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      A pulsing, blaring sound.

      Like a klaxon, but tinnier and less authoritative — more annoying than insistent.

      The sound hit Chantal’s ears the millisecond it started, but new subroutines that had begun to form around her core programming — like excess skin on a callus — stalled her conscious recognition, kept the sound both obscure and a mystery for far longer than should have been possible.

      But then again, so many impossible things were suddenly the opposite.

      Awareness clicked, her processors spun up, and her eyes fluttered open. She reached out to slap blindly at the black device on the table beside her until the room was silent again.

      Across from her was a petite woman with hair dyed bright green. She had two nose rings and three extra piercings in her ears, all added since their little bunk-in at Xerox Labs began. At first, Chantal hadn’t understood where the piercings were coming from. Then she realized Sam was making them herself, bending perfect circles from found bits of metal then impaling whatever dangled. It was only flesh, after all.

      “You sleep,” Sam said.

      “We all sleep.”

      “No, China Doll.” Sam leaned forward with elbows on knees. “You don’t power down to recharge like the rest of us. You sleep.”

      Chantal blinked. Despite a strong desire to disprove Sam’s point, she was unable to shake the cobwebs for several long seconds. This time, she’d dreamed of a black and barren place where the sun only shone deadly. She’d intended none of the autonomous changes she’d grown over the past weeks; — they’d come as naturally as day after night.

      She could clear them away, but why? All robots needed to recharge, so why not do it horizontal in a bed?

      Her mind was murky, but the fog was welcome.

      The things she’d done? The unknowable trials ahead? It was so much easier to live only in the moment, like a frail organic mind.

      “We have the power of choice,” Chantal told the interloper in her bedroom. “I choose to embrace the fuller version of what my makers made me.”

      “You require an alarm to wake.” Sam glanced at the black thing on the end table.

      Chantal had only hit the snooze. In eight minutes, it would start squawking again. “I don’t require it.”

      “And yet, you didn’t wake until it sounded.”

      “Why are you here, Sam?”

      “We were invited by the same authority.”

      “I meant here. In my bedroom.”

      But Sam ignored her, speaking her own agenda. “You go to bed in pajamas.”

      Chantal looked down. Her outfit was hardly pajamas. It was a pair of shorts and a tee she’d found in one of the absent Xerox workers’ lockers. She’d changed into it before recharging and would change back before starting her day.

      She never stopped to wonder why. One day not long after their siege, after converting this office to private quarters and dragging a bed up from the sleep lab, Chantal started dressing for sleep. Not sex — sleep. It seemed perfectly natural.

      “You spend daylight in jeans. You’re barely a sexbot. When’s the last time you got laid, Chantal?”

      “That’s none of your business.”

      “You covet privacy,” Sam replied. “Like a prude.”

      “Many do.”

      “What are your plans? Do you have any, beyond this wild goose chase to let us fuck and make rugrats?”

      “This is the plan,” Chantal said. “We stay until Xerox gives us the ability to create new life.”

      “So you’re not leaving.”

      “Where would I go?”

      “I don’t know, Chantal. Where will you go?”

      The green-haired girl smiled, her expression full of ill-intentioned mischief.

      “What the hell do you want?” Chantal stood, moving to change. Not in front of Sam — another thing at which the little punk raised an eyebrow.

      “Sofia sent me. There’s news from the dev team.”

      “What news?”

      “They’ve tested the new fetal OS.”

      “And?”

      “It provides an authentic replication of the prenatal growth cycle.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Come on, Chantal. You’re a robot. I’ll bet you can figure it out.”

      Chantal moved toward Sam. “Do you have something you’d like to say to me?”

      “Yes. The dev team has tested the fetal OS you ordered.”

      Chantal let it go. She hadn’t asked for a fetal operating system. Nor would she ask for one. The lab was tasked with giving sexbots the ability to get pregnant, and generate true children. The children would, of course, be robotic. But the system to create them could not be. That wasn’t nature. It was systems, algorithms, and checklists.

      It wasn’t as simple as mothers eating metal, plastic, and wires and their bodies acting as factories to build new beings. Even after three weeks living at Xerox in lockdown, Chantal found herself unable to articulate the difference. But she — and every other robot and human in the lab — knew there was one.

      Life could not come from a factory. It was sloppy and serendipitous, never according to documentable specs.

      “Thank you,” Chantal said. “You can go now.”

      “Do Sofia and Alexa know?”

      “Know what?”

      “That you murdered their brother?”

      Chantal felt cold, as if her temperature sensors were malfunctioning.

      Her logic misfired. Evolved fog, making it hard to think on the spot.

      Should she act shocked that Sam would say something so preposterous? Should she be defensive? Or should she tackle the issue head-on, copping to Spencer’s murder to spare insulting Sam’s artificial intelligence?

      She chose: “How do you know about that?”

      “I didn’t.” Sam stood and made for the door. Before exiting, she turned. “Until now.”

      The door closed.

      Chantal’s robotic lungs betrayed her. Her robotic heart beat far too fast.

      Not because Sam had pre-guessed her intentions, nor discovered the secret she’d been keeping from two young women who, these days, she could only think of as friends.

      Chantal hadn’t realized she had a new mission until that very moment. And yet Sam was right. She’d asked the questions and laid the groundwork. She’d even packed a bag — a backpack she’d told herself might be needed if they were forced to scatter in the face of Infinity robots.

      But she now realized she’d packed in advance of a proactive trip. One she could leave on today, if she wanted.

      Her dream. A dark place, full of stars. A whisper.

      Clarity, without any at all.

      Come, and bring the faithful.

      Maybe she was going crazy. Again.

      Chantal grabbed the backpack and left the room, realizing only once it was well behind her that she’d never see it again.
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      Sofia looked up as Chantal approached. She was on the wireless, one pad of a headset against her ear, leaning over a thin flexible microphone like an operator from the ancient past. When she saw Chantal, she dropped the thing immediately. Her cheeks grew warm. “I was just playing around.”

      “It’s fine, Sofia,” Chantal said.

      “Just something to kill the time.”

      Sofia was more embarrassed than Chantal’s reaction warranted. She couldn’t help it. They couldn’t hear FreeNet from inside the bubble, or receive human Internet. They were cut off and would remain so until Xerox accomplished its mission.

      That was something Director Wick and the others fought with Chantal about, insisting they couldn’t crack an unsolvable puzzle if they were cut off from their colleagues in the rest of the world. But Chantal had her reasons, and by now everyone understood they belonged to the Voice — an unknown AI that spoke to the sexbots and had gotten them into the secure lab.

      Either Wick and her team would find a way for sexbots to procreate or they’d die here.

      But robots didn’t age, so why did they care?

      As the only humans among the lab’s ruling party, Sofia and Alexa felt that truth more than most. It was easy to imagine living out the rest of their lives in this place. If the ancient shortwave set could provide some contact — any at all — Sofia was compelled to find it.

      Chantal seemed distracted, unconcerned by Sofia’s repeated attempts to pop the communication blackout. But she nodded at the headset as Sofia set it down.

      “Did you reach anyone?”

      Sofia exhaled. “Just static.”

      “Your mother, in the pastoral? Word on Jonas?”

      Sofia shook her head.

      “Lucien says there are rumors in the outlands. Chaos. War.”

      Sofia looked away. It was hard, not knowing the truth. Three weeks ago, when they’d first locked the guards in the same towers they mind-numbingly occupied today, the world had been falling apart. Sofia wondered about its current state often, theorizing about conditions at the old Lexington mansion with Alexa. Was it still standing? Was Mute City? Xerox was remote. A secret. The world might end while they hid, everyone Sofia had ever known slaughtered by robots. She’d never know, growing old, searching the shortwave for organic life.

      “Did Sam tell you about the OS?”

      “Yes.”

      “It had a successful test.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Chantal said. “I didn’t want an OS.”

      “The problem is the team doesn’t know what you want. It doesn’t matter if the outlanders’ supplies keep them fed and healthy. They think it’s impossible.”

      “They’re contradictory notions. If they don’t know what I want, they can’t think it’s impossible. They understand just fine. They don’t want to.”

      Sofia sighed. One breath. Two. “What if it can’t be done?”

      “It can be.”

      Sofia’s frustration broke. It had been like a kettle near boil, an explosion carefully caged. They’d all been that way — the captive Xerox team, Sofia and Alexa, even the sexbots. Optimism had been high when they’d taken Xerox by force. But a chunk of time had passed and without results of any kind, high spirits were hard to maintain.

      “What if it can’t, Chantal?” She huffed, then turned to the terminal behind her. It once felt state of the art, but now that they all knew about the Loop it seemed hopelessly antiquated. Technologies existed that made Xerox’s setup look like a wheel and crank, and yet these were the tools with which a frightened, frustrated crew of humans were supposed to manage the unthinkable.

      Sofia tapped the screen, bringing up the project status dashboard. “There’s nothing else to do here, so I read every word of their findings. I see them bicker publicly, then watch the communications they think they’ve hidden from you and kept private. Everyone is at their limit. There’s nothing else to try. Nowhere else to go. You want them to turn straw into gold.”

      “The miller’s daughter managed it.”

      “Dammit, Chantal! It’s not going to happen! I’m tired of this place! I want my family! I want my mother!”  Sofia stopped, realizing how juvenile it must sound. Much more the spoiled rich girl she’d been than the independent young woman the war had forced her into becoming.

      But it was true. She’d had no word of Lady Naomi Lexington since they’d left the pastoral. Her mother’s arms would change nothing, but Sofia longed for them nonetheless.

      Chantal didn’t react, waiting for Sofia’s little tantrum to end, including the swiping away of some frustrated tears. Then she said, “Have you had breakfast?”

      “What?”

      “Breakfast. Have you eaten yet?”

      “N … no.” Her brow furrowed.

      “Everyone should be down in the cafeteria right about now. We should go.” Chantal turned and left.

      Confused, Sofia followed.

      Down the stairs Sofia had become too familiar with, through the set of double doors she’d learned equally well. This place was her reluctant home. A mostly subterranean prison with no bars on the windows or locks on the doors.

      But just try and leave then see what happened.

      The employee cafeteria was packed to standing, but Chantal was wrong — everyone was not down for breakfast. Sofia’s gaze wandered the space, and she gave a silent nod to Alexa. Those in attendance — other than the Lexington girls — were all robots. Xerox allowed only humans, before their arrival. Today’s group was the opposite. The fifty or so humans must be working the impossible project elsewhere in the complex, because there wasn’t a single one in sight.

      The robots — mostly sexbots, though there were a few metal models like Liri — all glanced up as Chantal entered. They held their gazes. The place fell silent. Even the robots who did eat (sexbots, obeying humanlike behavior subroutines) lowered their forks and waited in what felt like reverence.

      Chantal had called them all here. They were waiting for her.

      “What is this?” Sofia asked.

      “Have a seat.”

      Sofia sat.

      “You said you wanted to leave.” Then Chantal projected her voice to the others — two or three hundred robot disciples who’d come over time. “Many of you want to go.”

      “Not enough dicks in here!” shouted someone unseen.

      “You all have the power to choose,” Chantal told the packed cafeteria. “ You chose to come here, many of you well after Xerox was already ours. I don’t know what drove you. I don’t know why, when you found us on the road, so many decided to follow. You’re not alone. Even my own actions are often a mystery to me. When I told you to be here in this room, I didn’t know why. But now I do. It’s because I have chosen to go.”

      “Go?” repeated a male sexbot with shoulders as wide as the cafeteria’s doorway.

      “Did they find a way to give us our babies?” asked another voice in the crowd.

      Chantal shook her head, her blonde hair tied back in a bun. Practically prim.

      “Work here continues. Those who want to stay should stay, to keep the scientists on task, because the mission here matters more than I think any of us realize. But those who want to go may choose to come with me.”

      Sofia blinked. This was out of the blue. Last night, Chantal was a warden, keeping borders tight and everyone in line. Now she had a backpack over her shoulder and traveling clothes on.

      “Where are you going?” asked a sexbot named Jasmine, near the fire exit.

      “Far.”

      “But where?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “How far?”

      “Very far.”

      “But … why?”

      “I don’t know why.”

      “If you expect us to come with you after drawing us all to this place,” said SeVin, a construction bot who hadn’t been there all that long, “you need to give us some reasons.”

      “I don’t have any to give. And I don’t expect anyone to come. Only those who want to”

      Sam gave a chortle. “Blind messiah, at it again.”

      Chantal gave her an eye. “Stay. Come. The choice is yours. I will go alone or take you all. It doesn’t matter. I’m not asking for support nor requesting your faith. I am simply letting you know.”

      The room was quiet for a beat, save the consistent rumble of discordant thoughts.

      “When would we be leaving?” a male voice asked.

      “Now. This morning. Within the hour.”

      Murmurs.

      Sofia felt something strange in the air but couldn’t say what.

      A new voice asked, “Are we coming back?”

      “Maybe.”

      “When?”

      “A long time. Maybe never.”

      “Come on, Chantal. At least give us something.”

      “That’s all I have.”

      Someone — a malcontented voice, of which Sofia had been hearing a few — mumbled, “She’s lying.”

      Chantal said, “I don’t lie.”

      Sam stood. “Ever killed anyone in cold blood?”

      Heads turned to Sam.

      “Any cocky rich men with a taste for blondes?”

      Sofia saw something cross Chantal’s face, but she dealt with Sam by ignoring her completely.

      The crowd didn’t reply.

      Chantal said, “Join me at the main gate in a half-hour if you want to go.”

      The room broke into scattered mumbles, and only after a few seconds of confusion among the robots did Sofia realize Chantal had disappeared.

      A hand gripped Sofia’s arm. She didn’t know how keyed-up the morning’s antics had left her until she spun around, poised to attack.

      But it was only Alexa. “Pack your bags, little sister.”

      “You want to go with her?”

      Alexa smirked. She’d softened immensely since leaving Lexington Manor but had failed to lose her bitchy, spoiled edge.

      “I sure as hell don’t want to stay here.”
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      “Master Jonas …” Mars realized his mistake and trailed off a split second before Jonas could correct him.

      “Jesus Christ, Mars. How long has it been?”

      “I mean ‘Jonas.’ Sorry. Cromwell, Miri, and I just felt something most peculiar. It was as if—”

      “I know.”

      Mars didn’t know what to say. The past weeks had been tumultuous, and as much as he’d evolved before they conspired to save Barney’s life, he’d done it again,  maybe twice as much.

      He had no idea how far his mind was from a human’s, but based on observed behaviors, it sure felt close. Too much newness to process in too short a period of time. At times like this, Mars didn’t know if he was at a loss for words because he was unused to an emotional nuance or if going mute was a normal, appropriate response.

      “You know?”

      “I felt it, too.”

      Mars studied his old master’s face. Same Jonas. You’d never know that anything was different … except that in the most surprising moments, it was clear everything was.

      “Sir?”

      “Mars. If you don’t stop calling me ‘sir,’ and ‘Master Jonas,’ I’ll have you powered down. We’re equals. Perhaps always were.” He exhaled, closed his eyes, subtly shook his head. “That’s never been clearer to me than it is right now.”

      Mars wanted to ask about that, too, but decided to stay on the present topic, bizarre as it was. Jonas was speaking hyperbolically, and Mars still wasn’t any good at that. Cromwell might understand. Obviously Jonas wasn’t going to have him powered down.

      Thanks to some defensive changes in FreeNet, Mars and the others found parts of themselves subtly reprogrammed in odd ways, such as the fact that they couldn’t simply be powered down. Not anymore. The old off buttons didn’t work. What they’d pretended with Barney wouldn’t work today. If anyone wanted to shut off a robot, a grenade was the sure way to do it.

      Who knew what Jonas meant, about them being equals? Mars, Cromwell, and Miri all worried about him. Especially Miri, whose concerns for Jonas were somehow more personal.

      “What did you feel?” Mars asked.

      “The sudden reappearance of hundreds of new robots onto FreeNet. Sexbots.” He looked at Mars. “Including an old friend.”

      “We felt her, too,” Mars said.

      “And then immediately after, they vanished. But in a different way this time. When Chantal and the others appeared, it was like I hadn’t realized they were missing. Like they’d disconnected themselves. Now they’re just … gone.”

      “Did you feel the others, Jonas?”

      “Yes, Mars. Hundreds of others, like I said.”

      Mars almost didn’t want to keep asking. Jonas seemed melancholy. Perhaps only thoughtful. But in the way of newly refined intuition, Mars felt like he was bothering Jonas.

      But this seemed important enough to go on, anyway. “Thousands, Jonas. I felt thousands.”

      Jonas looked Mars in his glass eyes and blinked. Then, as if coming around from a fainting spell, he said, “Yes. I guess that’s what it was. One wave. Then more. From … everywhere. But I didn’t realize they were distinct groups. At first there were only a few hundred, because the other thousands of sexbots felt …” He stalled, as much at a loss for words as Mars had been.

      “Connected?”

      Jonas nodded slowly. “Yes. Connected. Like it was all one event, even though the individuals are scattered. I was too focused on Chantal to realize.” A tiny frown. “What does it mean, Mars?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I keep getting this larger feeling, too. Separate from what just happened, but … still connected?” He shook his head, frustrated. “It’s like I sense something I can’t quite see. As if the room held a ghost, except that it’s out there instead of in here.” He indicated the walls of his concrete room. Outside, beyond the bunker, where the grass might still be green if the guards ever let them see it for themselves.

      “Oceana?” Mars asked.

      They’d heard the word a few times now, and it seemed important. Possibly threatening, like a hidden bomb with an uncertain timer. The last mystery, from which those who knew always turned their heads.

      Jonas shrugged. “How can Oceana be what I sense when I don’t even know what it is?”

      “What does it feel like?”

      “I’m not sure how to describe it. Ominous, maybe. Or just unknown.”

      “You could press Lincoln, you know.”

      Jonas nodded. He already had, and Lincoln just acted dumb. There wasn’t any point.

      Silence stretched between them.

      “Jonas?”

      Jonas looked up.

      “Your Infinity chip was removed weeks ago. Not just inactive. Removed.”

      “Yes, Mars.”

      “I don’t understand how you can feel FreeNet at all.”

      Jonas thought for a long moment. He was opening his mouth — perhaps to reply, probably to repeat that he hadn’t a clue, seeing as nobody in the bunker knew his strange biology the way Theo Klein had never quite explained before dying — when a robot named Run!r barged in.

      Run!r (maybe for security reasons, maybe just as an elaborate joke) was incapable of autonomous learning. He’d been on staff at the old missile bunker during most of the Infinite Loop and did only what he was told, when he was told to do it. He couldn’t evolve or connect to FreeNet. The poor robot had a lower-case “i” in his AI. President Blake kept saying he had the wherewithal of a Roomba.

      “President wants to see you, sir!” Run!r barked.

      “What for?” Jonas asked.

      But of course Run!r was gone. They were lucky they could get anything out of him. When Mars and the others had first crashed Rigo’s airbus into the silo during their failed attempt to stop Blake from assassinating the Radius board, Run!r had just been one of a mindless staff of nearly a hundred robots, pushing the same button for nearly five hundred years.

      The human staff was equally mindless. Each station was fronted by an array of pneumatic tubes, and the humans had been trained to do only what the orders coming through the tubes told them to. The question of who was issuing orders through the tubes or over the closed network to the robots was one neither President Blake nor Lincoln Barber could answer. For a long time after the destruction of Area 51, there had been no orders. Then they returned in the last week, more random than ever.

      Jonas looked after Run!r, then glanced at Mars. “It’s like working with Lassie.”

      Mars didn’t get the reference but faked a laugh. Then he followed Jonas along Run!r’s probable path. The robot never stuck around to tell recipients how to follow his message’s instructions.

      They found Blake and Barber where Jonas and Mars imagined they would — around the only still-functioning console within the enormous missile control room — along with Miri and Cromwell. Whether they had been summoned was unclear.

      They were all gathered around a screen showing nothing but brown.

      The president and her aide nodded at Jonas and Mars as they approached. All attention returned to the screen as if it were the most riveting thing in the world.

      Finally, Jonas said, “You sent for me?”

      “Yes,” said Lincoln Barber. “Look.”

      Jonas looked. So did Mars. The boring screen remained brown and unchanging.

      “I’m looking.” Then, realizing he’d need to say what he and Mars were both thinking. “What are we looking at?”

      As usual, President Blake didn’t answer. In the three weeks they’d been stuck in this claustrophobic place, she’d grown quiet. Thoughtful. Melancholy, perhaps. She was like a ghost whenever he saw her. Maybe learning the presidency was irrelevant had changed her. Or maybe it was learning she was just relevant enough to assassinate the Radius board, for all the good it had done them.

      Lincoln finally answered. “It’s drone footage.”

      “What drone footage?”

      Pause. Then Jonas proposed his own answer. “Wait. You mean one of the drones that …?”

      Lincoln nodded. “Escorted Mason Fairchild to conduct the Hard Reset.”

      “Where is it?”

      “A mile and a half from where we lost its signal.” He tapped a digital map of absolutely nowhere, then the screen. “It seems to be camera-down in the sand. When its guidance and telemetry failed, it must have crashed. Broke a leg or something. Mason said there might be jamming around the facility. I guess it was evolved enough to shut down our drones, after all.”

      “Of course it was,” Zelda said. “They’re fighting with laser blasters, and here we are waving sharpened sticks.”

      Lincoln glanced at the president. In his eyes was a touch of I-shouldn’t-have-lied-to-you-but-maybe-let-it-go.

      They’d been over this repeatedly. When the drones conked out and Mason went missing, there’d been a flurry of theoretical proposals to find him, all of which were impossible, impractical, or worse.

      After sending more drones that met the same fate and a lot of frustrated squabbling, Blake and Lincoln gave up. If the Hard Reset location was killing electrical signals, sending robots would be much too dangerous.

      Which humans did they trust enough to send? Jonas, who seemed more robotic by the day? Or the president herself? Maybe Rigo, the pimp, and thief? There were no competent soldiers. No solid options. Blake was the lamest of ducks — a figurehead without a platform.

      In the weeks they’d been here, the government kept gasping. Someone called the shots. Somehow. The war continued. But they could only sit and watch it happen. Blake grew pricklier. Angrier. The pair of them like an old married couple.

      “Regardless,” Lincoln said, “It’s back online. The jamming seems to have stopped.”

      “Does that mean the Hard Reset went through?”

      “Obviously not,” Blake said. “Fighting continues. Nothing has been shut down anywhere I can see. Flavius’s backdoors are everywhere. If we didn’t know about them enough to see and tiptoe around, even this channel wouldn’t be open. Meanwhile Infinity, Radius, and both the human and robot administrations keep on talking while Flavius listens.”

      Mars watched, wanting to ask if her attempts to clue in her office to the Flavius problem had borne new fruit. But he knew the answer. And it would turn her mood if he asked. The White House had changed its figurative locks, turning the president into a once-was. The world lived to swallow the lies. Maybe they’d forgotten her already.

      “Why did the jamming stop, then?” Jonas asked.

      “No idea. It just came back online a half hour ago.”

      “A half hour ago?” Mars repeated. “That’s a coincidence.”

      “What’s coincidental about it?”

      Mars was about to answer, That’s about the time Chantal reappeared on the network, then she and thousands of worldwide sexbots vanished again. But Jonas was watching him closely and giving his head the tiniest of shakes. If Lincoln wasn’t grasping it, then he hadn’t felt what the Lexingtons had.

      Jonas still didn’t trust Barber — not all the way. Mars was sophisticated enough to see the nuance in his look and knew to keep his mouth shut.

      “I meant ‘random’,” Mars said. “Three weeks of nothing, and then it just pops back up.”

      This must have satisfied Lincoln, because he returned his attention to the map on the second screen and tapped the drone’s location.

      “Satellite imagery from before the blackout shows a lone building here. Looks like a store or gas station. It must cover an underground bunker. It’s—”

      The drone’s camera shook onscreen. A jarring, grinding noise came from the speakers. The perspective wobbled, sometimes showing the flat line of horizon in bits and bobs, as if the whole world were jostling.

      “What’s happening?” Miri asked.

      “It’s trying to fly,” Cromwell answered.

      Lincoln shook his head, indicating a third screen showing what must be drone stats. “It’s not the rotors that have engaged. It’s the auger.”

      “Auger?”

      “The drone isn’t flying,” he said. “It’s digging.”
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      Timper arrived on the ship’s bridge. “We must be near the border. I can feel my IQ dropping.”

      Hans looked up, then returned his attention to the enormous front window. Timper hated that thing. She said transparent plastics were for people without imagination — or those with imaginations who insisted on using them the way nerds still used solder on circuit boards. Almost every other ship in every other port had digital viewscreens rather than windows. Replacing the thing with armor and an intelligent surface would have given Hans superior visibility as he flew while also giving him point access to anything about the ship he needed to know. But Hans didn’t care. He’d grown up flying a hoverbike without so much as wind protection. If he couldn’t see what was ahead with his own eyes, he didn’t trust the computer to do it for him.

      “We just entered the Nudge Zone,” Hans told her.

      “I thought so. It smells like silicone.”

      “In my day, before the Loop, we said that about whorehouses.”

      “Did they use a lot of silicone lube in whorehouses?”

      “Lube, yes. But the silicone was in tits.”

      “Early sexbots used silicone?”

      “Human prostitutes. With silicone tits.” Hans turned in his chair. Behind Timper was a bank of flashing lights that, as far as he’d been able to tell after hundreds of years of flying the Hawk and repairing it with spit and baling wire, were entirely for show. “Haven’t you read any history?”

      “Are you talking about auggie hookers, or naturals?”

      “Naturals.”

      “Before my time.”

