversee Charlie7 in this endeavor. However, while the committee will look into registered geneticists for maintaining the highest standards, Charlie7 will be uncovering the infamous human-upload cabal and any other individual or group using humans as tools, test animals, or lab experiments.”

      Charlie7 swung the EMP rifle up onto one shoulder, just in case anyone in the room might have missed the implications. “Just here to help out. No one holds humanity’s best interests more dearly to heart than me.”

      Jennifer81 was the first to object. “I’m not sure we should be sanctioning the violation of Privacy Committee edicts.”

      “Already taken care of,” Charlie7 said with a chuckle. “Arthur19 and I had a quick chat, and he pushed through an exemption for me.”

      “All in favor of appointing Charlie7 head of the Human Protection Agency—charter viewable in the attachment I’m sending now?” Eve announced.

      A few “ayes” bounced around the table. Eve’s eyepiece kept a running tally. It wasn’t the unanimity of the vote she’d hoped for, nor the swift consensus of a solid majority. But a majority built up as reluctant robots decided to play along.

      The “nays” came up short.

      “It’s a tall task for any one robot,” Eddie51 pointed out. “Maybe we should look into having Charlie13 mix some investigator archetypes. Maybe a… James, Fred, Dale mix, or a Holly, Cindy, Elizabeth.”

      “Oh, don’t worry,” Charlie7 said. “I’ve got some volunteers already lined up.”

      Eve suppressed a giggle of anticipation.

      The lift doors opened, and two humans stepped out.

      Neither was armed, but both were dressed in matching trench coats and hats to Charlie7. One was as tall as the robot in the Version 70.2 chassis and wider through the shoulders. The other was slim, proportioned like an anatomy diagram, and—Eve was forced to admit—dashingly handsome.

      Charlie7 stepped aside and swept a hand toward the pair. One lumbered with the servo-motor whir of a cybernetic exoskeleton beneath his clothes, taking the load off overwrought joints. The other followed with the self-assured swagger of a movie detective.

      The head of the Human Protection Agency raised his voice for a formal announcement. “Allow me to introduce my two deputies: Plato and Zeus.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      This title gave me the creeps a little. That’s when I knew I had to call book 2 Brain Recyclers. One of the gaping holes that was left in a society of digital minds was obviously how can you have so many robots but no backup copies? The final scene of Extinction Reversed shows the answer: they kind of do.

      As with any story about AI, there is always some way in which the technology can go haywire. One of the ways is the proliferation of minds. There’s a reason that no mix is ever re-used. The robots prize their individuality. Being copied is both an invasion of privacy and a form of identity theft. I wanted to explore the criminal subculture of robots who risk duplication by keeping backup copies for emergencies; then I had one of them find out what it felt like to be copied.

      Brain Recyclers was a transitional story, too. In Extinction Reversed, I’d toyed with the idea of Eve being the protagonist. But Charlie7 was the one who knew the world, who had the drive, ambition, and skills to be the hero the story needed. Eve needed to grow, and until that growth turned her into a human capable of functioning in robotic society, she just wasn’t ready to take on the sort of challenges she’d face and prevail (without making my ultra-competent, experienced, and intelligent robots look like idiots). By book 2, though, I was ready for Eve to break free from her secondary role, plant her feet under her, and take control of her life.

      Eve’s role in Brain Recyclers was to teach the robots of Earth that the humans they discovered weren’t mere intelligent zoo animals. They were going to come complete with dreams, ambitions, and desires beyond merely being nurtured and protected. While the robots tried to draw on the past for guidance, Eve and her sisters had no preconceived notions.

      An unintended consequence of Eve’s place among the new generation of humans brought a smile to my face when I realized it. Those next humans are going to be born into a world where girls are better at math and science and where a woman is the leader of humankind. Plato (and his brothers) will end up being viewed as brutish, less intelligent, and emotionally unstable. I never planned it that way, but it flowed naturally from the circumstances of the characters.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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.
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