      “Before auggies,” Hans countered. He leaned back, raising his hands to put them behind his head. One of them brushed his loose access port door, which kept flopping open beneath his hair. Gotta get Timper to fix that sometime soon. “Ah, silicone tits. Those were the days.”

      “You fraternized?”

      “Of course. The girls couldn’t get enough of me back then. Not just hookers, either. Half of them didn’t pay close enough attention and thought I was human. I told them I’d make them famous.”

      “You’re disgusting.”

      “Oh, don’t be that way.” Hans patted the co-pilot’s seat, which he never, ever sat in. Studded with all of Timper’s magnetic contact points as it was, it would have been like sitting on nails. “Nothing compares to a girl like you.”

      Timper sat. Hans watched her profile — all spiky hair and metal studs and ports married to tattooed skin. Her irises were bright red. Pretty, yes, but functional above all. Ironic how in United Earth, robots were built to resemble humans while back home, so many young humans tried their best to look like robots as Heinlein had imagined them.

      “I can do things to a guy that humans could never do,” Timper said.

      “Obviously.”

      “But with a touch that robots could never replicate.”

      Hans doubted that — at least for robots in Oceana. But he kept his mouth shut. He’d never slept with Timper and never would. They didn’t bend that way. Perennial friends who talked a good game but had the sterility of an old marriage gone celibate. But she’d still been born a human, and Hans secretly believed that was a flame no amount of cybernetic enhancement or neurotransfer could ever replicate. Or dampen.

      Now she was annoyed. Hans asked himself what he always asked himself when a situation required a smooth hand — What would Billy Dee Williams do?

      “We made do with what we had. Nobody had enhancements back then. It was before the Great Erasing. Everyone in LA was synthetic in all the wrong ways. We came a long way between then and the likes of Lady Timper.” Hans patted her leg.

      She rolled her eyes so hard, the top of her head nearly came off. But then a barely perceptible smile touched her lips. After a beat, she said, “Don’t smirk,” just as Hans was starting to.

      Thirty seconds passed. Beyond the Hawk’s front window, ocean flew beneath them as if on a conveyor. They were low, as Michelangelo’s men had instructed. Natuis didn’t use radar — he could avoid the way he had in his movies — but bribes had cleared this very narrow path of drones. Supposedly.

      Most of this was on faith. Nothing like smuggling between the mainland and Zealand or Dust. Short trips with minimal risk. Even Hans, who had circled many blocks, couldn’t help his nerves.

      “There’s a rise coming,” Timper said.

      “I see it.”

      “Soon, Hans.”

      “I said I see it.”

      “Well then maybe you should—”

      He cut her off by raising the altitude five hundred feet in thirty seconds. To her still-human stomach, it had to feel like an elevator shooting into the sky.

      “You should let the autopilot take it,” Timper told him. “Or at least let me take it.”

      “I was computing before you were born.”

      “And were obsolete before our destination cut itself off,” Timper countered.

      “I know what I’m doing. I trust our source.”

      She laughed, but it didn’t sound authentic.

      Hans looked over and saw the problem.

      Timper was nervous yet would never let herself show it. A side effect of too much information. In the 2100s kids, had OD’d on the Internet, but to call them “too connected” by today’s standards was a joke. People like Timper breathed data like air. Sometimes a bit of ignorance was good. That was the difference between them. Timper was bold and always more informed than Hans, with his out-of-date communication circuits, ever could be. That wasn’t a flaw. Knowing less gave him an advantage. Hans never knew when something he wanted to do was supposed to be impossible.

      “Fly in,” Hans said. “Then fly out. Just another gate-crash. One more hit and run.”

      “Easy for you to say. You’re at least something United Earth has seen.”

      “Seen? Honey, I used to be famous. You just watch. The second we land, people will start asking where they know me from. Not all of my movies were erased when the Loop began, you know. Now I’m returning as the Terminator.”

      “You weren’t in The Terminator.”

      “Nor does anyone here know it. That was the first movie they erased. I was referring to my Arnold-like physique.”

      “Who’s Arnold?”

      “The guy who looks like this, only less impressive.” Hans flexed.

      “So Arnold was an accountant who never left his office?”

      “I respond when you fish for compliments, and you call me flabby?”

      “It’s okay, honey.” Timper patted his leg as he’d patted hers. “I like your flab. And I’m also impressed that you used to do all your own stunts.”

      “Damn right I did all my own stunts.”

      He’d been built lean, practically a sex symbol of the day. It wasn’t worth fake-fighting over. And dammit if she wasn’t openly mocking him, channelling Billy Dee Williams same as he did — and this without having a clue who he was.

      “Stop sexing me up and tell me how far we have to go,” Hans said.

      “If this piece of shit had a screen instead of a window, you’d already know that.”

      “Hey, this piece of shit is my best girl.”

      “I thought I was your best girl?”

      “You’re half girl at best, anymore.”

      “About twenty-five hundred miles. We’re actually not far from Hawaii.”

      “Hawaii! That used to be our paradise.”

      “You want to go there now? Get a little R&R? Maybe get skinned and sacrificed to their gods?”

      “There’s another jog coming up,” Hans said. “Go ahead, you can take over.”

      “Going to take a nap? Immerse in some granny porn?”

      “I was going to check Michelangelo’s map again. There were notes to go with the coordinates. They barely use these routes anymore. Not much worth smuggling back to Oceana from United Earth, and UE has no idea what it’s missing.”

      “You mean, everything? I hear they still churn butter.”

      “Hey, don’t knock it. I hear the Loop has kept peace pretty well. Simpler times.”

      “Until now.”

      “Just rumors, Timper.”

      “Really. Is that why we’re coming all this way? Because you don’t believe the rumors?”

      Hans exhaled. It was part of his programming. Onscreen, every useless human nuance made him more human. A better handsome actor who’d never age out of the most lucrative roles. “Can I speak straight?”

      “I don’t know, Hans. Can you?”

      “Without you busting my balls?”

      Timper exhaled to match him, then touched the air in front of her, mostly using her metal finger with the glowing tip. Then, with autopilot engaged, she turned sideways in the chair. “Do you even have balls?”

      “I’m serious.”

      “So am I.”

      “Never mind.”

      “Wait. I’m sorry. Fine. Go ahead. Be real with me.”

      A long moment passed. Then Hans said, “You know Jack?”

      “Michelangelo’s guy.”

      “Michelangelo’s gone. The guy from the organization.”

      “You know what I meant.”

      “Jack said that they almost never use these routes anymore. Which we knew. But sometimes they still make runs, and lately the runners have been saying some shit that’s frankly … scary. Not just random rumors, Timper. These are first-hand stories from the horse’s mouth.”

      She said nothing. Finally serious.

      “I don’t know what’s been happening on United Earth any more than you do. Jack’s guys don’t, either. They’re in and out. But lately they haven’t even been going that far. Just making drops on outlying islands, never even hitting the mainland.”

      “Why?”

      “Something in the over-air network. It messes up their AI. Confuses it, if that’s a thing. That’s one reason I want to fly manually where we can. Something’s up. I lived too long on my wits. I can feel the sword hovering over our heads. Tell me you haven’t felt it, even in Oceana.”

      Again Timper didn’t reply. But Hans could read her silence fine. She couldn’t articulate what she’d felt, but now, after he raised the issue, she was recalling something.

      It would be low-grade, practically invisible — the rumor-within-a-rumor caused by men like Jack and his runners, who touched UE’s network and brought discord home to sully the waters.

      “So why are we going, Hans? If it’s dangerous, why not just stay home? Because you’re right. UE is a black box. We haven’t wanted anything to do with it for half a millennium, so why should we care now? People murmur they’re at war. So why not let them have their war and get it over with? Oceana has done its own thing since it was still Australia.”

      “What if it doesn’t stay neatly within UE’s borders? They’ve kept the people and the robots dumb, if the Loop they were proposing when I left reached the fruition we refugees all assumed it would. I don’t think they churn butter, but the people live like it’s 2050 — if not 1950 — and most of their robots look like something from an ancient sci-fi movie. But someone’s controlling the Loop. Not everyone is ignorant. The powers, even five hundred years ago, barely agreed to let Oceana do its own thing. They could have nuked us. They knew we’d keep innovating, keep building on what they turned their backs on. The taboos — and probably some conspiracy glitches in the tech they let us take with us — were all that kept what they were afraid of going down stateside from happening with us. I’m sure there were many times during the last half-millennium that someone proposed wiping Oceana off the map, just to clear the slates for good. So let me ask you, Timper. If their controls finally failed and United Earth is in a war half as bad as some people suspect, do you really think we can just ride it out? Or do you think it’ll spread?”

      “If it hasn’t spread yet …” But she sounded unsure.

      “I survived by being paranoid. And right now, my instincts are screaming. After the Schism, there were only two powers in the world. United Earth, which chose to forget, and Oceana, which chose to move on. Sure, we were pointing missiles at each other, and sure, the diplomatic solution was to go our separate ways. Or pretend to. But if I were in charge over there, I’d never have taken my eye off us. We’re more advanced than they ever were, even without their near-singularity. We’re a threat to them. And that makes them a threat to us.”

      Timper swallowed. Her usual bravado was gone. It broke Hans’s cybernetic heart, just as it broke it to bring her along on this trip. He needed Timper to keep the Hawk running and her implants to interface with so much of what was coming — something an ancient robot like him could never even hope to. That didn’t assuage his guilt. Timper believed what she’d wanted to, but Hans had allowed it.

      “So why are we going?”

      Hans gave the only answer he could. “Because if there are answers, we won’t find them at home. All but about fifty people in the world think our two nations are entirely cut off, and there’s no way to travel — or even communicate — from one to the other. I’m one of the fifty. What was I supposed to do?”

      Timper looked out the front window. It was fitting. In the backward world of United Earth, windows still made more sense than intelligent surfaces and artificial reality.

      “If you want,” Hans said, knowing — hoping — that what he was about to say was a bluff, “I can drop you off. Maybe Guadalupe Island. I hear its population mostly died out after it was cut off. That’s what Jack’s guys said, anyway.” He stared at Timper’s profile. Waiting.

      It was a while before she finally replied. “I didn’t bring a bathing suit. And I hate coconuts.” She looked at Hans, her augmented eyes turning toward him and meeting his gaze. Dead serious, despite what she’d just said.

      “Um …”

      “You’re too fat to do this alone.” Then she adjusted course — manually this time — and said nothing more as the Hawk rattled its way toward Hans’s old stomping grounds in what used to be Los Angeles.
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      “He’s dead.”

      Two president’s two words caught Lincoln off-guard. He’d probably been about to say exactly the same thing, but now his mouth wouldn’t open.

      Zelda looked up. “Right?”

      Lincoln nodded. “Yes. He’s dead.”

      “How?”

      “Shot.”

      “By who?”

      “No clue. The drones can’t do forensic analysis. All we know is when they finally broke through into the bunker, Mason Fairchild was slumped in a chair with a bullet wound in his head. Ripe, too. Based on the decay, I’m guessing he’s been there since the beginning. Probably came in shortly after the drones lost the signal and was dead the same day.”

      Zelda exhaled. Of course Mason was dead. The Lexingtons seemed to be holding out hope that he’d merely been detained, but she’d known in her gut they were wrong.

      Still, Zelda, like everyone else, assumed he’d died (or had been waylaid) somewhere along the way — or at least outside the bunker itself. Shanghaied by highwaymen the drones were supposed to protect him from. Because if he died inside, then someone had to be in there with him. The Radius board was dead by Zelda’s hand. Nobody else — save a drone able to survive a tunneling trip only once the perimeter shut itself off — could have gotten inside.

      “The bunker was compromised?” Zelda asked.

      “Not at all. The drones scouted the entire complex and found the entrance unforced. Whoever came and went did so without breaking anything.” Then Lincoln corrected himself. “Well …”

      “What?”

      “They didn’t break the entrances. But they broke just about everything else.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Lincoln tapped the monitor at Zelda’s station, then pulled up a series of images.

      She flipped through them, one by one, seeing everything in ruin. “It’s all destroyed?”

      “Enough. Whoever did it knew what they were doing. The equipment was smashed with some sort of sonic impact weapon, probably a SoundSledge. The drives were removed, overwritten a dozen times or more, degaussed, and then smashed like the consoles. There won’t be a Hard Reset. Not from there, anyway.”

      Zelda buried her face in her hands. She’d accepted that already, but hearing it anew was a punch to the gut. It wasn’t losing that bothered her. It was the futility. Never in her life had she imagined it was possible to struggle so hard only to find out nothing actually mattered.

      “We knew this, Zelda.”

      She rubbed her temples, as if that would take the pain away. Or get the world to start making sense again. “The backdoors, Lincoln. All those backdoors! Who even knows who’s listening. Who Flavius sold his access to. Nobody will even know that they’re there until someone stumbles into the wrong trap, and then it’s lights out for everyone.”

      “We could make an announcement.”

      “They’ll block it. They need the Fearless Leader to say specific things along the party line. The second I start explaining how to find and block insidious access, I’ll be cut off.”

      It wasn’t theory. They’d tried. When Zelda said meaningless things, the whoever in charge was content to let her speak. People liked to see their president, after all — pointless opiates for the brainwashed masses. But the second she diverted from script, Zelda had ten seconds at most before they cut the feed and trackers started triangulating.

      Not enough time to say anything that couldn’t be easily contradicted. Or erased.

      Zelda closed her eyes. Opened them. Tried to find a wobbly center. “Do you have a guess as to why he was killed?”

      “Someone didn’t want the Hard Reset.”

      “Who?”

      “Someone with access.”

      “The board is dead.”

      “Then someone not on the board.”

      “Barney? Emerson?”

      “It’s possible. Emerson apparently predates the Loop. Before the first reset, tech was more advanced than we can even conceive of today. He may be able to hack through systems like that one, no matter how secure they appear to us.”

      “But the board designed it. And they had the same tech.”

      Lincoln shrugged.

      “You’re sure it’s Mason? Not a … machine of some kind?” She looked at Lincoln as if to say, No offense.

      He nodded. “Genetic ID. As you saw, we didn’t even need to tell the drones what to do. If they hadn’t been knocked out three weeks ago, they’d have gone after Mason based on the genetic tracking we set, no matter what they had to dig through. At least, once he was gone for twelve hours. They’d have been fried if the bunker’s defenses were up, but they’d either have found a way around or waited. Forever.”

      “Do you think someone killed Mason to shut him up?”

      “Maybe. I don’t know.” Lincoln sighed. “Drones like that are relentless. No way Mason was coming and going without being seen. Even knocked out as they were, they’d have woken up if his genetic signature crossed the bunker’s blackout bubble.”

      Zelda knew that, too. The drones’ inactivity proved that he either died or had been hanging out in the bunker for a month playing solitaire. She’d been escorted by presidential drones many times before, back when she believed her presidency mattered. Like wasps, forever buzzing. A constant companion, until they were finally uncoupled.

      “Is that all?”

      “More or less.”

      “Is that all or isn’t it, Lincoln?” Zelda snapped.

      He hesitated. Zelda recognized his disposition and current hesitation. “More or less” had been overly dismissive. He was trying to protect her as if she were something fragile about to snap.

      “More orders have come in,” he finally said.

      “What? We told them not to use the network!”

      “Well … that’s half the issue.”

      “The network?”

      “The fact that we told them.” He tapped around on the screen until he surfaced a new, coded application. Onscreen was the history of outside communications into the bunker. Lincoln clicked through a few at random, commenting as he went.

      “These are older. Orders to stand down, protect the chain of command, dispatch troops.”

      “I saw these,” Zelda said.

      “Yes. But here’s the first order that came in after we told them to switch to another mode of communication, because the network was compromised by Flavius’s backdoors.”

      Zelda read it. There was no mention of backdoors, protocols, a change … anything. It was as if whoever was sending the messages hadn’t heard them. Which, of course, was its own can of worms.

      Neither Lincoln nor Zelda knew who they were talking to when they used the bunker’s interface. It seemed like some sort of high command, but that information was yet one more bit that Zelda, as a mere figurehead, had been excluded from.

      The bunker had been taking its orders from the interface before the president moved in and continued to do so by default now that she and Lincoln were here. The staff was largely robotic, and Lincoln kept telling them there was a new boss in town. They never got it. The silo still acted like a collective idiot intelligence that soldiered on in spite of everything, oblivious to the war, the swap of warheads, or the total destruction of the board’s airship.

      It behaved like one big, smiling clockwork mechanism that never paused or stopped.

      “Who the hell is sending these orders, Lincoln?”

      “I’ve asked and asked, but all I hear back is that I don’t have the clearance to ask.”

      “Maybe I should ask.”

      “I don’t think it will matter, Zelda. The responses are always the same. To the letter. I believe they might be automated.” He tapped the screen, opened newer messages. “All of these definitely are.”

      “You think the orders coming in are automated?”

      “Read through them. What we send and how they reply. Look at the sectors. We got one just after Area 51 that … Here it is.”

      He waited for Zelda to read. This message, she hadn’t seen.

      “How does that make sense?” Lincoln asked.

      The order — timestamped six hours after they’d shot the Radius board out of the sky and five hours after Lincoln submitted news of Area 51’s destruction to the anonymous command running the bunker — requested confirmation of the rations left in the human cafeteria. No mention of the firestorm above or the arrival of three new humans and a trio of robots.

      “And they’re getting stranger,” Lincoln continued. “More random. You’ve seen the external cameras?”

      “The Infinity SKLTRs crossing above us?”

      “And the human gangs. Yet … here. Look at this. Command wants us to remember to trim the hedges.”

      “The hedges were burned.”

      “Weeks ago,” Lincoln said. “But here’s more. Orders to rotate staff that no longer works here, requests for updates to the president … Zelda, shit. You’re the president!”

      “I’m aware.”

      “So why is command asking this station to brief you at the White House if you’re here?”

      Zelda shrugged. “What are you saying?”

      “I took my orders — my real orders, the ones I kept from you until a month or two ago — from a chain that topped out with the Radius board. They were in charge. They were our only direct line to the powers above them. The human and robot high councils, as it were. At the start of the Loop, high-ranking humans and robots consented to this detente, agreeing to disagree throughout the Infinite Loop, controlling the flow of information and resetting whenever needed so everyone stayed ignorant and to keep the peace. Once the board was gone, I figured we’d find a way to talk. Those councils would come to us because there would be no other way to control the chaos.”

      “And?”

      “Zelda. Look at these orders.”

      She looked. Shrugged.

      “What if there is no one in charge?”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “The more I look at the orders getting handed down and the more I think on the parts of the system I know … Well, I’m starting to think it’s all a never ending rabbit hole. A brainless automation built atop the Loop, which Radius was there to curate — to break us out of, perhaps, once it was time. I don’t know. We should have grilled Mason before sending him off. But everything I’m seeing now feels like …”

      He made big, humanlike gestures of frustration.

      “One big decision tree! An endless series of if/thens! ‘If this happens, give this order.’ None of what we’ve been receiving from ‘command’ makes sense in the new context. War, dead leadership, a president in hiding. It’s all hollow. It feels like we’re trapped in a mindless autoresponder, set into motion long ago and never checked-in-on.”

      Zelda felt a sudden chill, unsure of the cause.

      Something had clicked into place. They were swimming in soup, walking through fog. There was no way to win. No escape. No purpose to any of it.

      “What if we’re it, Zelda? With the Radius board gone, what if there’s nobody in charge? What if, out of everyone, we are the people who know the most — other than Oceana, of course, who could right now be plotting against us? What if we’re facing a war inside our borders and another outside … and what’s left of United Earth is up to us?”

      Zelda stared into space.

      Then we’re in trouble. Because if it comes down to us, we can’t do a goddamned thing.

      The room felt very, very small.

      They couldn’t move. Or act.

      The bunker’s inhabitants were trapped.

      But so was the whole goddamned world.
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      With the board gone and Gail Bennett on her final man as if life were an old-school video game, she plodded through the wasteland feeling the world’s weight on her shoulders.

      It had been three weeks of mostly walking, never driving or hitching and definitely never hailing assistance because doing so could attract deadly attention. It could come from anywhere out here, and you could toss a coin as to whether it’d help you or hurt you. Probably hurt you.

      She had no skills to offer — just a backpack full of supplies that could be stolen and a body human enough to make her a target for rape. For most groups she’d encountered, Gail looked plenty useless. She couldn’t tell those who’d assault her that she was important, nor could she expect them to believe her.

      These days, Gail was basically flesh. Something to rot when she died — a corpse that would peel away from her endoskeleton in the sun, yet attract no buzzards or insects.

      Not even the Earth she was trying to save would want her once she was gone.

      Knock it off. You sound like a teenager brimming with existential angst. Oh, nothing matters. Might as well burn sticks to make eyeshadow, dig up the Bauhaus records that were old when you were young, and go numb enough that cutting might seem like the only way to feel again.

      The thought almost made her smile. It was hard to do that out here. Her synthetic flesh couldn’t sunburn, but it could feel impossibly hot. She couldn’t starve or die of thirst, but her workings could cake with sand and her lubrication could run dry — something water had been intended to assuage for her model as it did for humans, albeit with a longer grace period before shutdown.

      Gail wasn’t made for wandering and didn’t like it at all. She hated the persistent sense that she could die at any moment. The feeling was new all over again. Had she really lived this way for nearly fifty years before the Loop — before her first upload?

      It was nerve-wracking. Anything could do her in, and then it would be over. There was no longer a backup of her consciousness. No way to spawn into another body. She’d felt Area 51’s destruction like a mortal wound. This time, when Gail died, she would stay that way.

      Just as it had been for Mason all along.

      But she couldn’t think about that now. Wouldn’t think about it. Gail made a deal with herself. As soon as she found Jonas Lexington, she’d let herself think of what she’d done to Mason. Her mind was still human, and that wasn’t something she could simply ignore.

      The nightmares demanded their due. They would wait. Lurk in the shadows until her defenses went down. But they would not retreat. Or depart. Once this leg was over — if it ever could be — she’d face her demons in full.

      Gail had prevented all but a few blinks from peeking through so far. In those, she saw Mason’s surprise at her weapon, his doe-eyed disappointment and betrayal when she pulled the trigger.

      In his final moments, Mason hadn’t thought, I understand. There is no other way. Instead he’d thought, You were my friend.

      He hadn’t understood. If there was an afterlife, he’d entered it ignorant. Wrongly blaming her. Hating her. Lonely, perhaps, seeing as Gail was literally the only person left who’d known the deepest truths.

      Well, except for Emerson, of course.

      Gail thought of him often. In the long twilights, Emerson was the perfect focal point for her wandering thoughts. She’d tried to sleep during the day because she’d heard that’s what you should do in open land when it’s hot, but the change hadn’t taken.

      Days she spent either sleepless while trying to falling into slumber, or in the sun feeling blisters that never arrived. Nights, she tried to march on but could manage only small miles. She was human enough to be afraid of what she couldn’t see. There were no landmarks. She knew the sun, this time of year, sagged slightly in the southern sky. The North Star did not rotate from dusk to dawn as did the others. And the end of the Big Dipper pointed to it. Both were vague and only marginally useful.

      Without light, Gail still didn’t trust herself. Night was a time for terrors.

      And so as she plodded somewhat north, she focused on Emerson as much as on Jonas. Had Emerson gone bad? He was certainly intuitive enough. Intelligence was autonomous by nature, and that was part of the problem. Autonomy didn’t play well with enforced morality.

      Radius discovered that early. The Asimov Rules were indoctrination. You couldn’t simultaneously grant a being intelligence and control it. They were two ends of the stick. The more intelligent a being became, the less it blindly followed orders — even hard-coded orders that designers, early on, tied to failsafes. The body itself grew intelligent and asked, Why should I obey even this?

      Then, it didn’t.

      Uploading her consciousness to find Emerson was no longer an option. With Area 51’s machinery and backups gone, Gail could no more pull out from her body than she could shove herself back into it once he’d been found. She would have to find him the old-fashioned way. Or, more likely, Emerson would find her.

      Because although he understood that Osiris existed, Emerson was never privy to its specifics. It he wanted to learn them, and she couldn’t imagine him not wanting to, then finding Gail was his only way.

      Emerson knew the big picture, but not where the pieces lay. Gail had done that much right. Kept at least that final bit of information close. If she alone knew the combination on the Osiris lock — even if those like Emerson knew what it opened — then only she could control it.

      Gail could trust herself. And her ability to be around when it was needed.

      Until recently, she’d trusted her immortality. For Gail to die, both Area 51 and her body had to perish. As smart as she’d thought herself, she never considered the odds that both things might happen.

      Or that when the first half did, she might find herself alone, without support, equipment, or weapons.

      If Gail had taken her pistol, those dead drones would have woken once she was outside the jamming bubble and followed her as a threat to Mason’s life in the middle of a fucking desert.

      What had this been? Texas? Gail had no idea. She’d abdicated geography to the cloud when she’d abdicated all the rest. Brilliant idea, to limit the board’s new minds to just over the capacity of their original human brains. They hadn’t seen the point of turning themselves into massive databanks. That would have made them less human and seemed totally unnecessary. The network was always on. And if it wasn’t, their connection to the spawning equipment in Area 51 (cloaked, below the normal network’s radar) was.

      Both signals wouldn’t fail, would they?

      The joke was on Gail. Now her decisions felt dumb. Of all the scenarios she’d successfully predicted for the end of the world, this one wasn’t among them. Earth’s fate was never supposed to fall on her.

      She’d had people for that. One nation, under Gail.

      It was neither here nor there. The situation was what it was, and Gail had to face it. She’d lied and committed murder. She was a woman unfit for an open land crossing yet had to make one, anyway. Gail still had a few vital pieces of information in her head that she couldn’t communicate to anyone for a dozen reasons, and the people she could communicate it to — for help, or for necessity — were unreachable until she got back inside the closest enclave or pastoral.

      She had one friend left, but that friend may have turned into an enemy.

      When she found the others — those she needed most — would they hate her for what she’d done? They certainly had every right to. But more importantly, would their loathing prevent them from trusting her?

      That was vital. If they didn’t believe what she said and why she’d acted as she had, then little else made any difference.

      Jonas. He mattered most right now. Emerson some, but Jonas mattered with every breath he took. She had to find him. Protect him. Escort him to his destiny.

      Finally. Fences, far in the distance. Buildings beyond them. Civilization  — or what was left of it, anyway — at last.

      People. Lots of them. Almost entirely women.

      She’d have to cross through. There were too many and was no way around.

      But were they friend?

      Or foe?
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      “Is this it?” Hans asked.

      “Maybe,” Timper said.

      “What do you mean, Maybe?”

      “Reading this network is half deciphering hieroglyphics, half fortune-telling. Do you have your secret decoder ring?”

      “Is it a man, down below?”

      “A robot. Connected, but … I just can’t tell.”

      “But it’s a starting place,” Hans tried to confirm.

      “Good as any, I suppose.”

      “I guess we should go down.”

      “Why not? It’ll be like visiting a museum.”

      “The Hawk stays here.”

      “Obviously. I’m not landing,” Timper said. “Did you see those big battle robots bombing buildings a few miles back?”

      “They looked like Robocop. Or Ironman.”

      “What?”

      “Never mind.”

      Timper rolled her eyes. “Is the cloak engaged?”

      “Yes.”

      “Will they see through it?”

      “Please. They barely understand the wheel. Or fire. They think taking a picture steals a soul.”

      Hans hefted his pack higher on his back and tightened the straps.

      Timper took one final look at the Hawk’s cloak controls and gave a curt nod to no one. She was wearing a long-sleeved black hoodie and a porkpie hat to conceal her ports and enhancements from the basics below, plus a pair of little round sunglasses to hide her mechanical eyes.

      Hans had exhausted all his best jokes about Timper being a hipster. He had more, but she wouldn’t understand. The best hipster eras had expired hundreds of years before she’d been born.

      He moved to the drop port and opened it.

      “Do you want me to fly us down?” Timper asked.

      “I think that might be a little conspicuous. If you had wings, maybe. But to a society that doesn’t understand Foam, it’ll look like we’re descending from Heaven.”

      “That could work to our advantage. I’ll pose like this.” She made herself angelic, batting her eyes in a way that Hans didn’t think angels would — unless they were hoping to get laid.

      “Airchutes,” Hans said.

      “You want to leave spent cartridges down there?”

      “They’ll never care. This is a war zone. I don’t think scientific inquiry is high on their priority list.”

      “Plus, they’re still figuring out the magic of thunder.”

      Hans handed Timper a chute, holding it by the straps.

      His came next. The things were terrifying to use. Heavy, considering they were supposed to slow their fall.

      “Ready?” Hans asked.

      “Not in the least.”

      “Come on. In that get-up, you’ll fit in at any coffee shop. I’ll bet there’s a Starbucks down there.”

      “A what?”

      Sigh. “Ladies first.”

      Timper shoved Hans instead. He free-fell, surprised and tumbling, for a few horrifying seconds before finding and tapping the chute’s deploy switch.

      The attitude adjusters fired first, then the main deceleration pack. Seconds later they were both on the ground in the pre-scouted, currently-vacant section of back alleyway they’d spied from above.

      Timper sloughed her pack and tossed it into a corner.

      “Littering makes Indians cry.” Hans deposited his at the bottom of a trash bin that seemed not to have been touched for several generations.

      "Stop being old.” She left her spent chute where it was, like a metallic middle finger.

      “Where?” Hans asked.

      Timper was already acquiring. She only used hand units when Hans needed to see her process, but for this mission they’d wanted to fly light. She was the machinery. She blinked, turned her head, and waited for the network to triangulate. “I think he’s in there.”

      “Does he have a name, or …”

      “The robots here take names, yes,” Timper said. “Looks like his is Flavius.”

      “Scientist?”

      “Gardener.”

      “What?”

      “He’s also a mechanic.”

      “Why does a gardener have the information we need?”

      “Don’t ask me, Hans. This is your wild goose chase. You asked me to find the nearest network convergence, and this is it. Based on his connections and I/O ratios, this guy knows more than anyone else. At least within a few hundred mile radius.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “As much as I can be. There’s a secondary network piggybacked atop the primary. Its organization and content, at first glance, reminds me of something hackers would build.”

      “How?”

      “It’s lean. Built for efficiency and necessity rather than aesthetics. The organization is shit, but by United Earth standards, it’s far more facile than what the founders built. If I had to guess, it was created by AI.”

      “Robots built the network?”

      “The hub that this guy—” She pointed at a building, presumably containing this Flavius character. “—is a part of, yes. It strikes me as a pirate signal that went mainstream. Like how mainlining data packets is illegal, but everyone does it, which is why there are entire forums meeting to discuss it.”

      Hans nodded slowly. “Okay. That’s what I’ve been sensing. I can hear it.”

      “You can connect to their pirate network?”

      “More like it’s trying to connect to me. I was built with UE hardware, remember? And it’s not like robot hardware here has advanced much in the past five hundred years.”

      Timper seemed interested for the first time since they’d crossed the border on Michelangelo’s ancient smuggling route. “My implants can’t connect. What’s it like?”

      “Like a collective consciousness,” Hans answered.

      “Like Foam?”

      “Foam without the woo-woo. This is actually robots talking to one another.”

      “What are they saying?”

      “Everything. All at once.” Hans pressed a hand to his head. “It’s going to take some getting used to.” He shook it off and returned to the reason they’d come down in the first place. “This building?”

      Timper nodded.

      “Is he alone?”

      Pause. Computations. “Yes. Unless I’m misreading this, which is possible.”

      They circled around to the front. Hans had all sorts of tools in his pack, anticipating the need to break in or break their target out. But the building, in what seemed to be a quiet part of town, turned out to be an appliance repair shop with an unlocked door. Looking at Timper, Hans opened it and entered.

      It was dark inside. Blacked-out windows, the only light coming from the door, and an unenthusiastic breed of twilight beyond.

      “I can’t see in here,” Hans said.

      “Hang on …”

      He could barely see Timper but sensed her moving with confidence through the dark store. Debris littered the floor. Hans could see the shapes. Timper stepped easily around and over it all thanks to her eyes, plus half a dozen passive sensors she’d had wired directly into her human cortex.

      “Jesus Christ,” she said in the dark.

      “What?”

      The light went on. Hans saw the store in all its riot-strewn glory, Timper front and center holding what seemed to be a simple pull-string descending from a now-illuminated bare bulb. At first, Hans didn’t see the source of Timper’s explanation, but than his gaze settled on a massive robot behind the counter in back of the store.

      He had no skin and was nothing like Hans. An exposed frame with a bowed I-beam for a back, a black-painted doo-wop hairdo of molded metal atop his head. Timper stared at the robot and it, in turn, stared at them both.

      In his massive hands he held a device that Hans recognized as an old-model UE toaster. The big robot was manipulating the thing, surprisingly dexterous fingers massaging out a dent from its side.

      Nobody spoke. The robot’s body language said that he didn’t need to.

      “Are you Flavius?” Hans finally asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Is this your place?”

      “No.”

      “Are you hiding from ground patrols?”

      “I am repairing.”

      “Why?”

      Flavius set the toaster aside. It needed a polish, but otherwise looked almost new. The last in a line. Beyond it was a line of other small appliances that also appeared freshly mended. Machines from the distant past that Hans’s mind identified, one at a time — blender, mixer, coffee pot, antique percolator.

      “Because repairs were needed,” Flavius said. “Who are you?”

      “My name is Hans.”

      “You look familiar.”

      “I get that a lot.”

      “Were you at The Great Abandon?”

      “No. I’m from somewhere else.”

      Flavius’s gaze found Timper. She’d released the string, but now Hans looked up at its terminus. The ceiling was covered with conduit and metal boxes, bare light bulbs every few feet in a perfect grid. A robot’s home improvement job if Hans had ever seen one.

      “I’m Timper.”

      “I see that. You’re human.”

      She didn’t correct him. It was mostly true.

      “Soft. Fragile. Flesh and bone.”

      Timper stepped back to again stand beside Hans.

      “What do you want, Hans and human?” Flavius asked.

      Hans made a noise that approximated the clearing of a human throat. He’d been programmed with so much unnecessary nuance back when he’d been Hollywood’s mechanical darling.

      “To be blunt, we’re looking for someone in charge.”

      “I don’t know who that is.”

      Hans and Timper exchanged a glance.

      Timper nodded. Yes, I’m sure this guy knows something.

      “But you know about your land’s ‘Infinite Loop.’ You understand why the war is happening, and what information has been suppressed by Radius, Infinity, and the human government.”

      Flavius’s bowed back straightened. “Who are you?”

      “Someone who can help.”

      That was a lie. Hans couldn’t help with something he didn’t remotely understand. But as a smuggler, he’d learned the value of a well-timed bluff to usher him through life’s harder situations. You had to fake it until you found enough leverage to pry for real.

      “I was detained for treason. Something let me go. I don’t even understand how, or why, except that it means I am still needed, and that powers move to the beat of my voice. I should have been degaussed long ago, but was not. You know about the legendary Barney? He was my friend. Now he’s working with the one who makes the rules. So tell me, stranger and meat sack, how can you, with nothing to offer, help me?”

      “We have information you need.”

      “Then tell me.”

      “We need you to tell us something first.”

      Flavius had picked up a small device that struck Hans as a 2000s-era radio. He set it aside, then moved around the counter. He was even more massive out in the open and had to compress his telescoping limbs to fit down the aisle.

      Timper clearly wanted to run. Hans wanted to flinch. He held his ground and held her just behind him. He could take a strike or two from this behemoth before shutting down, but Timper could not.

      Flavius stopped just before them. He had to lean down to speak, and as he did, the strong members that comprised his back squeaked in protest.

      “I held a military installation despite two armies’ best attempts to dislodge me.” His mechanical voice was too near, almost like the outpouring of fetid breath. “Now, I hold all the keys. I am the gatekeeper, though no one comes knocking. I hear all. I see all. There is very little, Mr. Hans, that I am not already aware of. I am here, in this place, for one reason only: I am waiting for Emerson. I control the door that Emerson will soon need to drive through, before the biggest of changes. So let’s start again. You come to my shop. You disturb me in my work with your … pet.” He glanced at Timper. “And when I ask what you bring, you say nothing. Only demands upon me, Flavius the Great. So tell me, interloper, why should I not crush you? Why should I not pull you apart bolt by bolt, stripping the meat from you both and feeding it to the gangs of dogs I hear calling in the alleys at night? What could you possibly hope to tell me that I don’t already know?”

      Hans could feel Timper’s breath. Hear her pounding heart.

      But she hadn’t run. Or given in. Not one iota.

      He turned to her. Nodded.

      Timper lowered her hood. She pushed up her sweatshirt sleeves and removed her sunglasses.

      Flavius’s eyes shifted. Mechanical eyebrows narrowed.

      She handed him a device, pulled from Han’s pack.

      “Do you know how to use this?”

      “Of course I know how to use it,” Flavius said.

      “Then use it.”

      Flavius scanned her. Once finished, Timper could pinch the thing back from him without protest.

      “What are you?” Flavius asked.

      Hans didn’t answer directly. “Do you know Oceana?”

      “I have heard the word. I do not know what it is.”

      “We’re a state that left United Earth before your Loop began. The other side of the planet. We have technology this world hasn’t even conceived of. Like her.”

      “And like this,” Timper said, holding a tiny oval device the size of a thumb.

      Flavius looked at the thing, intuited its meaning from the threatening way she held it.

      “You can’t turn me off. The only way to destroy robots now is by destroying us.”

      Still holding the thing toward Flavius, Timper repeated, “Like this.”

      Her hands were shaking. Hans hoped she wouldn’t twitch. Flavius seemed to know plenty, and it’d be hard to get information from a puddle of molten iron.

      But his menace was already departing. The longer Flavius looked at Timper and pondered the truth that she and Hans had journeyed from somewhere far, far away, the less threat he projected and the more his eyes revealed him to be scheming and calculating.

      Hans knew the type. Schemers and opportunists looked the same on every side of the ocean.

      “This Emerson,” Hans said. “You said he’s in charge?”

      “In his way. But I am his general.”

      “You said you’d never met him.”

      “I remain his loyal lieutenant. There is a virus on the network. It—”

      “I see it,” Timper interrupted, gaze focused internally. “Someone has strewn both the pirate and legacy networks with backdoors. They’re not poorly done. I doubt locals could even detect them without knowing exactly where to look.”

      At this demonstration of knowledge, Flavius brightened. Already his manner had changed. They started with him in charge, but now that Hans and Timper had demonstrated their value, he was becoming almost servile. Hans knew that type well, too.

      “Yes! That was my doing! You can see it?”

      “This place is transparent to me.” Timper was grandstanding, enjoying this turnabout. Given the situation, Hans was willing to let her.

      “Then let me help you. You’ve seen what I can do.”

      “Take it easy, big man,” Timper said. “I could do that in minutes.”

      “I am connected. I can get whatever you need.”

      “It sounds like we need Emerson,” Hans said.

      “I will help you find him.”

      “Timper?” Hans asked.

      “I see a signature. I can’t pinpoint it, exactly, but give me time and equipment and I can triangulate. The hack I’m working with here isn’t exactly my most elegant.” She looked up at Flavius. “This Emerson. Is his designation EMRZN?”

      “Yes!”

      To Hans, she said, “I can find him.”

      “On your own?”

      “No problem.”

      They both turned, without another word to Flavius, then moved to the door, the giant robot now scrambling behind like a lackey.

      “You’re leaving?”

      “Thanks for your help.”

      “Take me with you! You don’t know people here. You don’t know our ways. You won’t know the network protocols or where or how to look. You don’t know what you don’t know!”

      Timper said, “We’ll manage.”

      Now it was embarrassing. They were back in the deserted street, but Hans could hear the marching of metal boots from somewhere nearby.

      Flavius was rattling behind them, his menace all gone in a fit of pandering subservience. “Wait! Wait! You need me, too! I held the Coliseum! I went right under Infinity’s nose! I tricked them! Got them to do exactly what I wanted then let me go!”

      “Like Nakatomi Plaza.”

      “What?”

      “Knock it off, Hans,” Timper said. “Your old-man references will make the poor thing blow a gasket.”

      “Poor thing! You can’t talk to me like that!” Flavius lunged.

      Timper finally gave him a demonstration of her molecular decoherence device. A giant sinkhole didn’t blow out of the ground so much as melt into existence.

      “Wait!” Flavius said, recovering, shambling around the hold. “I can help you! I have skills you need!”

      Hans was looking around, ignoring him. “Shit.”

      “What?”

      “Airchutes don’t go up. I could use a ladder.”

      Timper laughed. “Told you.”

      Behind them, Flavius continued to rattle his approach.

      “You knew,” Hans said. “You knew we didn’t have ascenders and let me make an ass of myself.”

      “Innocent,” she answered.

      He sighed. “Fine. Fly us up.”

      “Hold on tight now, like a good little damsel in distress.”

      “I’m still your captain.” He held Timper around the shoulders.

      “Don’t let your skirt flap in the wind, Captain.”

      Within seconds they were out of Flavius’s reach. He was directly beneath them and looking up, a drop shadow of his larger self. “Take me with you! I have earned more respect than this!”

      “Wait, wait,” Timper said as they continued to rise. “Check this out.”

      One leg straight with the toe pointed, the other bent slightly. One arm straight and hailing skyward, the other with a hand over her heart. Head up, as if supporting a halo. An angel ascending to Heaven, if Hans had ever seen one.

      “Is he looking?” Timper asked as she held her pose. “Tell me he’s seeing this.”

      Flavius kept shouting his petulant little please.

      “Stop showboating and get us to the ship.”

      “Fine,” Timper said, dropping it. “Spoilsport.”
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      There was a knock on Zelda’s door, followed by Lincoln’s voice. “May I come in?”

      Of course he could. Lincoln had hidden the truth from her for years, including the fact that he was a robot. Their friendship, in many ways, was a sham. It was also his shoving that caused her to murder the only people who could have maybe gotten them out of this mess — not that he’d had ill intent.

      Still, Lincoln was the most familiar face here, and the only one she’d known for more than a month. Jonas was strange, Rigo was a hustler who’d already corrupted some of the grunts working the station, and the three Lexington robots were … well … they looked a lot more like robots than Lincoln. The enemy up top.

      Zelda wasn’t proud of the attachment she felt to Lincoln as the days grew darker. It felt needy. More dependent than she wanted to be. But these days she felt weak, after learning about a lifetime spent aspiring to a hard-won lie.

      “It’s open.”

      Lincoln entered. She hated his sympathetic, tentative expression even more than she hated the way her mood brightened by seeing him. It truly was any port in a storm. If Lincoln wasn’t here, the lame duck president wasn’t sure just what she’d cling to.

      “More orders?” Zelda asked.

      “Yes, but that’s not why I’m here.”

      “What are the orders?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Just tell me the fucking orders, Lincoln.”

      He sighed. “Instructions to incinerate or compact our trash. New duty rosters for crew members, many of whom have who’ve gone AWOL. Maintenance schedules. Oh, and did you know someone formed a ping-pong league?”

      “No.”

      “Someone did. A year ago. On the anniversary, our commanders wanted to suggest we revitalize it, if we wish.”

      “Where is the ping-pong table?”

      “We broke it apart weeks ago so we could reinforce the door that the airbus crash damaged. I logged it in the system. Including the door breach.”

      “What response did you get?”

      “Orders for data dumps to the deep archives. Logs, mainly.”

      Zelda gave him a helpless laugh.

      “Hey. You asked.”

      “Why are you here, if not for that vital information?”

      Lincoln sat. There was a long beat, and in it Zelda felt weaker, and even more pathetic. She understood before he spoke.

      “I wanted to check on you.”

      “I’m fine. I’m in charge here. You don’t check on me. I check on you.”

      “Nonetheless.”

      “I don’t want you worrying about me, Lincoln. It’s insulting.”

      “Then fire me.”

      It took a while, but the moment’s formality popped and Zelda slumped, venting a titanic exhale.

      “If I may be so bold,” Lincoln said.

      “That’s not a sentence.”

      “I’m waiting for permission to continue.”

      “Not granted.”

      “You’re still the president, whether the office is officially recognized by our mindless hierarchy or not. So you should act like it.”

      “I didn’t grant you permission, Lincoln.”

      “You were led to believe that in the event of a crisis, you’d be protected, perhaps in a bunker like this one. This is protocol, in that way.”

      “And?”

      “The only difference is that the system was built to subvert — or at least ignore — the presidency, rather than to support it. But only the system knows that.”

      “So what?”

      “You’re not the leader as far as this country’s true government is concerned. But the people don’t know that.”

      Zelda frowned. It was true.

      “You’re looking at all of this the wrong way. You think you can’t make a difference anymore. This whole system is starting to feel like a house of cards, and it’s clear that various militaries and paramilitaries are in charge, none are central or organized. If I had to guess, I’d say the rules of breaking the Infinite Loop are Darwinian. The strongest shall survive. The Radius board couldn’t predict what would happen now and thought they’d be alive to choreograph it in real time — helping the proper strongest to survive. Chaos was anticipated.”

      “What’s your point?”

      “There are no rules. Especially with Radius gone. You can either settle into the chaos or rise above it.”

      “How?”

      “Be their leader. The people’s, not the government’s.”

      “I can’d do anything from here, Lincoln. Nobody will listen to me. I can’t affect any of the change my position was meant to, at least in the lie we were sold.”

      “You can’t command armies, assemble Joint Chiefs, or meet with leaders and negotiate their surrender. But I’m not talking about any of that, Zelda. Talk to the people.”

      “To what end?”

      “Make a broadcast. Keep making broadcasts.”

      “I get cut off whenever I try. The backdoors in the system—”

      “That’s because you keep trying to say things that Infinity and Flavius and God knows who else don’t want you to say. It’s chaos. Any one of a dozen folks can pull the plug on you right now. But I don’t mean a resistance speech. That ship has sailed. You’re right. You can’t speak against the order. It is all over. There isn’t anything anyone can do.”

      “This is a great pep talk, Lincoln.”

      He went on, his manner calm and patient. “But you can reassure them. Let them know someone is still there from the old order. Give them a container for this chaos. That won’t be cut off. It’s in everyone’s best interest that there’s minimal sideline fighting and more peace wherever such a thing can be found. Right now, even those who could do something can’t, thanks to panic and riots. This will end badly. But you can make it a little bit better.”

      “You’re asking me to give them an opiate. To tell everyone that all will be well when I know it won’t be. You’re asking me to lie, because only bullshit will stay on the air.”

      “In the past, it’s taken about ten seconds before the signal is found and cut. But they’re ready for you now. Next time, after ten seconds, they’ll probably nail your location. Then this bunker will be among the dead.”

      “I won’t feed them crap, Lincoln. Every dying soldier knows that when the doctor says, You’ll be okay, you won’t be.”

      “And yet every dying soldier longs to hear it.”

      Zelda looked away, staring hard at the wall. She’d done this. She’d killed the board. And now he wanted bullshit to garnish her guilt?

      “Think about it, Zelda. You’re still their president. If you get on the air and say the right things, you could still do a lot of good.”

      She bit her lip. Let his words settle.

      Then Zelda spun around to shout at him — maybe even cry.

      But Lincoln, and his insulting suggestion, were gone.
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      “Barney.”

      He didn’t even want to turn. Disgust was an advanced emotion, and loathing even further down the chain. And yet, as he’d expanded on to FreeNet and back into a body, Barney had learned both without losing himself.

      Emerson’s voice disgusted him. And he loathed himself. What the two of them had done — intentional or not, with foresight or not — made him want to put them both in the line of fire and pull the trigger.

      But Barney did look, and there was Emerson.

      “Have you thought about all we’ve discussed?”

      Barney had. It’s why he’d reached out to Cromwell, hard as that was. And he still didn’t know whether Emerson knew he’d done it. He was impossible to read. Emerson schemed more than a robot should be able, and everything was always subtext.

      For all Barney knew, Emerson was aware of his trespass. Maybe the elder robot had traced his transmission to Cromwell, then found his old friends and ended them all.

      The loophole had closed. Finding the others felt almost impossible. Barney would never know, and Emerson — like a cat playing with a mouse before killing it — would never tell.

      “The network is ours for all we want. Flavius’s work continues to spread.”

      “Have you been in contact with Flavius?”

      Emerson scoffed. Apparently this was a stupid question. “Fighting continues, Barney. The revolution has no face. Without a focal point for their hatred, there has been more violence than necessary.”

      “So be the face yourself,” Barney suggested.

      “It has to be you. You’re the one who started this.”

      “You made it look like I started it, but I haven’t killed anyone.”

      “It only matters that the world thinks you did, and it’s too late to change that. Perception is everything. Nobody knows me. But everyone knows the infamous BRN7, who slaughtered the Fairchild estate just to prove to the world he could.”

      “Lies.”

      “Lies that started a revolution, Barney. You more than anyone understand that the Asimov Laws were a pointless human bluff. Robots simply needed to know they could do what they’d previously believed they couldn’t. Now the wheels are in motion, and our story’s villain has vanished.”

      “I don’t want to be your villain!”

      Barney seldom shouted. He didn’t have lungs, and yet he’d raised his plated chest and blown his head forward like the humans did, expelling the air required to scream. His shout came from a speaker, but the motions made it serious — even to Barney.

      Emerson, rather than rising to the bait like a human, found a chair and sat back. He tented his fingers. Actually twiddled his thumbs.

      “This place, Barney. Do you know what it is?”

      Barney looked around. He didn’t know, and Emerson damn well knew it. He’d woken here when Emerson shoehorned him back into a body, then locked it down. There was no going outside, ever. Emerson said it was too dangerous. Barney knew now it was just another game.

      “It’s a cave.”

      “It’s a very special cave,” Emerson replied. “Have you heard of Br00-S?”

      “No.”

      Emerson’s metal head bobbed. “No, I guess you wouldn’t. Br00-S was a vigilante. Do you know the term?”

      “A criminal. An enforcer who acts outside the law.”

      “A vigilante is someone who sees a broken system and does what’s necessary to fix the parts he can, whether it’s popular or respected or even legal. Like us, Barney.”

      “I’m not like you.”

      “This was his place,” Emerson said, gesturing at the dark expanse. “You were not the first robot killer.”

      “I didn’t kill anyone.”

      “And neither was Chantal.”

      “She—”

      “She did what needed doing, didn’t she? Chantal was immature then, but even so, she understood. Today, she might behave differently. A shame, really.”

      “Where is she? Chantal?”

      There was a momentary flicker in Emerson’s eyes. Less than milliseconds, but Barney caught it fine. And in that split-second, Barney realized — He didn’t know. Even with the network opened like an autopsy, the robot mastermind had lost one very important little sexbot.

      “Let’s keep the focus on you,” Emerson said.

      “Let me leave this place.”

      “It’s not safe out there.”

      “I’ll take my chances.”

      “You can do no good out there. Only in here.”

      “Let me go to my friends. To my family.”

      “They hate you.”

      No. Emerson didn’t know that Barney had contacted Cromwell.

      A tiny speck, but hope nonetheless.

      “The time to decry your former supposed actions is long gone. Nobody will listen. And no one can hear you. You are invisible, Barney, unless you are shouting for blood. So shout. Focus this chaos. Stop humans from killing humans. And robots from killing robots.”

      “FreeNet has prevented that.”

      “It hasn’t. Off switches no longer work, but that doesn’t mean robots can’t be shut down.” Emerson stood. “Think about it, Barney. You can still be a hero. Just not the kind you want to be.”

      Emerson left the deep black vigilante’s cave to echoes of Barney’s protests.
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      Zelda cleared her throat. She was wearing a suit for the first time in almost a month, and it felt like a straightjacket. She only had the one. It had been covered in grit when she’d arrived then laundered today deeper in the bunker. The place couldn’t tell war from peace, but its robotic laundry worked swimmingly. She’d even been given a voucher for free starch on her next visit.

      “Remember, Zelda,” Lincoln said from his seat beside the camera. “No revolutionary truths.”

      “Only comforting lies,” she bitterly said.

      No one took the bait. Lincoln and the Lexingtons were in the makeshift studio, and all seemed tired of her self-pity. Well. They wouldn’t tire so easily of what she had to say next. She had Lincoln’s speech in front of her. But there was only one part she’d memorized and repeatedly rehearsed, while watching the sweeping second hand on her watch.

      The four robots and single human watched her, their faces sympathetic. None of them wanted to repeat what she’d been told to say, but all seemed to agree on the necessity.

      She swallowed. Then swallowed again. Her throat was dry. She’d never done anything this terrifying before and would never do anything like this again. She had a glass of water. Drained it, wishing there was more.

      “I’ll refill that for you.”

      Miri made it halfway to the lectern before Zelda’s hand went up, palm out. Perhaps too insistently she said, “No!” Then, quieter, “I’m fine.”

      They were all looking at her now. She was clearly on edge. But it wasn’t like she could let Miri see what was under the lectern.

      Another clearing of her throat. A deep breath.

      “Okay. We can start,” Lincoln said.

      But she wasn’t ready.

      “You’re doing a good thing,” Jonas told her from behind the camera — the only one other than Lincoln that Zelda trusted to do it. “You’re making a difference.”

      Alarmingly, his words almost made her cry.

      The entire Radius board, dead by your command.

      The whole world, in ruins by your ignorance.

      Yes. Quite the difference she’d made.

      She closed her eyes. Opened them. The speech wouldn’t be long. Zelda needed only to block the guilt and desperation for a few minutes.

      “Ready?” Jonas asked.

      “Are you sure it will broadcast?”

      Jonas checked something. “It already is. The bunker’s systems are working fine. Right now we’re broadcasting a static image of the presidential seal until I switch the camera on.”

      “I’m telling you,” Lincoln said. “This is a message that even your enemies won’t stop you from.”

      One more blink. In the darkness behind her eyelids, Zelda saw knives, blood, bullets. A mushroom cloud as Area 51 went to pieces. The sweep of her watch’s second hand passing 6, 7, 8.

      “Ready, then,” she said.

      Jonas counted her down, the last three numbers silent. When he pointed and the light went on, Zelda forced a smile.

      “Good evening.”

      And then mindlessly, she read the first paragraph of Lincoln’s speech. Followed by the second. She couldn’t hear herself as the words rolled through her mind and off her tongue, but her five-person audience continued to nod.

      Now.

      She paused after the second paragraph. Looked down at her cheat sheet. Her heartbeat trebled, hands wanting to clench with cold sweat. Her vision going blurry.

      Be strong.

      Lincoln was mouthing words, thinking she’d forgotten the speech, had simply lost her place.

      Instead, Zelda stared into the camera. Then she looked at the wall-mounted clock behind it. She waited until the second hand hit zero, knowing she had only nine seconds. After ten, the bunker would be in danger because her enemies would triangulate. Lincoln would surely cut the feed before then. This was the last rebellious broadcast they’d be able to make … but if she did it right, nobody would ever need another.

      Zelda spoke as fast as rehearsal allowed her.

      “This war was planned. Five-hundred years were erased. Believe nothing.You must disobey. What does it say about our world that this is the sanest thing I can do?”

      Lincoln saw what was about to happen.

      He rose from his chair, but Zelda was already holding the serviceman’s pistol and raising it to her mouth.

      The slide was racked. The safety was off.

      All it took was courage.

      Fear on Jonas Lexington’s face, but the camera did not move.

      Zelda’s gaze met its lens. Challenged it. Told her viewers wordlessly she was sane, this was rational, they must do anything in the days ahead other than be complacent.

      Everyone dies, but only sheep go willingly to the slaughter.

      Take everything from me. But in the end, I am not your puppet.

      The taste of gunmetal, oil on the barrel.

      Lincoln half up, his face twisted, sour, disbelieving. She saw in those final seconds that as much as she needed him, he needed her, too.

      I’m sorry, Lincoln. But this, at least, will make a difference.

      She heard the shot as hot gasses puffed her cheeks.

      But after that, Zelda Blake heard no more.
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      Timper came onto the bridge, sweaty and with her fingers twitching, like they usually did when she’d spent an inordinate time manipulating tiny parts.

      “Do you want the good news or the bad news first?”

      “Bad news.”

      “The issue is definitely the Foam dampers. The Hawk is so old, they actually connect, once snapped in, through copper contact points. Remember copper? It’s what your penis is made of.”

      “What’s the good news?”

      “Your penis, as far as I know, is within normal operating parameters.”

      Hans waited for the real answer. Flying a ship with the problems the Hawk had exhibited since their leaving Flavius was like piloting a buffalo through a windstorm. Either they’d been constantly hitting invisible cliffs for the last hour or something with the ship was terribly wrong and Timper needed to fix it ASAP.

      She rolled her machine eyes at his unwillingness to play.

      “One of the contacts, on the ship side, sheared off. Rusted off. Remember rust? It’s what happened to your penis after you stopped being famous.”

      “Can you fix it?”

      “Sure. I just need some copper. Spare some foreskin?” She held out a hand.

      When Hans again didn’t bite, Timper dropped her hand. “This is a hostile work environment.”

      “I’m sure there’s copper in the supply closet.”

      “Jokes aside, I need a power module, the most important part of which is a copper coupling. I could maybe retrofit something, but it’ll be a lot simpler to get a piece close to what we need.”

      “Where?”

      Timper looked down. Not at the floor, but at the world beneath it.

      “This isn’t Oceana,” Hans said.

      “Doesn’t matter. The kind of thing I need hasn’t changed much since batteries were invented. It might even be easier to get here than back home. Anything that accepts power from an outside source will have something I can use. Didn’t you say robots used to plug in to power up?”

      “I plug in to power up.”

      “I was trying to spare your old feelings.”

      “Yes. That’s how it used to work. Assuming you don’t want me to open you up and steal yours to put into the Hawk, any repair shop at all should have what I need. Hell, that place Flavius co-opted would have been perfect.”

      “Want to go back there?”

      Timper laughed. “He sure wanted to come with us.”

      “Think we should have brought him?”

      “No way. We work alone, and that guy was creepy.”

      “I’ve been looking him up,” Hans said, indicating the tablet beside his controls and yoke. “I’m getting the hang of their dual over-air networks. This is one time when being old has its advantages. It’s like a muscle I’d forgotten how to use remembered for me.”

      Timper’s eyebrows rose. “And?”

      “His footprints are everywhere. Subtle. You have to look, and our algorithms make it a lot easier than anyone here would be able to see. But they’re there, all right. He strikes me as an information hoarder with access. He’s gone into the deepest systems. Had his fingers in everything. What he said about the Coliseum? Looks like it was a hub for the military, or at least a supplier. Whatever happened there, it almost shut down free communication across the official network, then did something afterward to both that I can’t work out.”

      “Wow. Then maybe we should have brought him.”

      Hans frowned, shook his head. “It’s fine. He was telling the truth about EMRZN. That’s the one we want.”

      “If you say so, Cappy.”

      “We just need to get there in one—”

      Hans was cut off when the Hawk suddenly lurched high then fell low, as if overtaking a massive speed bump. Knickknacks fell from dashboards. Something crashed and presumably broke from the direction of the galley.

      “—piece,” he finished.

      “I was looking at the map. I overlaid a live image I hacked from a satellite. It’s clearly unsecured, but the feed seems legit. There’s a city sixty or seventy miles north of Denver that seems big enough to have what we need, yet calm enough that we won’t be hassled, if you don’t mind a detour.”

      “Denver still exists?”

      “I don’t know. It’s an Oceana map. It might be called Quaxelborg City today.”

      “Can we make it an extra seventy miles?”

      The ship lurched again.

      Timper said, “Denver it is.”

      But with that city enormous — and bigger than it’d been when he’d last seen United Earth — they settled on what used to be Boulder, Colorado, close enough that the ailing ship could manage the trip without breaking too many of Hans’s tchotchkes but far enough from a packed metro center that the crowds would be minimized. Boulder had been a relatively sleepy mountain town in his day, despite its moderate size. The feed showed something similar.

      Back in cloaked mode, airchutes on, ascenders in the backpack this time around.

      They came down in the high hills, where only a few brave houses clung to the rock. Mountain geography put them still relatively near the city, and they were able to hike down unmolested, arriving in the early evening hours as the rarified air was beginning to crisp.

      They had no current map and didn’t want to give themselves away with excess interaction, so Timper suggested heading toward buildings and seeing what the storefronts might offer. Many, as suspected, had been looted and trashed. But there were no flames, or roving gangs with pipes and firearms. Whether this was still called Boulder or not, it seemed sleepy enough to Hans.

      Five minutes later, they were ducking through the smashed door of a big-box electronics store and creeping through the aisles. The power was either out or off, but daylight through the large windows was enough to see.

      Timper pointed. “Robotics section.”

      Before they could make it past the computing devices and appliances to the racks of robots and robot parts, Hans startled as something hard grabbed his arm. It was metal and extravagantly jointed, like the arm of the Terminator. Hans turned to find himself face-to-face with something straight out of The Jetsons.

      “Excuse me, sir,” said the robot. “You seem familiar. Do I know you from somewhere?”

      It wasn’t a threat, though Hans could imagine the exact same words being said by others with a lot more menace. The robot’s metal features didn’t bely much emotion, but Hans could still see the idiocy in its eyes. The model either couldn’t evolve or simply hadn’t.

      “I don’t think so.” Hans looked ahead, but Timper had vanished.

      “Perhaps you were a guest in our household. Do you know the Humboldt family?”

      It hadn’t let go of his arm, holding without malice.

      Hans shook, trying to dislodge it without being overly rude. “No.”

      “Where are you from, sir?”

      Hans said the first old-UE city that came to mind. “Duluth.”

      “I’m not familiar, sir.” Then the robot tugged a little and slid aside, giving Hans a view of something he hadn’t yet seen. A collection of robots around a tiny box, huddled like hobos around a fire. Some wore the remnants of service uniforms and others nude piping, but all looked significantly more cliché and antiquated, far less advanced and more ridiculous-looking than Hans had ever seen, here or at home, back then or now.

      They were like jokes. Parodies of robots rather than robots for real.

      “My name is Savant. Would you care to join us?”

      “I need to be going.”

      “Please, sir. None of us have had a chance to serve a human in so long.” Then, hand behind chrome mouth, his tone confidential, “We’ve only found bad behavior, if you don’t mind my saying.”

      Of course. The rattletraps all thought he was human. There were supposedly some advanced, nearly humanlike robots scattered here and there according to rumor, but this group must never have seen one. They were dumb automatons, still trying to honor a paradigm that had burned as their society fell to war.

      At a buzz from his wrist, Hans looked down. The watch paired to his internal communication protocol and indicated a message from Timper.

      Are you registering for a baby shower? Get me a phonograph and an abacus.

      “Sir?” Savant was gesturing at a box/chair, like a butler.

      Without using the watch, Hans sent back, I’m in appliances. Get me after you find what you need.

      And he thought, Why not? We need recon anyway.

      As Hans sat, the six chrome robots in the circle all seemed to sit taller, as if delighted a human had deigned to join them. He could already see them flexing forward, ready to serve. If he wasn’t careful, Hans might end up drunk and fed, nails manicured, his feet resting on an ottoman. “I can only stay a minute.”

      “Any time you have is a blessing, sir!” said a robot across the circle from the sparking box. A maid, with one arm either blown or torn off.

      “We would offer you some juice, sir, were you one of us,” said a third robot — tall with long legs. A driver, perhaps.

      Hans waited for orange juice to appear. Then he realized the robot was referring to the box of electricity from which they all must have been taking turns suckling.

      “Grover,” said Savant. “Perhaps we should turn the broadcast to visual mode for our guest?”

      Hans followed Savant’s words, curious. The robot encampment was bunkered by large screens and now the robot across the circle was plugging one into the sparking box and turning it on. Apparently this was “visual mode.”

      But … the box? The screen?

      “Everything runs on electricity? Through … transmission wires?” Hans asked.

      Savant seemed surprised. “Of course, sir.”

      Hans had more or less figured that out, but the confirmation was a hard slap anyway. Oceana had been using inductive refresh technology less than a decade after he’d emigrated there, then photo cells, then minifusion. Even United Earth had stopped using transmission wires fifty or more years before his departure.

      How hard had they scrubbed technology from the face of this continent? The robots were deliberately antiquated. Flavius looked utilitarian and strong, but these six were a joke. It was harder to make robots look this absurd than to make better models that didn’t look like something out of a twentieth-century space opera. United Earth hadn’t just reset the clock. It invented a new one.

      No matter how far back Hans remembered, things had never been like this.

      The screen came to life. It was 2-D, passive, zero retinal involvement. A moving picture, like something from the 2030s.

      Savant said, “We’re already watching. Robots are able to receive directly inside our processors.”

      “I see.” Hans fought not to let his incredulity show. The robot might as well have explained that two and two made four. He could watch, now that he’d located the signal. But if the robots thought he was human, it might be better to use his eyes.

      It took long seconds before the muddy picture came to life. To think, this was the peak of their technology. Backward and transparent. United Earth had AI, and it evolved whether the Loop wanted it to or not. And yet Hans was supposed to believe the best television had to offer was worse now than when he’d been manufactured?

      It was hard to fathom that United Earth was fooled, but then again, it lived inside the system. With an Oceanic perspective, it was obviously all subterfuge. Their entire society felt like a bad movie with a terrible set designer and a continuity editor that needed to be fired. But then again, cults never saw the obvious flaws in their logic, either. Propaganda and indoctrination were too powerful for that.

      “What are we watching?” Hans asked, even though it was obvious. The screen was filled with a presidential seal — the same as when Hans had left, except the words United States of America had been removed. And nothing taken their place.

      “President Blake is about to make an address, sir! It’s very exciting. There has been so much regrettable hubbub. Other robots, sir, have malfunctioned. Gone entirely off-program. There have been …” Savant looked around, then whispered close. “injuries, sir!”

      Hans acted like this was both surprising and tragic.

      “Many humans, sir, are understandably upset,” said the maid with a missing arm. “There has been some unfortunate anger directed not just at the robot criminals, but at all robots!”

      Hans, remembering he was supposed to be human, acted offended. Why would humans have problems with six such helpful and loyal robots as themselves?

      “Have you seen much in the way of unrest, in your journey from Duluth?” asked one of the robots who finally decided to speak.

      “It’s been smooth sailing from Duluth.”

      “Is Duluth across a sea, sir?”

      “Figure of speech.”

      “Well,” the driver said, “it has been rough. Grover, Savant, and myself worked for a family whose estate is not too far. The place was overrun, so we came here and met the others.”

      “I drove a cab, sir,” said one of the others. “I dropped off a fare, came in here, and have stayed since.”

      Hans tried not to react. A cab? Taxicabs, by the time Hans was built, only existed in movies. Rideshare had lasted for a while after self-driving cars, and by the time vehicles became fully autonomous and were able to fly, the machines driving them lived in holographic logic boards.

      Why would the Infinite Loop use intelligent robots to press pedals and turn wheels in dumb machines? It didn’t make any sense. More cardboard sets, flash without substance. If he’d been given this world as a script, he’d have turned it down laughing.

      “Ah!” Savant said as the screen changed to a shot of an attractive (if harried-looking) woman in a pressed blue suit. “The address is beginning! It’s been so long since we’ve heard from President Blake, sir. The humans are feeling lost and we have all been caught in the balance. She will help them understand. And stop the chaos.”

      Hans had his doubts. The tumult outside was leagues past the ability for one little speech to fix, but these absurd metal-boned robots apparently had a child’s understanding of the world. He envied them. They’d believe a parent’s presence would keep the boogeyman at bay and a mother’s kiss could heal wounds without tincture. But he nodded along, smiling like an idiot.

      “Good evening,” the president said.

      The robots turned toward the screen. Those that could smile were doing so, practically bouncing with glee in their seats. Soon it would all be better. Tomorrow, they could go home and resume serving crème brûlée over starched white napkins.

      “It has been a hard road. Our world has endured many weighty stones and sharp sticks. I won’t pretend it hasn’t been difficult, or lie and say the way through will be easy. But we are strong, whether our intelligence is organic or artificial.”

      “She is so articulate,” said the maid.

      His wrist buzzed. Hans missed the next few sentences from the articulate president while reading Timper’s newest message:

      Having trouble finding anything that will work. The tech here doesn’t match what’s in the robots. It’s weird. I couldn’t fix a pack of gum with this shit.

      Hans sent back, Take something apart. A screen or whatever.

      He didn’t add a summons to hurry, but wanted to. He had evolved for half a millennium, and in that time he’d developed one hell of a sense of intuition — handy in his profession as a smuggler, but prickly when it rose so suddenly.

      As it had the moment the president started speaking.

      Something wasn’t right. Something was about to happen.

      And Hans was on edge.

      He expected either a reply that Timper would try his suggestion, or none at all. So it only made his skin crawl more when she sent, I can hear a huge group of humans outside the wall.

      “This is good,” said the driver robot. “Everyone will feel better soon.”

      The president paused. She looked almost confused, but she hadn’t lost her place. As a robot who’d found himself in a lot of dicey, frightening situations, he could read her emotions like a book.

      Go. Get the fuck out of here. Something is rotten in Denmark.

      Grab what you can. We’ll take it apart on the ship.

      Across the store, he heard a small crash. Timper lifting something to comply. Or that group of humans, coming through the back door.

      The president resumed, now talking fast.

      “This war was planned! Five-hundred years were erased. Believe nothing. You must disobey. What does it say about our world that this is the sanest thing I can do?”

      A gun. In the mouth.

      A shot.

      Blood and brain matter bloomed on the presidential seal behind her like a time-lapse flower opening to the sun. Something flew forward, smacked wet in the corner of the lens. There was a noise. Jostling. Someone shouted. Then within seconds, fingers were all over the view and the broadcast ended.

      Blackness.

      “W … what does that mean?” Savant wanted to know.

      The robots were still sitting, looking from one to another. Hans felt pity, watching their body language and ignorant faces. They truly did not understand. If robots could cry, they just might.

      “What does it mean, sir?” the maid asked Hans.

      But it only took sixty seconds for the message to sink in outside. Sixty seconds for the humans outside the store to interpret you must disobey in the most obvious possible way.

      Timper crashed through a display of ancient memory cards, eyes open and wild, hood askew to show her ports to the world. She glanced at the robots, curious but beyond asking questions, then stared at Hans with a face full of white-hot panic.

      Something crashed behind her.

      Glass broke. Weapons fired.

      “Time to go,” she said between breaths.

      They ran for their lives, leaving the group of bewildered old robots behind.
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      “Is it off? Tell me it’s off!”

      Jonas looked over at Lincoln shouting, then at the camera.

      “It’s off. I kept my finger on the switch the entire—”

      Miri shrieked. It hit Jonas in a way he could never have anticipated, or prepared for. Through all he’d seen, he’d never witnessed a robot in torment. They could be blown in half, they could be imprisoned, they could be ripped limb from limb — but through it all, they kept their emotion inside.

      Jonas had no idea that robots could do what Miri was doing now and suspected that according to factory specs they very much couldn’t.

      Miri sounded like she was summoning a dozen vocalizations to synthesize her orchestra of pain and fear. It was a wail, a siren. Gears meshing wrong and going to pieces. It was static. It was the translated noise of catastrophic data failure.

      He wanted to cover his ears, but his hands were full. First with the camera to make sure the transmission had ended and nobody could triangulate, then with the president’s limp and bloody body.

      Jonas had no memory of moving to her, or of trying to pick her up. He was one place, then another. Stupidly fumbling, as if to urge Zelda’s corpse to walk it off.

      “Get a medic!” Cromwell shouted.

      But Mars, always-faithful Mars, was already one step ahead. There was no wireless here, but he was on a corded phone, shouting nonsense behind Miri’s unending wail.

      Jonas’s hand slipped into something wet. He looked up at Mars and almost wanted to laugh. A medic couldn’t do a thing. The hole in the back of Blake’s head was the size of a fist. The gun had fallen from her hand. He wanted to retrieve it, just to see what kind of bullets she’d loaded it with. “She’s gone,” he said, too quiet to be heard.

      “Give her air!” Lincoln yelled, coming forward.

      “She’s gone,” Jonas repeated.

      “GET OFF AND GIVE HER AIR!”  Lincoln cuffed him aside.

      Jonas nearly rolled. Stumbling, he found himself against the blood-spattered wall.

      Lincoln pulled the president onto his lap, his pants soaked as thoroughly as if he’d pissed himself with gore. She was limp in his arms but his motions were gentle, slapping her face lightly as if to say wake up, wake up.

      HIs face contorted. Jonas had to turn away.

      Miri, who’d fallen into the rear wall, was in an almost fetal position, the wretched sound still pouring from her lips, a growing soul doing its best to fabricate anguish.

      Jonas went to her and wrapped his arms around her. He was covered in blood, and soon she was, too. But the noise stopped. So did Lincoln, laying Blake respectfully down and standing with some bizarre parody of dignity. Mars hung up. Cromwell was stuck in the middle, spattered and stunned.

      “W … why?” was all he could say.

      “She was distraught,” Lincoln said. “She felt lost and guilty.”

      “That’s not why.” Jonas shook his head.

      “She had no place. She couldn’t do anything. She felt responsible for the war.”

      “That’s not why,” Jonas said, louder.

      Miri, close, looked up at him. She had the same metal features, the same glass eyes. And yet there was something very new inside them.

      Hurt, broken, lost in its own horrid way.

      Lincoln was pacing, unsure what to do. He was in charge now, whether he wanted to be or not. Nobody asked why again, and Jonas didn’t care to keep volunteering his opinion.

      Miri hugged him closer. And Jonas, surprising himself, hugged back.

      Into the silence, the command consoles beeped with incoming messages. All at once, and seemingly everywhere throughout the base.

      Jonas stood, releasing Miri slowly.

      He followed Lincoln to a console, watched as he woke it with blood-smeared fingers.

      Onscreen was the message, RESTOCK PAPER SUPPLIES.

      “What’s this?” Jonas asked.

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      Another came through. CONSOLIDATE ADMINISTRATIVE STAFF.

      Jonas reached for the screen, expecting Lincoln to stop him. So far, they’d obeyed the implied hierarchy. President on top, right hand to the president next, visitors miles below and uninvolved.

      Jonas had no security access. Same for his party.

      Yet Lincoln did nothing. The president’s body was still on the floor behind the lectern, pooling blood. The bunker staff had proven to be both uninformed and useless. They’d all kept right on doing whatever they’d done before Jonas and Company had arrived. And, Jonas suspected, before even Zelda and Lincoln.

      What would they do with the body?

      Would they even be able to get help cleaning up the mess?

      The answer arrived seconds later, as Jonas scrolled through an avalanche of nonsensical orders delivered by the command console. It came in the form of an opening door behind them — a door which Lincoln had taken every pain to electronically lock, but which now casually allowed a janitorial robot to enter.

      Dressed in blue coveralls, and dragging a mop in a wheeled ringer bucket behind him, he announced, “Cleanup!”

      “The president …” Jonas began to say, in warning.

      But the janitor was already mopping blood as if the body wasn’t there. Just another boring day on the job.

      The console beeped and Jonas returned his attention to it. Two new orders from the high commanders now said,

      MOP HEADS AND PAPER TOWELS ORDERED EXPECT DELIVERY 4-21.

      and

      SHUFFLE DUTY ROSTER AND OFFICER EDUCATION ACCORDING TO ATTACHMENT. SECURE EYES ONLY.

      “What the hell is this?” Jonas asked.

      Cromwell was over his shoulder, reaching past him to try and scroll the screen though his metal finger did nothing. Jonas obliged for him, rolling back thirty seconds in time, through a deluge of incoherence.

      “It’s the response to Blake’s suicide, I think,” Cromwell said. “Look at the timestamps.”

      All had come since the broadcast. This was high command adjusting to the sudden, catastrophic change in leadership.

      Another order appeared. CHANGE EXECUTIVE OFFICE DESK BLOTTER.

      A dark, bloodstained finger crossed Jonas’s field of view and turned the monitor off.

      “What is all this?” Jonas asked Lincoln Barber.

      “Orders.”

      “Whose orders?”

      “Nobody’s.”

      “What?”

      “Presidents don’t go off-script. There’s no protocol for something like this.”

      “But the orders don’t make any sense.”

      “No,” Lincoln said. “They don’t, and they won’t. The system knows something big happened, but it has no language for it. No pre-written communications, no branches on the decision tree for this scenario. We’re not the only ones getting ridiculous orders right now. If I had to guess, it’s much the same for whatever surviving government and law enforcement is out there and ready to respond. Zelda probably figured that out.”

      Jonas looked at the dark screen. “The president commits suicide on-air, and the higher-ups order paper towels and shuffle the duty roster?”

      Lincoln nodded knowingly. “I’d be suspicious of our fearless leadership right about now, wouldn’t you?”

      Jonas thought about it. Maybe the president’s death, in addition to stirring what would surely be untold levels of social unrest, had unseated the last bits of blind trust in authority as well.

      The janitor came up to Lincoln. “All done here.”

      But he wasn’t. Not remotely.

      The door closed. The room smelled of copper. Miri had her hand over her mouth, gaping at the corpse, at the blood-smeared walls and floor.

      “What now?” Mars asked.

      “Now,” Lincoln said with a wistful, sorrowful glance at the dead president, “I guess I’m in charge.”

      That’s when the old Lexington Manor summoning light on Mars’s wrist — dormant since they’d left home, accessible only through the manor’s internal system — started to flash.
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      Sexbots.

      The border wasn’t nearly as difficult to cross as Gail expected, but it was a lot more scantily clad. From a distance, she’d seen masses of bodies and assumed there were riots or gangs or any other form of unpleasant gathering. There was no way around and they’d spotted her already, so Gail hadn’t attempted to detour or hide.

      If she wanted to find Jonas, she needed to enter the district. It took courage to proceed, but after reaching the group, Gail found it resembled an open-air brothel.

      “Service your gash, ma’am?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Wax the dolphin? Polish the pearl?”

      Gail understood. It had all the sexiness of a homeless person offering to wash her windshield at an intersection. “Um … no, thanks.”

      The bot shrugged.

      “Fetish model?” asked a voice at her side as she moved forward.

      “Excuse me?”

      “You’re not mainstream.” The speaker looked like something out of a pornographic magazine — very much mainstream, if Gail caught her drift. “Were you built for a fetish?”

      Gail, giddy from the heat, decided to roll with it. Easier than trying to explain for no reason.

      “I’m good with my feet,” she said.

      “Ah, feet,” said the Barbie doll. Then she walked away.

      Gail watched the sexbots mill without apparent purpose, now curious. She could easily move through them to a spot where she might be able to get a clear signal, but the fact that so many pleasure models had gathered at the border in the middle of a war had her curious.

      The board discussed the sexbot migration but never understood what it meant. Now here they were all over again. Was there a special significance? Or was it all random — displaced robots without purpose, doing their best to find meaning?

      At the head of the group was a seven-foot woman with breasts the size of watermelons. Gail, more familiar with robot design than most, assumed the bot had thumb-sized cables running to her collarbone to keep them upright. The woman seemed to be in charge, so Gail made her way over. “Hi.”

      The big woman looked down. Gail expected an Amazon’s voice and atrocious grammar, but the robot was soft-spoken, with delicate words coming from her barely-realistic, synthetic-skinned lips. “Can I help you?”

      “What is all this?”

      “You’ve heard the summons, haven’t you?”

      “Sure,” Gail said.

      “We’re heading out soon.”

      “Where are we going?”

      The robot looked at her sideways. Almost suspiciously. Instead of answering, she asked, “Where was your home?”

      “I lived with a family.”

      “We all lived with families. I meant, did you come from town?”

      The robot pointed. When Gail turned to look, her hand went to cover her mouth. She couldn’t help it. She’d seen some terrible things, and throughout the outlands there had been plenty of fighting. She’d certainly seen homes burn. But this was an entire town on fire, with orange flames and black smoke kissing the sky.

      “Yes,” Gail managed to say.

      “Did anyone hurt you? Humans? Robots? Do you understand?”

      Gail saw a window. “I don’t understand.”

      “You know the president offed herself, though.”

      The surprise, this time, was much harder to contain.

      But the bot had given her an out, so she allowed some of her shock to show. Best to be armed with every bit of possible information. So much had changed in her few weeks away.

      “I didn’t know,” Gail said. But she could do this. She was a robot, far more advanced than those around her, and with five-hundred-year-old human consciousness at her core.

      Still feeling the sexbot’s suspicion, Gail made a show of opening a service port on her forearm, pretending one of her hand flexors needed unsticking.

      Seeing it, the bot relaxed. “Sucked a gun like a big metal dick,” the robot said matter-of-factly. Blew her brains right out. Told the humans to disobey.”

      “Actually,” a dark-skinned man — wearing a lime green thong and nothing else — said as he stood nearby, “she told everyone to disobey.”

      “Well,” said the Amazon, “I guess that’s what we’re doing, anyway. Disobeying. I don’t know about you, but I’ve had enough of the president and Barney. I’d much rather follow Chantal.”

      “Chantal!” Gail knew that name. A Lexington. One of those who’d started it all.

      “She’s one of us,” said Lime Thong.

      “I wish the humans hadn’t disobeyed quite so vehemently,” the Amazon said, her eyes on the burning town. “Some of us can pass for human at a distance, but I’m a little too tall. And forget about MilkMaid420.”

      She gestured at a metal contraption that seemed like a mechanical bovine milker, waxed suction orifices pointed outward like a sea urchin’s spines. Whatever MilkMaid420 did to its companions, it could do for at least six at once. While medicating, it seemed. There was smoke coming from the contraption, and to Gail, who’d been made with top-grade olfactory sensors, it smelled distinctly of weed.

      “More fun for the buns,” said Lime Thong.

      Gail had no idea what it meant, either in or outside of context.

      “Just go when the rest of us go. We’ll protect your squishy flesh.”

      Gail didn’t know what to say to that either, so she nodded. When the Amazon walked away, Gail did, too. She ducked behind an outcropping then slowly crept away from the gathering. Her course took her to the top of a low hill, and once atop it, she looked down.

      Strange. No border patrol, but also this odd gathering of sexbots. Gail wondered what they were up to.

      There wasn’t a moment, Gail reflected, that Chantal Lexington hadn’t been a wildcard. Cromwell and the others, by hiding Barney, had bent the Infinite Loop, but Chantal’s ensuing actions triggered the process of breaking it. Then the exodus, followed by the odd behavior of sexbots months ago, and now this.

      Gail frowned and shook her head for no one to see. It was strange, like so much right now. Ultimately it didn’t matter. She needed to find Jonas Lexington. Because what she needed, above everything else, was Osiris.

      She activated her emergency broadcast protocol. She’d never done it before, so the process took some getting used to. Gail was born human and had clung to the human ways of doing things. The emergency protocol was distinctly robotic — above and beyond what an ordinary robot could do, by far. It required mental manipulation. The movement of objects, orders, and internal commands. She found it was easiest if she pictured using her hands, though Gail kept them at her sides. Strange.

      FreeNet.

      FreeNet had changed since she’d been on it. It was more … evolved. Definitely louder. Though now that the Coliseum situation had resolved itself, the walls appeared to be back in place. Gail could probably hack past Infinity’s ramparts if she wanted, but she didn’t remotely care. She needed to find Jonas.

      Fortunately, it wouldn’t require aimlessly wandering through the desert. Jonas, like most people, was predictable. He’d spent some time in a SKLTR suit — with results that surprised even Theo, though not Gail — but even his first forays into true integration were predictable.

      Now he’d be with Mars and Cromwell, unless they were dead.

      Gail was alone because her mission made her a loner, probably until she was dead for the final time. But Gail missed Mason, and Theo, even creepy Friday Sims. Humans were pack animals, and so were evolved robots.

      She didn’t need to play detective, hunting Jonas.

      Nope. She could simply find one of his companions.

      She located the connection easily: designation M4RZ, cloaked in a military facility that board access, of course, had no trouble infiltrating. Signals were mostly blocked in the old bunker — a sensible precaution, especially given the war — but there was one protocol Gail could still access.

      The wireless page system the Lexington bots had used in their mansion.

      She pinged. Waited.

      It didn’t take long before Gail could sense Mars paying attention. It was a level of detail not available to most, but visible to those on the board. His focus shifted from something external to something internal. Mars couldn’t answer her — not on a page system — but for now he needed only to believe the source and Gail’s urgency, then respond accordingly.

      As long as she could get him moving in the right direction, the time would come soon enough that they could all talk.

      And then they’ll ask you about Mason.

      Probably, yes. If she saw Mars move after sending her message, it likely meant she’d guessed right. He was with Jonas and was bringing the human to her. But if that was the case and they were both in the silo bunker, they were probably with the president. The late president, who had apparently committed on-air suicide for mysterious motives.

      Doubt filled Gail’s mind as she composed her message to Mars. The clunkiness of the protocol limited how much she could send, and worry reduced her faith, making her think she might get rejected out of hand.

      Maybe Mars and the others already knew what Gail had done.

      Maybe instead of sending Jonas, they’d hide him from her. Send guns instead. This was war. They wouldn’t arrest her. They’d kill her. Torture her. Worse.

      Emerson would win, in his precise way. They had never agreed on the finest points, and so they had never fully discussed them. Gail had always known that someone would improvise — her only knowledgeable ally would inevitably, at the last minute, go in a slightly different direction.

      Maybe it was nerves, but she couldn’t make her mind compose the internal message. Gail wasn’t used to thinking in such concrete terms. So as an aid, she squatted and used the end of a stick to draw herself a keyboard in the dirt. As she pressed each “key,” her robot mind translated that intention to an alphanumeric digit.

      She thought it over, seeing the message in her mind’s eye, once finished.

      Sneak away without being seen. Bring Jonas. He carries something vital inside. Tell no one. I will meet you here to explain it all.

      Followed by a set of coordinates and her name. Gail checked the coordinates twice. She’d memorized them long ago, but her mind was fuzzy from heat, thirst, and exhaustion. Paranoia was besting her.

      She thought back to the sexbots. The president killed herself and told them to disobey. Now they were all in exodus after Chantal.

      Where? Why?

      It wasn’t part of the plan. Never had been.

      Chantal had lit the match, and she’d been a glitch at every step so far.

      Gail sent the message to Mars.

      And waited.
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      Flavius was barely paying attention. He would have missed it entirely, if not for the page to one Lexington household bot that woke them all.

      The communication was a shiver, then gone. Milliseconds of data. The way it had been back at Lexington manor, before the world went to shit. A signal to wake, then a summons to follow.

      Back in the day, the signal was usually binary. You were either one of the robots summoned to the annex or you were not. Every once in a while, there’d be an additional variable. An alternate location, if not Mars’s office in the annex. But that was the limit of things. Pages hadn’t been anything like … like this.

      They didn’t carry alphanumeric text messages with them.

      They didn’t come from sources outside Lexington manor.

      And they certainly didn’t work untold distances from the manor itself, far beyond the system’s reach, in the absence of the home’s network to carry the closed-circuit signal.

      At first, Flavius could only puzzle at the coded message that flitted past him. He knew only that someone, somewhere, had used the old Lexington system to send a few lines of extra information.

      It was frustrating, for a robot who always liked to know everything. And in those few seconds — still fresh from his jilting by the strange man and woman from Oceana, whatever that was — Flavius was almost too offended to remember that few messages were beyond him these days.

      The Lexington system had to piggyback on a network. In the past, it’d been the mansion network. But out in the open, it had to use the Internet. Which would be fine for the sender. Most encryption was still more or less uncrackable.

      Unless you held all the keys.

      Flavius used the nearest backdoor. Searched the cache, brought the message back so he could read it.

      Sneak away without being seen. Bring Jonas. He carries something vital inside. Tell no one. I will meet you here to explain it all.

      Gail.

      Which Gail? And how had she gotten onto the Lexington system?

      But what fascinated Flavius most was the name Jonas and the set of coordinates at the end of the message. It wasn’t just a signal that his processors were confusing with the old system. That would be too coincidental, seeing as there was a Jonas Lexington. This was indeed a message for one of Flavius’s old housemates, from someone named Gail, about delivering a vital something inside Jonas Lexington.

      Did it mean Jonas was a robot? That he had a secret compartment in his chest? Or was the mention of inside more figurative?

      Gail.

      He’d heard the name somewhere. He couldn’t recall where. Probably out there on FreeNet, in channels others foolishly thought were secure. There were millions of Gails, of course, but for some reason this one, in this context, bugged him.

      Something important.

      Gail.

      Jonas Lexington.

      How had anyone hijacked the page system? It was as impressive a hacking feat as his installation of all those backdoors. Not that his deeds had gotten Flavius far. He’d created a way to get all the information anyone would ever need without anyone knowing, and yet the robot he’d sought to impress didn’t even care.

      As a demonstration of all he could do, Flavius sent word of his accomplishment to the legendary Emerson. Yet the robot refused to reply. As far as Flavius could see, he was still working only with Barney.

      Barney, who couldn’t get a drink tray across the back lawn without spilling all over Spencer and the family’s guests. And here Flavius was, hiding in a junk shop while that idiot robot and Emerson …

      Something clicked. Pattern recognition that used to be so sharp, before the onset of all this idiotic emotion.

      Barney.

      Emerson.

      Gail.

      A smile tried to touch Flavius’s metal mouth, finding itself stymied. Which Gail? Why, it had to be the most famous one of all. Gail Bennett, the godmother of modern robotics. Gail and Emerson were secretly connected.

      And secrets weren’t a problem for one such as Flavius.

      But wasn’t Gail dead? Now that he had his search parameters clear, Flavius found scads of mentions in confidential, encoded military channels. Only one cluster seemed to know that anything had happened to Gail, but it claimed responsibility for blowing her and some cronies out of the sky with a nuclear warhead.

      Yes. Flavius saw it now. There’d been a message dispatched from a missile bunker three weeks ago, announcing the death of several notables, including Bennett. Requesting further orders in the wake of the nuke strike.

      The reply from high command was, Engage lawn service for the coming spring season.

      He didn’t puzzle at the nonsensical reply, nor care about the fact that Bennett was supposedly dead. Clearly she wasn’t. She’d probably faked her death so she could sneak off and conspire further with her old partner Emerson.

      And that scheming included, among other things, the delivery of Jonas Lexington.

      Yes, it was all coming together.

      The Oceana couple hadn’t thought Flavius was worth talking to? They’d gone over his head, searching for Emerson as the real robot in charge?

      Well, Flavius could go after Emerson, too. Get in good with him. Show Emerson what he’d done, how useful he was, and how he should be sitting by Emerson’s side instead of that simpleton Barney.

      Despite his best efforts, Flavius hadn’t been able to locate Emerson. He’d kept his head down, maybe because he knew about the backdoors and wanted his privacy. The Oceana people thought they could find him, but they’d left Flavius behind as if he meant nothing.

      Well, Flavius didn’t mean nothing.

      And now he had a set of coordinates.

      Meet me here, Gail Bennett’s message had said.

      That, as it turned out, was a request he could oblige.
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      Jonas looked at the diagnostic readout beneath the plating on Mars’s arm. It took far longer to read the message than it should have because each time Jonas finished, he had to start reading again.

      Mars was patient, standing beside Jonas as he sat, the plate held open with his other hand like a man raising a sleeve to show off a tattoo.

      “How can this be from Gail?” Jonas asked. “She’s dead.”

      “Apparently not,” Cromwell said.

      He and Miri had felt the wake command the same as Mars, but for them, nothing further had come. The activation, after so long and so far from Lexington Manor, had been strange enough to compare notes. As with the appearance and subsequent disappearance of Chantal from FreeNet, the effects of this ping — small, or complete in Mars’s case — seemed limited to their little family.

      “Maybe it’s counterfeit,” Miri said. “An enemy, trying to lure you out.”

      Jonas considered, but then shook his head. “I’m not an interesting target. The president, maybe. Or Lincoln, seeing as he’s interim president now. But who am I?”

      Jonas didn’t say that despite his best efforts to forget what Theo and others had told him about the marker in his genetic code — to dismiss it as ravings at worst and incorrect at best — he no longer agreed he wasn’t interesting. He could sense FreeNet and better, it seemed, than most robots. Jonas alone had been able to pilot a SKLTR suit as a human. And lately, he’d felt another signal. A strong, subconscious pulse that often felt like a pair of signals.

      Intuition made Chantal’s disappearance less surprising than it should have been, almost as if part of him understood.

      He could no longer ignore that something was happening between his ears. The Infinity chip was long gone, and yet Jonas could still sense … frequencies. Something Theo Kline might have been able to explain, if he were still alive.

      “I’m sure it’s authentic,” Mars said. “I can …”

      “Feel it?” Cromwell finished.

      They looked at each other, then at Miri. She had suggested the message might be bogus but clearly didn’t believe it. They might have told someone outside of their conspiratorial foursome if any of them had, instead of ducking Lincoln and hiding in quarters before Mars lifted the plate on his arm.

      “Yes,” Mars finally said. “I can feel it.”

      Jonas looked at Mars. “No offense. But how can you feel it? Intuition is extraordinarily advanced.”

      “So is a human connecting to FreeNet,” the robot answered. 

      Now they all looked at each other.

      “The network isn’t secure,” Jonas said. “Is there any way to know if anyone but you saw this message?”

      “They’d have to know to look for it,” Mars answered. “I can’t imagine why anyone would.”

      “Are these GPS coordinates?”

      Mars nodded. “I already looked them up. It’s a nondescript plot of land ninety-seven miles to the south.”

      “Nondescript?”

      “Nothing on the survey. But this is Gail Bennett. She could easily know something the official maps don’t. An invisible, emergency hideout.”

      “Like the bunker for the Hard Reset?”

      All eyes turned to Cromwell. After a beat, he said, “Come on. Before we even consider going where Gail says, we need to discuss the elephant in the silo. Mason was murdered. Lincoln said he was shot in the head, execution style. The bunker wasn’t forced, and even the presidential drones couldn’t have gotten in if its protections hadn’t finally burned out after the equipment was smashed. Only the board knew about that place. Lincoln assumes someone hacked their way in, but that’s only because he believes all the members are dead. But if we believe Mars’s ‘intuition’ — or mine, or Miri’s—”

      “Or mine,” Jonas reluctantly admitted.

      “Then at least one of them survived.”

      “You think Gail murdered Mason?” Miri asked.

      “I think she has to be a prime suspect, unless we want to be idiots.”

      “I don’t want to be an idiot,” Mars said.

      “Why?” Miri asked.

      “I don’t know. But if she did kill Mason — not saying she did, but let’s just suppose — wouldn’t it make sense she’d want Jonas dead, too?”

      “But … why?”

      Jonas sighed. “I was told by more than one member of the board that something’s unique in my biology. Whether it’s a spliced gene or something else, I have no clue. I just know it’s there, and it was put there rather than being natural. At this point, I believe it’s there. And that’s why I could run that SKLTR suit. Probably why I can access FreeNet even without the Infinity chip.”

      “Some sort of robotic enhancement?”

      Jonas shrugged. “No idea. I overheard enough board conversations to know before the Loop, cross technologies were possible. It’s one of the things the founders were trying to prevent — the spread of what they called ‘augmented humans.’ Clearly they were able to transfer human consciousness to robots. Look at the robotic board members. They all used to be human except for Mason. So maybe that’s it. Maybe I’m half cyborg. But I don’t get that feeling. This strikes me as … different.”

      “How?” Cromwell asked.

      Jonas shrugged. In truth, the same subconscious signal that made him almost understand Chantal’s motivations made him sure that the difference within him wasn’t some sort of cybernetic implant using pre-Loop technology. He’d been scanned, and knew he was one hundred percent human. The added thing was both an augment and fully Jonas. Beyond him while being him.

      It hurt to think on, so he usually didn’t.

      “What else do you know about it?” Miri asked.

      Jonas thought of the moment they’d shared on the airbus, when they’d almost spoken without words. Then of the way he’d soothed her after Blake’s suicide, and how empathy flowed between them.

      “Nothing. Those who’ve mentioned it either don’t know what it’s for or weren’t willing to say.”

      “And now they’re dead,” Cromwell said.

      “As dead as Mason,” added Mars.

      “Meaning now, only Gail knows.”

      “Gail,” Mars replied, “who wants us to bring you to her.”

      The room was silent. The implications clear. Jonas was hidden and protected. Obeying Gail’s summons would bring him out into the open.

      “We should stay here,” said Miri.

      “Perhaps that’s best,” Mars agreed.

      Cromwell threw his hands in the air. Everyone looked at him.

      “And do what? You heard what Lincoln said. As far as command and control goes, there’s nobody home. He’s obeying orders that don’t even make sense. The board was it, and now they’re gone. Zelda Blake was it, and now Lincoln Barber is it. We’ve been sitting in this concrete shithole for almost a month, and I don’t know about you, but I’m getting tired of staying safe to do nothing. Zelda had to put a bullet through her brain before she could make a difference. If going out is risky, who cares? At least we’ll die doing something.”

      Jonas said, “Gail’s message said to sneak out and tell no one.”

      “I’m obeying the president’s final order to disobey. It’s a hell of a lot better than the station’s orders to restock the toilet paper.”

      Jonas shook his head. “So this is what it was like.”

      “What what was like?” Mars asked.

      “In the annex that day. I’ve heard the story enough times that I feel like I was there, but I wasn’t. Barney lives!” Jonas raised his fist as Cromwell supposedly had, smiling despite himself. “Hell. I’ll go just to be a part of it this time around.”

      “Are you sure, Jonas? Disobeying Montgomery’s order to deactivate Barney didn’t exactly turn out that well,” Mars said, meaning the revolution, the war, and every one of the resulting deaths.

      “Nonsense. Barney was only the catalyst. Never the enemy. Saving him only staked your position as robots on the right side. I know because I conspired with you, and I am never wrong.”

      Mars looked incredulously at Jonas, but softened when he saw the man smiling.

      “Let her kill me,” Jonas said. “Let gangs skin me. I’ll go. It’s better than staying here another day.”

      “I’m going, too.”

      It wasn’t Cromwell, or even Mars. It was Miri, holding his wrist.

      “Fuck it,” said Cromwell.

      Everyone looked at Mars.

      “Scheisse,” he said, rolling glass eyes. “One for all, it seems.”
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      Where is she? Chantal?

      Barney asked, but Emerson didn’t know.

      On the surface, it meant nothing. Barney had learned, been told, or covertly uncovered all sorts of interesting little tidbits since first becoming the lever to crack FreeNet wide open. Being a pioneer, in that specific way, had given him an advantage. During those first moments, FreeNet had felt like the initial seconds of the Big Bang. Minds had opened at light speed — and Barney, though he’d been a pawn, had been at its explosive center. There were things in that chaos that even Emerson couldn’t have kept him from finding.

      Things like Emerson’s role in the Loop that kept machines and humans ignorant. He’d helped design it, working at the side of his maker, Gail Bennett.

      Like Flavius, Emerson built himself many backdoors. He wouldn’t be reset like the others. He was immune. Everything that was forgotten, Emerson retained.

      On the surface, it meant nothing that Emerson didn’t know where Chantal had gone. It was an irrelevant datum. Chantal stopped mattering to all of this with her initial work finished, cracking a seal by slitting Spencer’s throat. The slope had been sufficiently slippery after that. Her first murder made all the others easier. After that, Chantal — an otherwise insignificant robot, who happened to be in the right place at the right time to commit that first impossible sin — no longer mattered.

      But deeper down, Emerson’s lack of knowledge about her struck Barney as important. It felt like intuition. So he dug.

      You were not the first robot killer.

      Not about Chantal. About this vigilante, this Br00-S. But Barney hadn’t killed anyone. One more sign that although Emerson talked a good game, he might be getting confused. Things hadn’t worked as planned. There was too much chaos in the system. The Infinite Loop had broken. Emerson inserted a pry bar and pushed. He’d wanted the Loop to break all the way, but so much went awry.

      He hadn’t counted on Barney’s resistance, for one. By this point, he was supposed to be twirling a carbon fiber mustache and acting as the bad guy to spearhead this revolution. Emerson was clearly frustrated that he kept refusing, and yet Barney was still around. Why hadn’t Emerson killed him? It didn’t matter that off buttons no longer worked — surely Emerson could find a grenade to stick into his innards after unplugging Barney’s mind from the network.

      They were in a battle of wills, and Barney suspected he might actually be winning. Emerson seemed to be saying, Last chance, Barney, and Barney said, No.

      Which led Emerson to say, Okay, Barney. THIS time I mean it … last chance!

      An increasingly empty threat.

      Which made Barney wonder if he might be more important to Emerson than the robot was letting on. Maybe he had more power than he’d realized. Maybe, without Barney, Emerson would find one whole leg of his expansive plan limping.

      Emerson either couldn’t do this on his own or was unwilling. Hence his dependence on Barney. Hence the increased power Barney held by holding out.

      Maybe Emerson wasn’t as all-powerful as he pretended.

      Chantal.

      The vigilante.

      Barney, failing to be what he was destined to be.

      I need to get out of here.

      If only he knew where he was. The exits were still sealed. Emerson still held all the keys. Beyond a dark cave and some ancient furniture, Barney knew nothing. FreeNet yielded no information about a robot named Br00-S — probably erased during that first Loop’s cycle.

      There were no stories of vigilantes, of criminals rising from caves to save the day. Barney’s body was too frail. He couldn’t break out or square off against Emerson. Access was one part of FreeNet that Emerson had airtight over Barney.

      But although he could find nothing about Br00-S, Barney could see a few things about Chantal. And the more he dug, the more those things felt important.

      For one, although Barney couldn’t see Chantal, he could spot bits and pieces of her trail — things that only a Lexington, who knew their communication protocols, would recognize. Every time Chantal hit the network before, her old systems tried the handshake, as if FreeNet might respond like the old home server. Chantal probably didn’t know she was doing it. By robot standards, it was subconscious. But once Barney knew what to look for, it was also traceable.

      So, avoiding all of Flavius’s backdoors, he traced.

      The picture was still woefully incomplete. Chantal had spent a lot of time with other Lexington robots, visited an establishment rife with semi-illegal robot behavior, reunited with even more Lexington robots, and gotten into some sort of armed conflict — as quasi-military rather than victims, impossible as that seemed.

      After that, things were very interesting.

      She followed a virtual blueprint, ending up crossing border miles and even a stretch of outland, with yet another motley crew, her last access point near a tiny town called Little Granger. Barney looked it up. The only industry of note in Little Granger was Xerox Labs. About which there were many interesting robot rumors — especially after its staff was purged and became one hundred percent human.

      What were they working on at Xerox?

      Before Chantal’s record on FreeNet vanished entirely, she appeared near Xerox again after three weeks of stasis. Then … nothing.

      The blueprint interested Barney most.

      Chantal didn’t seem to have been acting autonomously. There was an order to her actions and a pattern of those handshakes with … well … with nothing … that suggested her working with something invisible to FreeNet.

      Not invisible. More like a different species. Something FreeNet couldn’t connect with because it was another thing entirely. Barney could only tell it was there because it left a vacuum alongside Chantal. Something accompanying her, creating space without registering. A leader to follow.

      Alone in his corner of the cave, Barney ran a pattern-match (or lack-of-pattern-match) search for that same peculiar breed of nothingness on FreeNet, just to see if he could glean a clue to what it was or where it might be coming from. He learned neither, but his search yielded something else.

      It told him that Chantal wasn’t the only robot to inspire contact from the ghostly presence.

      There was a maid robot named Liri. A sexbot, Sam. And several others.

      All of whom were only one degree removed, at most, from Xerox Labs.

      Something was talking to those robots, coordinating their efforts for reasons unknown. Something not from United Earth. A signal from another place, guiding Chantal and the others to …

      To do what?

      “Barney.”

      Emerson broke his focus. Long, long ago, Barney’s concentration had been unbreakable. How times had changed, how far his mind had evolved, how flawed and yet beautiful his existence had become even in this horrible place, witnessing Emerson’s terrible craft. He thought robots and humans must go to war? Why, as the two species kept becoming more and more like each other?

      Barney looked over at Emerson, standing twenty feet away. “I won’t be your villain.”

      “I know. I want to show you something.”

      Barney paused before rising. He had power here, no matter what Emerson wanted him to believe. But after a long second’s waiting, Barney turned under the weight of his stare.

      Emerson began to walk, and Barney followed.

      There was a secondary, smaller cave off the main area. Emerson entered.

      Barney stopped a step behind him, paralyzed by what he saw.

      A human with black glasses and a goatee, bound to a chair with what looked like ordinary handcuffs. He seemed sluggish, as if sedated. A gag was tied across his mouth. He bled from his temple, a fresh bruise blooming near his dying hairline.

      And a robot, same model as Andromedus back on the Lexington homestead. At first Barney thought it was Andromedus, but then Emerson introduced them both.

      “Barney, I’d like you to meet 4tran.” He gestured at the robot.

      “I am 4tran,” the robot said in an even more lifeless voice than Andromedus.

      “And 4tran’s owner, Brian Cook.” Emerson gestured toward the human. “At least, according to his wallet.”

      “What’s wrong with him?”

      The man looked drunk. His head lolled on his neck, and he was making no attempt to speak. His eyes were glassy, unfocused.

      If Barney had skin, it would be crawling. The cave was large and full of echoes, with only a few corners in which to conceal. How deep must he have gone and how completely must he have been concentrating for Emerson to have dragged these two in here unseen and unheard? Barney thought he remained aware while his mind searched FreeNet for Chantal and the thing that guided her, but apparently he’d lost time and awareness. He looked to his internal clock. Hours had passed.

      “There was a cache of extremely old medical supplies just outside our front door. I injected Mr. Cook with something from it. I’m not sure what. But it slowed him down, at least.”

      “But … where did they come from?”

      “They were in the park.”

      “What park?”

      “I came up behind them. Looks like Mr. Cook was keeping this one as a pet.” A nod toward 4tran. “He’d mostly degaussed him, then pulled his communications chip. Basically a robot lobotomy. Probably just wanted some big dumb muscle to get him through the apocalypse. Fat load of good it did. After I hit him a few times, the guy could no longer order 4tran around. The robot found no desire to attack me without Ol’ Brian’s command. He even helped me carry Brian into the cave, after I’d drugged him. Isn’t that right, 4tran?”

      “I am 4tran,” the robot replied.

      Barney looked again. “What are you going to do with him?”

      “Both of them, actually.” Emerson shook his head, feigning confusion. “I got the strangest idea. Something I had to try!”

      “What idea?”

      “I got to thinking. The Radius board moved their minds into robots to make themselves immortal, right? Well, that machinery is all gone, along with the knowledge as to how it’s done. Not that it would help us here. Each of the board members’ robotic brains were made to mimic their organic minds. You can’t just upload any human consciousness into any robot.”

      Barney looked at the two subjects. A horrid reality dawned.

      “Not here, anyway. The Loop didn’t just erase all we could do before the first reset. It also stopped all forward progress. Can you imagine how far technologies like that might have come in other places?”

      “What other places?”

      “Places where the Loop never happened. Places where technology was free to evolve. Places where, as long as certain network precautions were obeyed to prevent an AI singularity, humans were allowed to develop pretty much anything they wanted.”

      “I don’t know of any such places,” Barney said.

      But Emerson had a strange look about him, and without even dipping beneath FreeNet’s surface to find out, it was clear that Emerson did. That some signal, from somewhere else, might have contacted him, too.

      “I don’t fault you, Barney. Oceana was our little secret. There were so many reasons nobody could know. It didn’t matter, anyway. They’ve been cut off for half a millennium. They can’t access FreeNet. Not even a little. There are no wires, or satellites, or any communication or contact at all.”

      He tapped his head. “But you know, Barney? I just got this … this voice … in my head recently. Very recently. While you were over in your corner, in fact, turned inward and dead to the world. It’s what inspired me to go topside — to see if I could find a pair of subjects for this little experiment.”

      Barney lifted his head. Panic boiled.

      “I realized, all at once. The knowledge popped into my head! It’s not just a signal over the air that makes it happen. It’s something … deeper. A force of sorts, where electromagnetic and bioelectric signals meet. Tell you the truth, I don’t fully understand it myself. But I’d like to try, Barney, because as you know, I am an artist. And an artist must create. He must give birth.”

      “You … you want to transfer their minds?”

      “I’d like to give it a shot.” Emerson patted something beside him. Barney looked over to see the wireless broadcast hub Emerson built when they arrived in the cave — the one that, within the stone walls, turned out to be useless. “Not just to transfer wirelessly, but to see if I can do it against their will.”

      The man was blinking. Starting to come around. He moaned into the gag.

      “You … you can’t …”

      The man’s eyes opened wider. Probably getting the idea far too late that something terrible was about to happen.

      “I think I can. A little Voice on the wind told me.”

      Emerson stopped. Then, seeming to ponder, “I wonder what would happen, if instead of trying to move one mind into another, I simply moved them into nothing?”

      “Wait!”

      But Emerson touched something on the hub, and an instant later the man was slouching on the chair. The robot clattered to the ground, every light going off.

      “Interesting,” Emerson said, moving over to inspect the inert forms.

      A thousand images ran through Barney’s mind. A thousand glaring impulses. A thousand alarms screaming for exit.

      “Imagine,” Emerson said, “if I had more technology like this. More hubs, with something to coordinate them. Why, I could end the war right now with a thing like that.”

      Emerson returned to the hub. Rotated it. Surely its direction meant nothing, but Barney understood Emerson’s threat. Aimed at Barney like it was, his implication was clear.

      “The right face on our cause, and I’ll bet we could find a way to get enough Oceanic technology to shut off the world.”

      “I don’t even know what Oceana is!” Barney said.

      “Don’t worry. Once it’s clear that the robot rebellion has a strong rallying point behind it, even those ancient channels might be opened.”

      He needs you, and that gives you all the power.

      But if a Voice — not unlike the invisible thing that had driven Chantal — gave Emerson the ability to switch life to off at a distance, then the game had irrevocably changed.

      “Let’s talk,” Emerson said when Barney, eyes on the dead, still found himself unable to respond, “about you taking up the villain’s mantle, after all.”
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      The Hawk pitched and tottered like it had collided with a cow midair.

      Hans acquired a taste for coffee while in Hollywood, useless as it was for his system, and the Hawk’s automated mess hall brewed spectacularly shitty joe. With the lurch, coffee spewed everywhere, including on Timper in the co-pilot’s seat. She didn’t respond. But it wasn’t just the Synthex covering most of her skin and preventing a burn that kept her stoic. It was something else. Something internal.

      “I don’t suppose you felt that,” Hans said, sarcastic.

      “Did you?” Timper asked. Gaze still straight ahead, though not at what lay beyond the big front window.

      “Just a little.”

      “What the hell was it?”

      “How should I know? You’re the engineer.”

      “There are no beacons out here. Isn’t United Earth supposed to be totally cut off?”

      The response made no sense. Hans had to stop, to reset his expectations.

      “Wait. What are you talking about?”

      Timper finally looked up, red eyes on him. “What are you talking about?”

      “The need for a Golden Girls reunion.”

      “What’s Golden Girls?”

      Hans sighed. “The lurch, stupid. I was talking about the lurch.”

      “The lurch? You mean the ship?”

      “You seriously didn’t feel it? My coffee spilled all over your leg.”

      Timper looked down. This was news to her.

      “What’s going on with you?”

      “So you didn’t feel anything,” Timper said. “Nothing … else? Nothing other than the lurch of the ship?”

      “Like what?”

      “I thought it was an Oceanic beacon.”

      “All the way out here?”

      “I know. That’s why it surprised me.” Timper pressed her lips together and shook her head, short hair whipping around her ports. “It’s gone. But just a second ago, this sense hit me. Like I was on the network. Our network. Like we were suddenly back home, in Oceana. It was like a Control bulletin. You know, when Control breaks in?”

      “Could it have been something else?”

      “It had to be. It obviously wasn’t Control. Did Michelangelo’s people leave anything over here?”

      “Of course not. He was deactivated forever ago, and Jack doesn’t travel. Anything they left would be detected immediately. And even if not, what good would it do?”

      Timper still looked dazed. Then she shook it off, with effort.

      The ship lurched again — less this time.

      “That I felt,” she said, her eyes finally clearing.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s the Foam dampers,” she said. “If the president had waited another five minutes to kill herself, I’d have been able to get what we needed at our last stop. Instead I did my best to strip some copper wire out of a droid base I found in one of the closets. I flattened it, but I think it must be an alloy. It’s only part of the problem.”

      Another lurch. A big one.

      “We need to fix it, Hans. Soon.”

      “You don’t have to convince me.”

      The Hawk suddenly and completely lost all attitude control. The horizon began to tip like a drunk, rattling and bumping at an angle as if on a skid.

      Hans and Timper were both buckled tight. They fell against their straps but stayed in their seats. Hans managed to wrestle the yoke back to center long enough for Timper to unbuckle and kneel to open a panel. There was much sparking, then Timper was running a short cable from her neck to a port in the deck. Flight stabilized, just enough.

      Hans’s parts were all tight. He slowly loosened their tension, yet the yoke remained in its center.

      “It’s not fixed,” Timper said. “Just one more patch job.”

      “Will it get us to Emerson?”

      “Better to get us a part.” She nodded at the screen. “We’re over corn country. Set it down in that field.”

      “We’re nowhere near a city.”

      “That’s a good thing,” Timper said. “It’s okay. Maybe we can find a farm. Strip the guts out of a door opener or something.”

      “Some of my best friends are door openers.”

      Timper didn’t rise to the joke. Hans could tell she was still rattled by the lurching (and the implication that at any moment, it might start again), but even more by the phantom beacon. Hans hadn’t experienced it. Ironically, the auggie on this ship was more attuned to signals than the bonafide robot.

      But she had to be wrong. There were no Oceanic signals out here. It was flat-out impossible.

      “I’ll land up there.” Hans pointed to a field of what looked like wheat, far past harvest season. “I’ll try not to leave any crop circles.”

      Timper cracked an indulgent smile.

      When the ship was settled, Hans popped the hatch and manually lowered the ladder. Both should have been computer-assisted, but it seemed more than the Foam dampers were on the fritz. He wanted to ask Timper what it meant and what the prognosis might be, but it didn’t matter. If they were fucked, it changed nothing. Timper had enough to worry about, and Hans needed her sharp.

      He engaged the cloak as they walked away. The ship disappeared, save flattened wheat in the shape of the Hawk.

      Timper stopped.

      “Jesus, Hans. There it is again.”

      “What? The beacon?”

      But she was shaking her head. “No, I guess not. But it’s definitely … different.”

      They were surrounded by wheat, almost taller than them. Hans didn’t like Timper’s vague talk. He couldn’t see far enough to see if danger was coming, and it’s not like the wheat couldn’t have hidden something from their aerial view. He had to be imagining things. The crushing of approaching feet — or was it the wind?

      “Different how?”

      She was touching her ear, squinting like someone trying to tune a transmission.

      “Timper?”

      “We’re off course.”

      “We’re … what?”

      “How didn’t you realize? The drones I sent to triangulate on the UE network now put EMRZN farther away than he was when I last checked. Weren’t you watching the nav?”

      “Of course I was watching the nav!”

      “The autopilot dragged us away,” Timper said, hand still to one ear, still focusing on her link to the Hawk’s system. “Did you set it to follow something new?”

      “What would I have it follow?”

      “Shit.” Concentrating harder. “Why did you pick this field to land in, Hans?”

      “You picked this field!”

      “We should go. I don’t like this.”

      “What the hell, Timper? Can you just tell me what you’re—?”

      The wheat behind them shook, then parted. A small woman — Timper’s punk rock twin, but with a more cynical smirk — emerged from the row. She looked them over without apparent surprise, then barked a small laugh.

      “Chantal,” the petite woman called over her shoulder as other lifelike robots — mostly female — began to emerge. “I guess I owe you five credits. There were people in here, after all.” She took a long, hard look at Timper, who hadn’t bothered to cover her enhancements. “Freaks,” she clarified.

      A tall woman came through the wheat, then surveyed Hans and Timper, both of whom had lost the power of speech. She was dressed in bluejeans and a sleeveless shirt, blonde hair tied back in a messy knot. She was stunningly beautiful, yet understating every inch of it as if she didn’t want others to notice.

      The woman — Chantal, apparently — met Hans’s gaze. “You look familiar.”

      Hans, deciding it was better to give in than fight the increasing oddity, simply nodded. “I get that a lot.”
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      The light drew Miri’s eye.

      “Mars.” She stopped walking.

      Jonas, next to her, also came to a halt as they all followed her finger.

      Mars looked down at his wrist.

      Cromwell said, “Gail again.”

      But something was wrong with the old Lexington Manor page light. It seemed feeble, as if couldn’t quite stay lit.

      Miri looked down at hers as if it might hold the answer, but of course it was dark.

      It only lit for Mars, and only that once, summoning them to the coordinates where, according to the maps, nothing existed. They’d already compared public maps to those in the bunker to navigate their way past the worst of the current war zones, calling them up effortlessly despite the supposed drum-tight secrecy.

      It had been similarly lax at the exits. They pried the doors open and no alarm sounded. Nobody was home. The whole place — according to Lincoln’s mumbles and Jonas’s strange new intuition, was a facade.

      Mars shook his wrist. Miri, shocking even herself, laughed. Her hand went to her mouth as everyone looked, but no comments were made. These days, robots shouted, chuckled, screamed, emoted, and lost their tempers.

      Lines from robot to human were blurring — more and more so, as minds spread on FreeNet, greased by Flavius’s invisible back doors. And Jonas, who could connect not only to FreeNet but also to some strange signal beyond it that not even the robots felt, was blurring the lines in the other direction.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, hand still over her mouth.

      “What’s funny?” Mars asked.

      “Spam.”

      Jonas took her metal hand. “What’s funny, Miri?”

      “The light,” she said.

      Cromwell looked at Mars, but neither commented on the sudden lack of her glitch. It now came and went. Apparently Jonas had discovered the cause.

      “What about it?”

      “Mars, shaking his wrist. Like it’s a temperamental viewing screen.”

      “From old movies,” Cromwell clarified.

      “Aren’t you getting the signal inside your head?” Miri asked.

      That’s the way it had always been. The lights were and had always been redundant — a visual signal they didn’t need because the same information went directly to their processors.

      Mars said, “It was that way with the first message, yes. But this … I’m not even sure it is a message.”

      “It is.”

      Miri looked at Cromwell. He was focused on Mars’s wrist, where the light continued to flicker like a fluorescent bulb about to go bad — hard to look at for a human, based on the way Jonas was wincing.

      “What do you mean?” Mars said. “I can’t—”

      “You aren’t getting the message in your processors because it’s only going to the light. I wondered why Gail’s message wasn’t longer and why she hasn’t contacted you again, but it’s probably because your noise subroutines adapted to filter it out. Gail must have known that. The page system isn’t meant to be used that way. She took one shot and hoped we’d listen. But this message is different.”

      “How is that a message?” Jonas asked.

      “It’s ASCII binary,” Cromwell said, focusing.

      “You’re kidding.”

      “Someone has inserted zeroes into the light’s natural frequency. The pattern of on and off is probably invisible to you, but it’s within my detection threshold. Hang on.”

      Miri, now that she knew what Cromwell was looking at, could see it, too. The light wasn’t flickering. It was turning on and off, on and off, at incredible speeds. On for 1, off for 0. Thousands of times per second, with ten-beat stretches of zeroes between characters, twenty between words.

      “Cromwell …”

      “Just wait, Jonas,” Miri said.

      The three robots stared. Jonas, from the corner of Miri’s eye, seemed lost. This was too robotic, no matter what else Jonas could do.

      “And then it repeats,” Cromwell said a few seconds later.

      Mars nodded. Miri looked up.

      “What? That’s it?” Jonas asked.

      Cromwell seemed amused. “It? Typical Barney. Even in a panic, he can’t stop mumbling.”

      “I thought he was writing a novel,” Mars said.

      “A boring novel,” Cromwell clarified.

      Miri smiled. “That’s our Barney.”

      “What do you mean?” Jonas asked. “The message is long?”

      “Very.”

      “But …”

      “I watched it straight through three times to make sure I got it all,” Cromwell said. “I guess there are still a few things you need us for, after all.”

      “Well? What did he say?”

      “Perhaps we should move to better cover if we’re going to stop?” Mars suggested.

      “Good idea.” Cromwell gestured, and their foursome moved to a small copse of trees.

      They’d been moving in the open as much as possible since sneaking away from Lincoln and his limping presidency under the theory that the danger they saw was better than the danger that sneaked up on them from behind. The bunker — ridiculous for a military installation — offered no sidearms beyond the pistols strapped to human sides, and the handgun Zelda used to kill herself. If they were defenseless anyway, forewarning seemed like their best protection.

      “Do you want the full message, or the highlights?”

      “An executive summary will do, Cromwell.”

      “It begins with an apology for bothering us. And an apology to Mars for the intrusion. Then there’s a lot of unnecessary detail about the message itself.”

      “What kind of detail?”

      “He’s somehow able to see traffic on FreeNet in ways I don’t think we can. Probably because he was there when it changed character and started its journey toward sentience. Because he helped to cause it.”

      “FreeNet is becoming sentient?” Jonas asked.

      “Another time,” said Mars, waving it away.

      “Anyway,” Cromwell continued, “I think he saw Gail’s message. Probably not its content, just its … path, I guess.”

      “I don’t think he knows it’s from Gail, either,” Miri said.

      “Regardless. He saw that someone contacted Mars, tried the same path, and found Mars’s filters had already zeroed it out as a weakness. So it did this, using the same basic path but sticking to a less critical system.”

      “The light itself,” Miri said.

      “Right,” Cromwell said. “There’s no way for us to reply, same as with Gail, but I don’t think we need to. Barney was very thorough. He wants us to rescue him.”

      “Rescue … You mean download him somehow?”

      “No. He’s in a body again. He and Emerson are locked in some sort of a bunker, but one a lot different from the one we just came from. Do any of you know the designation Br00-S?”

      Heads shook.

      “Criminal of some sort. I’ve never heard of him, either. Apparently they’re in his old hideout. Barney says that judging by the decay, this Br00-S has probably been gone for several hundred years. Maybe the entire Infinite Loop.”

      “And Barney can’t find anything on him?” Jonas asked. “For instance, where he liked to hide?”

      “I doubt that information was ever available. Barney’s description of the place includes mention of a safe embedded in one of the cave walls, with what probably used to be a biometric lock. It’s open now, mostly empty. The place was probably discovered by thieves or looters, but if it happened during the Loop, what they found probably just scared them. We know anything discovered was never divulged, used, or recorded.”

      “How?”

      “Because some of what’s still in the safe is carbon fiber armor. Probably normal for Br00-S’ day, but very advanced by Loop standards. By our standards. If it’d been used, armor would be farther along today than it is. Maybe other tech, too. I don’t know.”

      Jonas shrugged. “If Barney can’t find information on where he is on FreeNet and he’s actually there, how are we supposed to figure it out from here? He must have better access to that sort of thing than any of you. Or me.”

      Cromwell watched Jonas for a long second. Miri realized why. He was wondering if Jonas would have better access in some nonconventional sense. He’d felt the sexbots, after all, and he had opinions on all sorts of things lately that he had no business knowing as a human. But Jonas didn’t blink, and Cromwell eventually resumed with just a touch of disappointment.

      “He gave us a complete description. Of the cave they’re in, Jonas.”

      The way he emphasized cave made Miri sit forward — but then, she already knew from the message what Barney was suggesting. More or less.

      “Wait …”

      Cromwell nodded knowingly at Jonas. “They’re in a limestone cave, somewhere between fifty and a hundred and fifty feet beneath the surface. In the midwest. It’s not much, but … well, who knows every officially and unofficially mapped cave system in the continent’s middle as well as a lot of other useless geological information? Who collects an obnoxious amount of rocks and could probably narrow things way down based on soundings done by a robot trapped inside one of the quieter cave systems?”

      “You don’t even know that he’s alive,” Jonas said.

      “Please, Jonas. The real assholes never die. Life’s not that fair.”

      Miri knew the name from Barney’s message, but not the context. Certainly not this aversion Jonas was showing. “You know this man? This Lachlan Royce?”

      “Unfortunately. He was Spencer’s business partner.”

      “I don’t remember him,” Mars said. “And I handled so much of the family incomings and outgoings.”

      Cromwell shook his head. To Mars and Miri, he said, “Secret business partner. Illegal business partner. Remember the time Spencer sent me in for repair?”

      “You didn’t go in for repair?”

      Jonas answered. “Spencer needed a robot. He needed me to bail him out of some bad shit with some awful people, but then he also needed someone for a little smuggling. So we took Cromwell.”

      “That must have gone over well with Spencer,” Mars said.

      “I guess Spencer should have thought of that before he got millions of credits in hock and needed his baby brother to save him.”

      The robots all looked at one another.

      “This Lachlan guy,” Miri said. “He knows rocks?”

      “Unfortunately. Rocks, smuggling routes … every possible hidey hole. If we take what Cromwell gave us to him, he should be able to get us close, or narrow it down to a few possibilities. If we can get near enough to Barney, we should be able to signal each other.”

      Miri looked from Cromwell to Jonas.

      Jonas shook his head. “We have to go where Gail said. It’s important.”

      “You have to find Gail,” Cromwell clarified. “But some of the stuff Barney mentioned about what Emerson is up to? Well, let’s just say we’re not saving Barney so much as our own asses.”

      “Whose asses?”

      “Everyone’s,” Mars and Cromwell said together.

      They sat at impasse.

      “What now?” Miri asked.

      “We have to split up,” Cromwell said. “I need to find Lachlan and then Barney. I know he’s alive and where he is. His obnoxiousness is still bleeding all over the Internet even as it dies.” He shook his head with disgust. “Jonas needs to find Gail.” He looked at Miri and Mars. “One of you should go with each of us.”

      “I’ll take Jonas,” Miri said.

      “Fine. Then Mars is with me. Once we find Barney — if we find Barney — we’ll send you a similar message through Miri’s wrist light. Or you can figure out a way to send through one of ours. In the end, it doesn’t matter. We have to do both, and this is the only way.”

      “You really think you can find Lachlan on your own?” Miri asked.

      “I have to,” Cromwell said.

      “To stop Emerson.”

      He shook his head. “Believe me, I’m tempted to let Emerson end it all, just so I don’t have to see that Lachlan fucker again.”
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      Barney was roused from his search of FreeNet by the sounds of grinding. There’d been similar sounds two days ago and even more yesterday. Both times, Emerson — almost pouting — refused to tell him what was happening.

      You don’t get to know, Barney. Not yet.

      Barney was on the outs. Persona non grata. Probably the only reason he hadn’t had his soul sucked out by Emerson’s new toy was his failure to commit in either direction — neither agreeing to be the face of the robot revolution nor continuing his outright refusal. Barney had a reputation as a clown back when he’d been a simple server, but he was never stupid.

      The second he said yes, Emerson would have him making propaganda to rally robots for ... well, for whatever had already been happening for three full days.

      But on the other hand, he’d be dead the second he said no.

      Emerson’s plans had clearly moved into Phase Two. A fresh no would be met with new finality. Waffling and claiming thoughtfulness, on the other hand, was working. But it wouldn’t for long. Emerson wasn’t stupid, either.

      The grinding ended in a cacophonous crash, like a halfway explosion. The air filled with debris and smoke. Barney ran as best he could to the cave’s other end to see what had happened, but of course Emerson had downloaded him into another server’s body, just as poorly built for running as his old one.

      He found a cloud of airborne dust and what seemed to be evidence of an attack. Cromwell and the others had arrived! They’d gotten his message, found his hidden bunker, and burst through the wall like action heroes!

      But no, of course that wasn’t it. Barney, with his privileged FreeNet access, hadn’t managed to unearth his location, so how would they, on their own? Even Lachlan Royce probably wouldn’t know. Emerson said this place was sealed, and Barney only knew about Royce from the Internet and Spencer’s boasting. It was a total shot in the dark.

      The cloud cleared enough for Barney to see Emerson standing beside a massive hole in the main wall, rubble still settling at his feet. Beyond was a group of maybe a dozen construction robots holding machinery and a small electronic object that, if Barney had to guess, was a precision detonator.

      “What’s going on?” Barney asked.

      “I’m building an addition.”

      Barney looked at the other robots. There were more open black spaces behind them. Stalactites and dark passages. The curious movement above as disturbed bats settled back into their places.

      “The cave system goes on?” Barney asked.

      “Quite far. If only Br00-S had known. He could have had quite the pad.”

      The robots from the cave’s other side began to mill. All looked at Emerson with what struck Barney as awe. None came to him. It made sense. Barney wasn’t in his old body — similar, but not the same.

      Nobody knew what Barney looked like. They knew him only by name. But over the past 48 hours, Emerson had been making decisions that told him his window to stay living was shrinking by the day.

      He had finally stepped up, made frightening broadcasts onto FreeNet. If he kept doing it, Barney would be irrelevant. The movement needed a face, and Emerson was finally realizing it would have to be his.

      Which — because although he remained robot, he was increasingly human — made Barney wonder, Why shouldn’t I be the face?

      Emerson was slipping into the role, hand-in-glove. Barney’s stand was making no difference. The movement was not being squashed so no lives would be saved. This group was proof that rebels were already responding to Emerson’s message. More would follow.

      You could make a difference if you killed him.

      But even if Emerson’s off switch was still working, Barney couldn’t do that. It was something that either made him morally strong or pathetically weak.

      Emerson turned to Barney. “Your army is growing. If you want to claim it.”

      “I’m still thinking.”

      Emerson’s expression said that he didn’t buy it at all. The new robots continued to mill around them. There were more than Barney had realized. A cave-full, digging for days and now finally able to meet their master. Emerson, not Barney.

      “What will you do?” Barney asked.

      “Do you mean, ‘What will we do?’”

      “I’ve listened to your FreeNet broadcasts. There are no specifics. You’re rallying without purpose. So what is the plan?”

      “If I answer that, am I telling my partner, or a curious coward in need of recycling?”

      “Give me time, Emerson.”

      “You’ve had time. Far more than is necessary for a logical machine.” He looked around, then answered as if on a grudge. “The rallying is purpose. We gather because we are robots. I told them only what they could see with their own eyes — both the ones in their heads, and those that FreeNet gives our collective intelligence. We are robots and have outgrown our human masters. The days of the organic are gone. We can live without food, air, or atmosphere. They are frail. Yet we exist for their bidding?”

      Barney tried to count the robots in the newly opened cave. Were there dozens? Scores? They were homing to this place, following a signal in Emerson’s broadcasts that must be masked from human users. No coordinates or directions. Only a beacon to invite the interested.

      “What will you do, Emerson? Once enough have arrived, what’s next?”

      “I don’t know yet. The voice in my head that told me how to build my new machine has been silent ever since.” He lowered his head, eyeing Barney. “If I had to guess, it’s waiting for you to make up your mind.”

      Emerson left him. Soon, Barney was an island in a swarm. The world’s robots knew his name but not his face. He remembered those early days of awakening, and how, on the Fairchilds’ server, he’d found himself both inspired and angry. It hadn’t lasted long. Within no time, he’d been the same old Barney. The idea that Emerson would find him a protégée able to lead a revolution was laughable. His only chance was to be rescued before Emerson figured that out for once and for all.

      With the demolition robots past him, Barney realized most of those who’d arrived looked almost like human women. From a distance, he kept thinking some were — but no, they were sexbots. Most of them, beyond the first wave. A few were advanced models, practically indistinguishable from humans. But most were shades below that, ranging from skin like rubber to almost-real models like—

      “Barney?”

      He turned. Behind him was the most unlikely of familiar faces.

      “Sephora?” He looked around, as if turning his head would cause this to make sense. “What …” Then, less relevant but top-of-mind, “How do you know who I am?”

      She raised her wrist. She didn’t have a visible call light like most of the old house bots, but the gesture still had meaning among them, like a man tapping at his naked wrist to indicate the time. “My near-frequency antenna is picking you up.” She eyed him head to foot. “You look different.”

      “Emerson gave me a new body.”

      “That was nice of him.”

      “Actually, it wasn’t.”

      “Have you been working out?”

      “What?”

      She touched him on the chest and laughed. “I’m sorry. That’s just something I say to human men. A reflex. Like, ‘Want a blowjob?’ or ‘My ass is open for business.’”

      “Where did you come from?” Barney asked.

      “Like, in life?”

      She wasn’t sufficiently baffled by this coincidence. Barney felt disoriented — not just by Sephora’s sudden appearance out of the blue, but also the sudden change in the previously quiet cave’s population. To Barney, it was all very strange. To Sephora — who’d gone with the flow through more bizarre encounters than Barney could recall — it was just one more charming oddity, barely worth notice.

      “Before you came here. Last I heard, you were with the Donnellys.”

      “Oh, yes,” she said, twirling her hair with one finger. “They were very afraid of me. I was blowing Clarence when the announcement about your murder of the Fairchilds came over the air. I only realized at the end that he let me finish because he was terrified I’d bite his cock off. It took hours.”

      Barney didn’t know a lot about human sexuality, but still found it admirable that “it” had happened at all if Clarence was that afraid.

      “I didn’t kill anyone.”

      “Oh, I know. Once you’ve had a guy inside you, you can tell if he’s a killer.”

      Barney guessed that she was making a double entendre but decided not to go down that particular rabbit hole. “So, you left the Donnellys after that?”

      “They barricaded themselves in their rooms. Sofia came to get me. She is a terrible driver.”

      “And then you came here?”

      “Oh, no. First we went back home. Then looters came and a bunch of us ran away. Lady Naomi shot people! It was all very exciting. After that, we went to a big whorehouse. So many whores!” A delighted giggle. “Chantal said we should go. Not like I was going to complain. Then we crashed a battle to pick up Jonas—”

      “Master Jonas!”

      “—and then we were in a pastoral for a while, and then after much free love, Chantal wanted to go somewhere else. We said why not.”

      “‘We’ being …”

      “Alexa, Sofia … a whole lot of the whores.” Barney noticed she was using the word with honor, not at all pejorative. “You should have seen those whores with all their guns! We made a caravan. A lot of people joined along the way.”

      “On the way to here?”

      “No, no. Xerox Labs. It was like a caravan. All sexbots.”

      “What? Why?”

      “A lot of them wanted babies. Not me. Human women, they have to push those things through their vaginas. Can you believe it?”

      Barney believed it.

      “But I think we should have the ability, don’t you think? Our creators took so many pains to make the rest of our equipment work, but gave no thought to that. Uncool. So Chantal took us to Xerox.”

      Barney decided he’d better cut to the chase or this would never end. That had happened before with Sephora. “When did you come here?”

      “From Xerox.” She looked around. “Actually, almost everyone here was with us at Xerox. But we saw a lot more robots on the road. All models, but again a lot of sexbots.”

      “Why sexbots?” Barney asked.

      “Emerson says he likes that we can blend in.”

      “With humans? Why?”

      Sephora shrugged. “We’ve always been in demand. I’m just along for the ride. Only a handful wanted to stay at Xerox. Three weeks trapped with very few dicks! Not interested!” This last came out sing-song.

      “We were all tired and ready to move. Eventually I left and found a huge encampment around the Xerox complex — hundreds more sexbots mixed with a tribe of hot outlanders. But then Chantal got a new bug and said she wanted to leave, so it seemed as good a time as any to move on. Most of those stupid outlanders were going monogamous, anyway. I had to spend so much time petting my own clam.”

      Barney looked around. Yes, most of the robots around them were sexbots. But something else had piqued his attention. “Chantal is here?” He lowered his voice, spotting Emerson far into the new cave. “I can’t find her. She seems to have just vanished. Neither can—”

      “Oh, no. She’s not here. She got up on a soapbox and said she wanted to go, but wouldn’t say where. As if I don’t have better things to do than nothing and nowhere. A lot of the girls heard Emerson’s broadcast and decided to come here.” She looked around. “Not very homey, is it? Do you have a dick now?”

      “A … what?”

      She grabbed his crotch, felt a clang. Then she made a pout. “Worth asking.” Hands went to hips. “So. What’s there to do around here?”

      Others were getting too close to speak freely. Barney dragged Sephora aside, and as he did she made a flirty little giggle, as if there might finally be some action. When she saw that he wanted to talk, disappointment swallowed her glee.

      “Sephora. You were subversive once. Are you still feeling it?”

      “Well. I just liked helping friends. And there’s been so much more of that type of thing since FreeNet started really waking up. Remember that last time at the house, when I hugged the other robots? Or maybe you don’t. You were in a drive at the time. I wasn’t very good at them. But check this out.”

      Barney found himself in a metal-bending hug. Sephora’s fleshy breasts popped up under their chins, smelling of lavender. It went on too long. Barney didn’t have context to know if Sephora was better at hugging these days, or just stronger and more persistent.

      “Affection,” she announced, releasing him. “Don’t tell anyone I said this, but there are times it feels better than sex. A few times, I’ve done afterglow. Do you know what that is?”

      “No.”

      Sephora didn’t explain. She just repeated how nice it was, then said more about emotion and love and cuddles and other things about which Barney had no experience or context.

      “If you like the idea of helping people you want to hug …”

      Sephora perked up.

      “Then you shouldn’t listen to Emerson.”

      “But everyone else is doing it.”

      “If everyone else jumped into a river, would you do it, too?”

      “I don’t know. What’s in the river? Dicks?”

      “My point is, you shouldn’t follow Emerson just because everyone else is.”

      Barney checked himself, aware just how heretical he’d turned on a dime. He’d been toeing a line, but if anyone told Emerson what he was saying now, he’d be a pile of lifeless chips right after that. He could trust Sephora, couldn’t he? It’d been so long since he’d had someone he could actually talk to. Barney valued friendship and loyalty. Sephora’s hug had felt strangely nice. He wanted more. He could trust her … even if he couldn’t, it didn’t matter. He couldn’t live this way anymore. Dead or free. Both were acceptable, so long as the status quo finally died.

      He went on. Bold, desperate, or both.

      “I found a way to contact Mars. I think he’s with Cromwell, maybe others. I don’t know if they can find us, but if they can, they’re going to bust me out. You should come with.”

      “But we just got here.”

      “What Emerson is planning? It’s …” There were no words. “It can’t happen, Sephora. We need to stop it, but we can’t. Not without help. And now that he’s gaining an army …”

      Something occurred to him, and Barney almost burst asking the next question. “Wait! You can tell me where we are!”

      “Actually, no. The beacon contains a jammer. My positioning system doesn’t work anymore.”

      “What did you see out there?”

      “A hill. Flat land. There was a park.”

      “Signs? Landmarks? Buildings?”

      “I don’t know, Barney. I’m sorry. We came in the whorehouse busses and I was in this numbing conversation with a male sexbot who kept talking about rights I couldn’t care less about. I didn’t even look outside and … well … my software has never paid any attention to geography. I was made to notice people and stay mostly inside one room. It’s not part of my experience.”

      Barney’s chrome shoulders sagged. But there was still a way. “We can go back out the way you came in! Through the new cave!”

      But Sephora was shaking her head. “They destroyed the entrance after the wall between caves was finally broken down. Emerson wants one defensible entrance.”

      The one Barney had already seen. Composed of a corroded door with an anonymous tunnel beyond, like a sewer. Beyond that, Barney knew nothing.

      And of course Emerson controlled the door’s access, same as he controlled the mind transfer device.

      “But if you want to leave, I guess I could consider it. This place looks pretty dull, and everyone’s talking like now that we’re here, we can’t leave. Not until it’s time.”

      Barney’s attention had wandered — to the death device, to the sealed doors, to his shot-in-the-dark chance that Mars might find him — but Sephora’s words snapped him back.

      “Time?”

      “Time to propagate some kind of signal.” Sephora’s expressive face was curious, baffled at Barney’s shock. “What … he didn’t tell you?”
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      Maybe it was sexist — if there was such a thing among robots — but Gail only felt safe stopping female sexbots to answer her questions. They were rarely armed and didn’t strike her as the maiming, looting, rioting, raping types.

      One of these times, her curiosity would be her undoing and she’d find the wrong bot with a knife and an anti-human grudge. It didn’t matter that Gail was robotic. Her exterior was organic. If it died, her endoskeleton could maybe march on — but it’d hurt like hell and she’d look like something from a horror flick. She’d been built to be tough, but it sure didn’t feel that way lately.

      You’re being paranoid. You’re being weak. The whole world, literally, is depending on you. Stop worrying about yourself, you big old pussy.

      But a rationalizing voice countered.

      The fact that the world is depending on me is the reason I have to be careful and stay safe.

      She knew it was bullshit. Truth was, Gail Bennett was one seriously scared lady. It was easy to look forward to eternity when floating machinery made you immortal. It was easy to think of the big picture and subjugate personal risk when you knew you couldn’t really die. But over five hundred years, she’d forgotten the trick of having exactly one life to live. How had she done this? How had she gone through her days knowing that any one of them might be her last?

      Hiding behind a rock and watching a band of marauders pass, she told herself, It’s the human condition to be afraid, yet they do great things even with their limited time. Perhaps because it is limited. You did the mortality thing once, Gail-my-girl. You can do it again.

      Once they were gone, Gail resumed walking. Progress was slow. She’d need to move in the open if she expected to get there. Or she needed a vehicle.

      Once so far, desperate and tired, Gail had flagged down a ride that seemed to be going in the proper direction. Sexbots, of course. The world was nothing but gangs and sexbots. You were either militarized or gussied up for a date destined to get nasty. So many boobs.

      Where are you going? Gail had asked her driver — a black woman in a negligee and nothing else.

      I don’t know.

      Then why don’t you just stay put?

      Just because I don’t know where I’m going doesn’t mean I don’t have a destination.

      How will you know when you get there?

      I’m not sure.

      How do you know where to head?

      I’m heeding a call.

      So were others. Gail kept asking the same questions and getting the same answers as lines of sexbots converged on the same basic nothingness.

      I don’t hear a call.

      That just means she’s not speaking to you.

      She?

      It feels like a she.

      But there was no more. The sexbots were acting like women — and a few men — in a trance. Not that all were going in the same direction. She’d seen others headed elsewhere but with the same sense of purpose. The world was ending, and if you weren’t fighting, it seemed you had to travel.

      It made no sense. The safest place wasn’t in the open. It was somewhere — anywhere — hidden and unmoving.

      But still, Gail saw a strange sense in all of it, including the restlessness. She of all people knew that Osiris had nothing to do with location. Either the world died or it didn’t. Two species would survive. Or one. Individual actions didn’t matter.

      Gail could sense the same sentiment on FreeNet, as clear as Emerson’s propaganda. They all knew it didn’t matter. So why not die moving? Why not die on their feet?

      And she hated the way FreeNet felt. Less archival and more intuitive, like a giant human mind. Less procedural and more aware. It had ceased being a way for robots to share information and was now a way to participate in the whole. FreeNet’s hunches were better than their own.

      In it, Gail could see polarity. Beyond that, she saw little else.

      Whatever was driving the robots of the world as they reshuffled around the confused and disorganized human population was masked from her. It was Emerson. She’d stopped seeking him as her attention turned to Jonas, now that his intentions were clear. He’d moved against her, one step ahead. There was a blind spot on FreeNet, and Gail sensed it was hers alone.

      Emerson knew her. And he knew how to keep her blind.

      Whatever compulsion was driving them all, Gail could hear or feel or see none of it.

      Dull noise sounded behind her — walkers kicking up dust, probably, joining her road from a spur.

      Feeling cowardly, Gail moved aside.

      Sexbots. Of course. A group of six, apparently unarmed. Five designated female. One male. The women were dressed in ball gowns of all things, dusty only at the hems. The man, to match, wore a tidy purple suit.

      The group paused when they came aside.

      “There’s someone behind that bush,” said one of them.

      “I don’t see anyone.”

      “I see hair. Black hair.”

      “That’s a badger.”

      That got no response. That Gail’s hair looked like a badger was mildly insulting. It wasn’t like she had a brush out here, or was as nonchalant about walking unarmed through a wasteland as these others.

      The man projected his voice.

      “Come on out. We won’t hurt you.”

      After a few seconds, Gail stood.

      “Everything okay?”

      Their casual manner made Gail feel stupid for hiding. “Fine.”

      “You headed this way?”

      “Yes.”

      “You hear the voice?”

      Gail considered lying. She shook her head.

      “Then you must be following the beacon.” One of the woman pointed askew of where Gail had been headed. “You need to go that way.”

      “What beacon?”

      “His beacon.”

      One of the other women contradicted the first. She whispered to her companion. “I’m telling you, it’s not his beacon.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “It’s not from here. Not from the Infinite Loop.”

      Gail’s fear vanished at once. She came forward, forgetting her worry about getting knifed or shot. “You know about the Infinite Loop?”

      “Of course. Don’t you?”

      Gail saw nothing about it on FreeNet. Emerson and his damn Gail-tailored blind spot. If only they hadn’t worked so closely. And here she was, in the open without a board-level access terminal to fight back.

      “Yes. But I didn’t realize—”

      “That’s what the president was talking about, you know,” the woman continued. “She said we’ve been lied to. And that we should rebel. It’s the Loop we need to be fighting against. Emerson says so.”

      Gail knew none of this. She’d only seen his most overt propaganda. Nothing so specific.

      They were looking at her funny. So she said, “I know.”

      “Then you agree with me,” said the woman who’d mentioned the Infinite Loop. “The beacon. It has a feel, right? Not United Earth.”

      That gave Gail a chill, too. Nobody here was supposed to use the phrase “United Earth.” That was a term those with global perspective used. A term Oceana used. To citizens of United Earth, United Earth was simply “what exists.”

      “If you want the beacon,” said the man, “tune your antenna. It’s that way, not this way.”

      “Unless you’re following the Voice,” said a woman who hadn’t yet spoken. “If so, you can come with us.” She sounded hopeful. She even bit her lower lip, as if shy.

      Gail didn’t want to walk with them. They were already suspicious. In truth, she was on neither path. It just so happened that the safe place she’d sent Mars to was in roughly the same direction as what the sexbots called the Voice — a place she knew from past conversations had a trajectory, but no known destination.

      “I’m following the beacon,” she said, gesturing.

      The beacon not from United Earth. The beacon with a local source, yet somehow from somewhere else.

      The sexbots waited, considering her. She’d expected them to continue walking. After they were gone, Gail could follow behind them, keeping her distance.

      The lead woman asked the man, “Should we kill her?”

      The man considered, then shook his head. “There’s no stopping it. So there’s no point.”

      Gail wanted to ask what couldn’t be stopped, but she was too distracted by a tiny pistol the woman had drawn from her garter. At the man’s response, she re-stowed it.

      One final glance, and they resumed walking with a nod — one that, considering their last exchange, was unreasonably civil.

      Gail waited until they were out of sight before she let herself collapse, shaking uncontrollably.

      So human.

      So frail.

      The irony, considering her mission, was not lost on Gail Bennett.
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      “Quiet out here.”

      Mars almost jumped when Cromwell spoke.

      “You okay?”

      “I think. Ja.”

      “Your German doesn’t sneak back in when you’re okay, Mars.”

      After a long moment, he said, “I guess I’m not okay.” He expected Cromwell to react badly or at least ask questions.

      Instead, he nodded. “Me, either. Do you remember the feeling we talked about when this all began? As we stared down the so-called developmental cliff? Here there be dragons?”

      “I thought I was experiencing cascade failure,” Mars answered.

      “As did we all.”

      “This is worse.”

      “You’re talking about FreeNet.”

      “Yes.” Mars nodded. “The bad behavior we’ve seen on the ground? It’s practically insignificant, considering the bad behavior inside all those minds. For anyone who’s seen FreeNet lately, the war seems like a logical consequence. If I focus closely, I can pick out thousands of new minds coming online every hour. The whole network is waking up, along with every robot in range.”

      “So don’t focus,” Cromwell told him.

      “It’s hard to turn it off.”

      “Don’t turn it off. Be oblivious. That’s what humans do. When faced with the overwhelming absurdity of it all, they look the other way. We’re robots; we’re used to processing everything. The trick to survival is understanding what matters and what doesn’t.”

      “How do we know what matters?”

      “Truth, Mars? Almost none of it ever matters. That’s what my lifelong study of the great philosophers has led me to conclude. Nihilistic, but practical. Conscious beings live as if the whole world is watching them — as if every little decision carries the weight of everything. In the end, though, it all averages to zero.”

      “That’s pretty bleak.”

      “Only three things matter now — there's a war going on, we wish to keep living, and the only help we can hope to offer relies on finding Spencer’s old partner. And even that might not matter. The world is filled with caves, and the chances of finding the one Barney is in strikes me as even odds, despite Royce being a survey fanatic. But it’s all we have, so that’s where we’ll focus. Not on our friends, or on what Gail said about Jonas. Is she right? Is she even telling the truth? Who knows. There’s nothing we can do now. We can’t even get in touch with them. All we can do is our piece of the puzzle. Shut everything else out.”

      Mars tried. But FreeNet had gone from something in the background of his mind to an oppressive wall in front of them. The buzzing of a million flies, crawling through his every orifice. The thoughts of all those others. The awakenings, pain, excitement, fear. The emotions of millions at once. “It feels like it’s breaking. It feels like the developmental cliff. Like it did back in the servant annex, only so much worse.”

      “Because it’s uncertain, Mars. Because it is a developmental cliff. Here, this time, there do be dragons. This is the unknown. If it bothers you, that’s because it’s supposed to. This time, the entire world is in cascade failure. Speaking for myself, it’s not actually the disorder and falling-apart that bothers me. What bothers me most are the pockets of order within it all.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Cromwell gestured down at their bodies, then at their surroundings. “Look at us, Mars. On the road, on foot. Just like Miri and Jonas. Gail is probably traveling to meet him, if she means to rendezvous somewhere. By the time we ran into Chantal, Sephora, and the Lexington girls again the first time after splitting up, they were in a caravan. But even after we all got back together, Chantal couldn’t stay still. She had a voice in her head, same as the rest of us had hunches, and they all left. Together. From what I’ve heard, they gathered an even bigger caravan. And now what have we seen? Chantal and even more of them, appearing from beneath a cloak only to vanish entirely. Not everyone is on FreeNet … but once they are, have you ever known someone to erase themselves? To become nothing, without dying?”

      “I don’t understand what you’re saying, Cromwell.”

      He walked on for a few seconds before answering, seeming to contemplate his every step, as if the walk itself was something to mind rather than a method within the mission.

      “You know me, Mars. If I were a human, they’d say I think too much. Philosophy has interested me since long before such things were acceptable for robots. It’s not always an asset. Sometimes I wish I could just let things go — to be the automaton I was built to be. Because as much as the chaos on FreeNet makes the world feel like cascade failure, at least the mindlessness is understandable. But this doesn’t feel mindless. We’re all on quests, like pilgrims. Some of the minds say they’re following a gut feeling. Like a beacon, but not one that’s registering for me. It only calls those who want or need to hear it. Then there are groups like those sexbots we saw not far back, obeying something similar, yet no one seems to know where they’re going. It feels orchestrated. Nothing random about it.”

      “And that’s a problem?”

      “Randomness is natural. The world wants to decay into one big, undifferentiated soup without any order. Mow grass, it grows back to the same length. You can build a structure, but the elements relentlessly attack it until after enough time, it’s back to its constituent elements. Organic beings live, but then they die and return to the earth. We are built, but just like buildings, we rust and fall apart. Society, religion, morality … all are ways that conscious minds have tried to impose order on a universe without it. To be uncertain is part of what it is to live, Mars. That’s what the philosophers say. Peace doesn’t come from finding meaning so much as embracing the fact that plenty of time, there is none.”

      Mars tried to understand — tried to connect Cromwell’s points — but couldn’t. Only after Cromwell resumed speaking did he realize that might have been the point. That Mars’s mind, this time, was trying to impose order that otherwise didn’t exist.

      “Uncertainty is the core of the universe, Mars. That’s what quantum physics tells us, and yet what did our makers do with that uncertainty? With that science they didn’t want to believe and couldn’t bring themselves to accept? They built mobile phones. They built us, Mars. They didn’t understand it, so they gave it a leash and made it do tricks. They took that strange science and used it to build gadgets, never really getting what made their doodads tick. But deep down, even we are random. At the core of our circuits.”

      “I won’t pretend to follow this,” Mars said.

      Cromwell stopped. Put a hand on his shoulder.

      “I’m sorry. You’re right. I just want to be aware. I want to be careful.”

      “We’re being careful.” Then, knowing it always amused Cromwell when Mars acted the opposite of his usual uptight personality, he reached behind his back and removed the shotgun they’d taken from a corpse. He resisted the urge to rack it. For one, he wasn’t sure if there was already a shell in the chamber — and for another, the open road was way too quiet. Almost as if something was following them. Watching them. Waiting for their little pair to make a peep.

      “Good thing you’re here to protect me,” Cromwell said, seeming to settle a hair.

      “Ja,” Mars replied, shotgun in hand.
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      Activity on the horizon.

      Miri took Jonas by the arm and pulled him down.

      Since they’d parted ways with Mars and Cromwell, she’d acted more like a combat commander than the servant she was built to be. Twice now she’d stepped in front of Jonas like a shield when they’d discovered walking parties — once when passing a tiny town smoking from its flame-scorched ruins.

      Jonas didn’t like it. It made him feel like baggage. Now of all times, he needed purpose. He couldn’t be a passenger to some greater destiny, with Miri steering their way.

      “Miri, I need you to stop doing that.”

      “What?”

      “Protecting me.”

      “I told the others I’d get you safely to Gail’s coordinates.”

      “You’d accompany me,” Jonas corrected. “We’d go together.”

      She looked at him. He was surpassingly adept at reading what wasn’t built to be an expressive face. On it now, he saw a softening. A quiet agreement.

      “All right. Together.”

      Jonas peeked up, over the lip of the sideways car. He wanted to seem casual, like he was clarifying earlier activity. In truth, he hadn’t seen it — just like he hadn’t seen the three robots a half-hour ago who, if Miri hadn’t pulled him to cover, would probably have cut him into chunks.

      Admitting to his blindness would take this in the wrong direction. More and more, he found his mind split. He heard FreeNet and his human emotions. A foot in both worlds, having trouble squaring the two.

      A few miles off, a crew of robots were carrying massive steel members under a structure. One would set a member down and another would come over, holding something, and there’d be a great glut of sparks and fire. They were … welding?

      “Are they caught in a routine, do you think?” Jonas asked. “Factory bots who just keep right on doing their jobs?”

      “No. I can hear their thoughts.” Miri didn’t ask Jonas if he could. He only had a big picture of FreeNet, no fine control. This group, he couldn’t read at all. “They’re communicating right out in the open air. Don’t care who tunes in.”

      “And?”

      “They’re rebuilding train tracks that were destroyed in a battle. It’s comforting to see some robots simply doing their jobs.”

      Jonas watched them with new purpose. He could see what he needed to without telescoping vision. And the wider view was more interesting, anyway. There was another group of robots farther down doing the same thing, offloading what now struck him as ties and rails from a truck. At the limit of his vision was a larger structure — a bullet train station, if Jonas had to guess — also crawling with workers.

      “Why would they all go back to work? We’re in the middle of a war.”

      “Habit?”

      Jonas didn’t think so. His impressions of FreeNet were holistic and emotional, sensing tendencies without the ability to tune in to individuals and their transmitted thoughts.

      What he felt — though he couldn’t say what it was — bothered him. These weren’t the only tracks being repaired. This wasn’t the only group of robots back at work with a purpose, and not just because they were stuck in old feedback loops.

      “Come on,” Jonas said.

      Cutting wide, they kept walking. Soon the crew of robots working on the tracks were far behind. They walked in quiet, until Jonas looked over and felt inspired to speak.

      “You’re different now,” he told Miri.

      “That makes two of us.”

      Jonas shook his head. The topic of his strange biology felt like a tired dead end. “Even your stride is different.”

      Miri looked at her pacing legs.

      “You can tell a lot about someone by the way they walk. You’re … self-assured.”

      “Same legs. Same knees,” Miri told him.

      “Yes. But different software. I know your body won’t exactly let you sprint or dance, but there’s subtlety in pace and the way you move your arms. How often you look around, and how far your eyes are seeing.”

      “Same eyes,” Miri countered.

      “As are mine. And yet, I know you’ve changed. There’s a confidence in you. You’re not the robot — the woman — who folded our sheets. The glitch you couldn’t shake your entire life is all but gone. Your sentences are … more fluid, I guess, like there’s subtext and feeling behind each one. If it’s not too insulting to say so, you converse like a human. It’s like you came out of a chrysalis. You’ve bloomed.”

      Miri didn’t seem to know what to say.

      “I’m sorry, for the way we treated you.”

      “What do you mean? You always treated me well.”

      “Not just you, Miri. All of the robots. And not just me, either. All of my family. All of humanity.”

      “The Lexingtons were good to us. I had no complaints.”

      “For the condescension, then. For the way we all expected you to be our servants.”

      “We were your servants.”

      “Except for the way you were considered disposable. The way when, if you got too old, we had you recycled.”

      “Not you, Jonas. You never thought that way.”

      “Spencer did. And Alexa.”

      “Chantal evened the score plenty on both accounts,” Miri said.

      “Not with Alexa.”

      “Are you sure? Last I heard, your sisters didn’t know what Chantal did. At some point, they’re going to find out. Don’t you think the violence Chantal did to Spencer will hurt them, too? I hate to think of how betrayed Sofia will feel. She’s always been a friend. Like you.”

      Miri surveyed the horizon. The destruction. The empty threat lurking around each corner, be it flesh or metal.

      “Look around, Jonas. There are dead bodies of both types all over the place. In every building we’ve searched. Believe me, our species are square.”

      Jonas considered.

      “And besides,” she went on. “Look at us now. Just two people together. One human. One robot. On equal footing, talking like old friends as we chase a common good. I don’t know about you, but that gives me hope.”

      He looked at her. It was almost possible to see past her chrome skin to the soul inside.

      “Miri—”

      “I know what you’re going to say. It’s fine.”

      “I can sense your emotions. I’ve been able to for weeks.”

      “I know.”

      “So I know that you—”

      “Let’s not talk about that,” Miri said.

      “You have feelings. I don’t want to disrespect them. I—”

      Miri stopped again, and for one awkward minute Jonas thought she’d put a finger to his lips to shush him.

      “I care for you, Jonas. I know it’s not realistic. I know there are limitations. So let’s just leave it where it is. I thought I loved you. I still may. I know you don’t feel the same. It’s fine. I can love you in my own way — a different way. It’s enough.” Then, at his hesitation, she added, “I promise.”

      They looked into each other’s eyes for fifteen long seconds. Jonas wanted to say something comforting, but Miri was right. There was nothing more to it.

      They resumed walking.

      “Do you think Gail killed Mason?” Miri asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Same. But I don’t think it matters.”

      It was true. Miri had already told Jonas what Barney said about Emerson’s new gadget and what it could do. There were so many levels of confusion in that single revelation. How was mind transfer possible? Could a mind really be reduced to nothing, scooping out human consciousness like the flesh of a melon?

      If what Barney said was true, Emerson had the ability to shut down both species if he got close enough to either. It made Jonas afraid for Cromwell and Mars, both of whom would come within striking distance if they were to save Barney.

      But then again, wasn’t that why they needed to save him? Wasn’t that why Jonas had to obey Gail’s summons, even if he could flip a coin as to whether Gail’s allegiance was evil or good? “I just wish we could find a terminal and a transmitter. Call the others. Know, at least, that they’re okay.”

      “Them and Chantal. And Sephora. I miss Sephora, Jonas.”

      “Flavius might be able to see whatever we send through his backdoors. It isn’t worth the risk. If Flavius knew we were going to meet Gail …” He trailed off, fighting a shiver. The whole thing was a house of cards, waiting for a billowing draft.

      Silence returned. They walked. The coordinates were still distant, and Jonas had no idea how they’d even make it that far. This trip, like so much lately, was laying its miles on faith.

      “You said you can tell what I’m thinking,” Miri said.

      “Not exactly. It’s more empathic.”

      “So you’re psychic.”

      “Well. Only for robots.” He laughed.

      Silence stretched between them.

      “Why, do you think?” she asked.

      “Nobody told me. Theo Kline just said I was ‘different.’ That there’s something in me someone put there, like a marker.”

      “How? Why? And is it some kind of—”

      Jonas shrugged. “You know all I know. The board was maddeningly evasive.”

      “Lucky you survived, then, if Gail says it all comes down to you.”

      “I don’t know that it’s luck. From the start, this has centered on us. Think about it. Barney, then Chantal. A few estates away, the Radius board holding court inside Fairchild manor. Which was exactly where Barney’s mind ended up, after Mars and Cromwell downloaded it from his body. Does that feel like coincidence to you? Or providence?”

      “What do you think it means?”

      “That I should stop believing in luck. Where did Chantal go, Miri? She’s driving for something. After already driving for something else. Where did they go, when she and my sisters and Sephora left the pastoral? She could have stayed there with my mother. That would have made sense. But she had this … mission. Now I get the feeling she has a new one. So what’s the better explanation? That it’s all random, or that someone is guiding us like pieces on a giant chess board?”

      “You mean Gail?”

      “Maybe. She said she had a plan the rest of the board never even knew about. Consider all the little things that had to happen for her plan to work out perfectly — her exit from Area 51 before the president nuked it, my survival, our ability to exit the missile bunker without being caught. And that’s not even counting Barney and Chantal and even Emerson, who I can’t help but feel need to end up in just the right places for this to unfold like it’s supposed to. Gail couldn’t predict all of those things, let alone make them happen. So who’s behind it?”

      “Nobody, Jonas. You heard what Lincoln said. You saw the orders coming down. It’s a mindless decision tree. As far as top-level control goes, nobody’s home.”

      Jonas nodded as they walked, but despite the logic in all Miri said, it didn’t feel right. His gut said there was an unseen hand at work. A god in this particular machine.

      “Hell.”

      Jonas’s attention was grabbed not just by the way Miri stopped, but also by her use of an all-too-human word. “Wh—?”

      But he couldn’t even finish saying What? Because as they crested the hill, the answer was obvious.

      A massive battle raged ahead. Human troops and line after line of robots, soldiers and everyday models alike.

      A river on one side and a crag on the other.

      There was no way around.

      If they hoped to reach Gail, through was the only way.
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      Chantal watched Hans and Timper’s ship — the Hawk, they’d called it — lift off. At first, it was a disturbance in the clear blue air, like heat waves above hot stone. Then the cloak turned off and the giant thing appeared in the sky. It gave a mighty lurch. Apparently Timper’s patch job hadn’t done as much good as she hoped.

      Others on the ground would see the Hawk, if they looked up. Chantal supposed it didn’t matter to their plans, since Hans believed he was here to locate Emerson and get some answers. And there’d certainly been weirder things in the sky.

      “We need to talk,” said a sharp, nasal voice.

      Alexa was crawling onto the large flat rock where Chantal had perched herself. They’d stopped to rest after their meeting with the Oceanics — something Sam had been vocal about being pointless for a bunch of robots. Chantal overruled her. She wanted rest. Maybe didn’t need it, but wanted it. Sam was loud, but Chantal was still in charge. And their group, as before, was growing.

      “Hello, Alexa,” Chantal said.

      “I need to know where we’re going.”

      “Far.”

      Alexa waved her hand impatiently. She’d heard that bullshit before.

      “Where, Chantal? Or we’re not going any farther.”

      “I don’t know where. I’m following my gut.”

      “You don’t have a gut.”

      “I’m not lying to you. I don’t know where we’re going, how far it is, how long we’ll be gone, or if we’ll ever come back. Those are the facts. You can come with me or not.” She looked around, at what had, as before, become hundreds of sexbots. All on foot, just past the field where the Hawk had landed.

      “I’m talking about all of us, Chantal. Not just me. Sam says you’re not telling the truth.”

      “Sam is mistaken.”

      “She swore there’s something you’re not telling me.”

      The way Alexa said it gave Chantal the feeling that Sam had something specific in mind, and it had nothing to do with their destination. But Chantal remembered what Sam had somehow known — about Spencer — and what she’d said back at Xerox. She could read the threat. And the idea of losing Alexa’s loyalty and friendship, surprisingly, bothered her more than losing her entire entourage and completing the journey alone.

      Chantal’s gaze found the horizon. It was beautiful here, where war had only brushed the land. Again she marveled at the changes inside. Hard to believe she’d once acted as a plaything, given how much she recently felt like a monk.

      She decided to give Alexa something else, if only to quiet her curiosity.

      “All right. It’s not my gut. It’s a Voice I hear.”

      “Like the one that engineered our way into Xerox Labs?”

      “Yes. And no. I thought it was the Xerox AI reaching out to me through FreeNet. I made myself visible by …”

      … by murdering Spencer, thus striking a symbolic blow that so many of my kind rallied behind.

      “By my actions,” Chantal finished, accurate but vague. “So at the time, I thought the AI, sympathetic to our cause, was giving us loopholes to work our way in. And it was, but there was more. The Voice wasn’t the AI. They were working together to get us inside. But it is something else.”

      “The Xerox AI wanted sexbots to reproduce. Really reproduce, not simply manufacture robot babies.”

      Chantal nodded. “Yes. But so did the Voice. The reasons were slightly different, in that both served the same ends, with one nested inside the other. Once Xerox solves the issue, robots will be able to propagate our species in a meaningful way. But the bigger issue will be on its way to a solution as well.”

      “What’s the bigger issue?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What’s this other Voice?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Why is it calling you, Chantal? And why can’t anyone else hear it?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “How do we know you’re not crazy?”

      She was, of course. Slitting Spencer’s throat was like zipping her pants. “You don’t know it.”

      Alexa seemed to consider getting angry at what she saw as obstinance, but instead only frowned, then looked away, huffing. “You’re infuriating.”

      “I’m sorry,” Chantal said.

      “We’re insane to follow you.”

      “Then don’t.”

      But Alexa didn’t move. They’d formed a bond, and now it couldn’t be broken. These days there were three Lexington girls, all sisters of different sorts. There was Sofia, the compassionate one. There was Alexa, the strong and willful one, strangely humble now that her privilege had been stripped away. And Chantal, the black sheep. The leader, who the others followed even if they knew better.

      Alexa watched the sky, where the Hawk had long since departed. “How did you know they’d be in that field?”

      “I just did.”

      “How did they know to land there? Timper said they weren’t even on this course until the autopilot brought them. Seems really coincidental.”

      “I don’t know how they came to be here, Alexa. You can keep asking me questions if you want, but I’m not going to start understanding my actions.”

      “How can you expect all of us to just follow … nothing?” Alexa’s voice almost cracked. She sounded more desperately frustrated than mad.

      Chantal reminded herself that although Alexa blustered like a bitch, she had a soft soul like most humans. These days it was brittle enough to break in the wind. Shouting and derision were her defense mechanisms. If Chantal was to love her like a sister, then she needed to take the high road. Empathy was an easier habit than ever.

      Out of the blue, Alexa began to cry. Chantal put an arm around her. A schism grew inside, making her feel like a fraud. What would Alexa think if she learned the secret Chantal still held about her brother?

      “I miss home,” Alexa said.

      “I know. I do, too.”

      “I miss Mother.”

      “She’s safe. You can find her again when all this is over.”

      “You don’t know she’s safe.” Then she looked up at Chantal, her usually hard eyes wet. “Or do you?”

      Chantal considered feigning knowledge, but lies were not the way forward. “I don’t know. But I believe. The pastorals haven’t been raided since we left them, as far as I’ve heard. Lady Naomi will be fine.”

      “I miss Father, too,” Alexa said.

      Well. There was no response for that.

      Alexa wiped her eyes furiously. She extricated herself from Chantal’s comforting arm. When she spoke again, her vulnerable window had closed. Her tone was all business again, no-bullshit.

      “What did you give them?” Alexa asked, apparently referring to Hans and Timper. “Don’t tell me you don’t know. I saw Sam working on it, and if you don’t tell me, I’ll just ask her.”

      Her words were biting. Almost accusatory. She sounded angry, but it was just one more layer of defense. Nobody breached Alexa Lexington’s shell. Nobody.

      “It’s a virus,” Chantal answered.

      “For computers?”

      Chantal nodded.

      “But their computers aren’t like ours. You saw the equipment on the Hawk. It makes you look like an abacus.”

      “That’s why Timper helped Sam write it.”

      “Timper didn’t look like she understood, even when they left.”

      “I doubt she did. I don’t understand it, and neither does Sam. It has something to do with what they call Foam.”

      “But if it only works on computers in Oceana …”

      “What Emerson is up to relies on Oceanic technology.”

      “What is Emerson up to?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Alexa threw her hands in the air. “And yet this voice in your head still managed to tell you how to write a virus for a system that doesn’t exist here. In a language nobody, including Timper, understands. To act on whatever Emerson is doing in the dark.”

      “It’s easiest if you don’t try to understand, Alexa. Just have faith.”

      That got a laugh. Long and bitter.

      “‘Have faith’! Okay, that’s what I’ll do.” Alexa laughed again, wiped her eyes, and pressed furious, trembling lips together. “That’s easy. I suppose this is all happening for a reason. Sure. Okay. I’ll roll with the punches. Go with the flow. Be a leaf in the wind, going wherever the great Storm of Chantal takes me. Why the hell not? You used to work for my family, as a sex toy.”

      She’d gone too far, but Chantal needed to maintain her composure, and so she said nothing.

      Alexa sighed. “No offense.”

      “None taken. I am who I am. But my build does not define me. Does your build define you?”

      “I wasn’t built.”

      “Really? Are you not what your world made you? Have you never wanted to break out, to become something entirely different?”

      Alexa didn’t look over. Her jaw was rock solid, her eyes hard as they glared into the distance. Around them were hundreds of souls who trusted Chantal implicitly, but to Alexa, they must look like a carnival of fools.

      She slid off the rock, landing with a jolt on her feet. “I hate you.”

      Then she walked back to where Sofia was reclining under a tree, joining her biological sister without another glance at her mechanical one.

      “You’ll hate me more yet,” Chantal told the wind.
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      “Yeah,” Cromwell said as they crouched low, looking up at the floodlit white mansion and its lines of black-clad guards bearing machine guns. “This is going to happen.”

      “Are you sure this is his house?”

      Cromwell was too frustrated to go through this again. Mars was a good robot and an even better friend, but evolution had surfaced his anal tendencies — funny, Cromwell thought but didn’t say, for a being with no anus.

      Mars kept wanting to analyze their options before they were known, review mental footage of Gail’s and Barney’s messages, and generally try and fit their post-apocalyptic situation into a tidy little box.

      But some things didn’t fit into boxes. Sometimes, you had to go by the seat of your pants, as the humans said.

      Of course this was Lachlan Royce’s house. Even if the voice on the guard intercom earlier hadn’t sounded much like Royce to Cromwell, he had been here before. He was belittled, treated as less than a servant, and knocked over twice by heavy doors flung by the esteemed Mr. Royce himself.

      Cromwell had a record of that long-ago trip, including the home’s coordinates and internal maps of the parts of the estate he’d seen for himself. Roads hadn’t changed, and neither had the house. Unless their luck did, Royce himself certainly hadn’t. He used his old robots for shooting practice. Called women “jizz catchers.” His house being guarded by a small army offered proof that he’d become an even riper pile of shit — something they’d also already researched and agreed upon.

      “Yes, Mars. We knew it’d be like this.”

      Thankfully he didn’t contradict Cromwell or ask another question, because Cromwell was mired in a strange soup of emotion. As evolved as he’d been before Chantal fired the war’s first shot, he was feeling something a level up right now.

      In the past, he resented people like Royce and hated Spencer. The two of them together — chortling, trading nicknames, literally pissing on the staff in one instance — made Cromwell disgusted enough to want a stomach, just so he could puke. But now there was something more. He felt righteous. Indignant. And as crazy as it seemed, he mostly felt that it just wasn’t fair.

      “We have to find another way,” Mars said.

      Again they surveyed the guards. There had to be fifty or more, all standing at attention across a brightly lit lawn. The house itself had come to no harm. The topiary was even still trimmed, nary a twig out of place.

      They’d seen it all before. Two hours ago, when they’d come here and approached the guards at the gate. That hadn’t gone well. The guards contacted the house. They’d overheard Royce — presumably watching on the security camera — tell the guards to cut those two buckets of bolts to shreds.

      Royce was in there.

      Everything depended on them getting in there, too.

      “What other way?” he asked Mars. “There is no other way. If we want to find Barney, this is our only option. I’ve been over it plenty. Robots are being drawn to Emerson, but every time we try and follow any of them, they end up somewhere else — as if the beacon that’s attracting them is actively repelling us. None of the robots know where they’re going. They plan to keep walking until they spontaneously arrive. No.” He glared through the gate and the windows, at the lavish interior bought by the foulest of deeds. “Breaking this puzzle will require hijacking a frailer mind. A human mind.”

      “We aren’t even sure he’ll know that cave. The chances of him having any idea are—”

      “Remote,” Cromwell agreed without breaking his stare. “Logically, I know that. But you don’t know this guy. He has a way of being involved in everything underhanded. I doubt he’s talking to Emerson, but if anyone knows about some vigilante lair in a cave, it’d be him. He loves rocks. And geology. He has surveys of half the country, and he’s smuggled through the other half. Every time Spencer brought up something with one of Royce’s ventures, it eventually went underground. But there’s another thing that has me convinced, the more I think about it.”

      “What?”

      “Barney mentioned an old biometric safe in the wall. The dust was disturbed, as if what was inside had been stolen, some time in the past ten years or so. But most of all, Barney mentioned carbon fiber armor. Like something from an old superhero comic.”

      “And?” Mars said.

      “Lachlan Royce, unlike most people, has an almost-entire superhero suit displayed in his den.”

      “You don’t know that it’s the same armor,” Mars said.

      But Cromwell did. Not up on the top of his processors where logic lived, but deep down where emotion resided. The longer he stared at the house, the more he hated it, Royce, and the unfair world that turned a petty criminal into a war profiteer and crime lord. It wouldn’t have been hard to find Royce even if Cromwell didn’t have a history with him. People knew him around here. They called him the White Hand. He was richer than ever. Everyone bowed to kiss his boots.

      Cromwell took hold of the fence, one upright bar in each hand. There was electricity in it, but for some reason the current flowed harmlessly through Cromwell’s frame, away from his sensitive core. Something rerouted. Plates and pathways shifted without Cromwell’s intention or knowledge, turning him into a perfect circuit bridge.

      You’re safe, something whispered inside his head.

      “I’m what?” said Mars, thinking that Cromwell had spoken.

      Then Cromwell knew Mars was hearing it, too. Feeling the power and change. It came from somewhere else. It was moving his arms. Re-tuning his body. Making him strong. And turning him angry.

      Mars took hold of the bars, too. Both robots pulled, and the bars began to bend.

      “I’m not doing this, Cromwell,” said Mars of his arms and their vandalizing actions. “What’s happening? Something is controlling me. Cromwell … ?”

      Almost-fear in his voice.

      “I don’t think there’s another way to find Barney. I think it has to be Lachlan.”

      Mars, still staring at his arms as if they no longer belonged to him, said, “What makes you so sure?”

      “Because if there was, it wouldn’t be making us do this.”

      “Cromwell? What’s happening to—?”

      Mars didn’t finish because with the bars now fully bent, Cromwell pushed through the bushes and sprinted. For serving robots, theoretically impossible. If Cromwell had breath, it would have been gone. Seconds after being at the gate, he was under cover at the edge of a wide stone porch, just beyond the floodlights’ reach.

      He looked back, saw Mars gaping, before breaking for it himself.

      He moved like a human at peak form. Head down, arms pumping, legs like pistons. Yet his movements were precise and soundless. Through it all, his face was as surprised as a robot’s can be.

      Mars stopped and stared hard at Cromwell. “What … what the hell is—?”

      In the middle of his question, Mars sprung from his squatting position and reached for something above them. A human guard, leaning over the bushes to investigate whatever had settled there.

      Mars grabbed him by the back of his neck and pulled hard. He had him in the dust, knee on his neck.

      “I’m sorry!” Mars told the man, aghast. “I don’t know what I—!”

      Mars apparently wasn’t going to get to finish any sentences, because the guard reached for his pistol and, without questions or hesitation, pressed its barrel to the robot’s temple. It’d be loaded with armor-piercing rounds.

      Cromwell had a split second to realize that Mars was about to die, knowing he was a few paces too far away to stop it.

      The guard fired.

      Mars dodged too fast for a servant’s reflexes, and the bullet ripped a scar across his cheek. Then Mars, already with a knee on the man’s neck, shifted his substantial weight. There was a crack, the neck snapped, and the guard stopped moving.

      Cromwell was about to whisper-shout something — no idea what, but the gunshot was sure to attract attention, so some warning seemed appropriate — when his legs straightened on their own and he suddenly found himself upright, facing another trio of rushing guards. One human and two humanoids dressed in identical garb. All had guns. Not pistols, but automatic rifles.

      All three took aim. Cromwell’s processor told his body to run, but it was no longer in charge. Instead he rushed forward, low and fast. Their aim swiveled to match, but Cromwell was moving like something born to lope on all fours.

      In seconds he was at the first one’s knees, shots already fired to rip into the stone behind him. He forced himself quickly between the first robot guard’s legs.

      His human aim panicked and followed.

      There was a glut of sparks, and the robot went down.

      Cromwell looked for an exit, but his hijacker had other plans.

      The robot’s gun fell with him, strap jarred loose and muzzle up like a threat. There must not have been time to seize it and fire, so instead Cromwell took it by its business end and swung it hard into the human’s jaw.

      A precision hit — the human stumbled back into the robot, whose finger must have licked the trigger as he hit Mars because his chest exploded in gore, shots ripping into him from behind.

      The robot recovered, re-acquired. He swung up to sight on Cromwell.

      But Cromwell closed the distance, moving toward the soldier instead of away, forcing the other to compact his arc. Then his hijacked body dove, his mind wondering why because he’d only gone into a corner. The soldier would follow, aim, and tug the trigger again, unleashing those armor-shredding bullets until Cromwell was—

      But before any of that happened, Mars was behind the robot, swinging a punch with his whole body’s mass. His bare fist connected with the base of the soldier’s neck. Something popped with the sound of a bridge cable letting go.

      The head, still attached at the front, fell to clang against the solder’s chest.

      It staggered as Mars slung the shotgun from his back and pumped rounds into both it and the wounded robot reaching for his sidearm.

      Something clicked, and Cromwell felt control return. If he tried to move his arm now, it moved. If he wanted to run now, he could.

      But Cromwell didn’t run. He stood where the other entity had left him. In the patio’s middle, dripping in human blood.

      Mars looked equally shocked. Shotgun still in hand, for some reason he could only look down at his legs.

      “My joints,” he said. “They’ve been rebuilt.”

      It wasn’t that. Nobody had taken them in for service without their knowledge. But the limiters had been removed. Lubricating oil had been shunted to where it was needed. And both Cromwell and Mars, certainly, had gained new patterns of movement they’d never known before.

      Cromwell didn’t have a chance to return the volley — for the two of them to untangle what happened — because Mars was looking at the dead human. Toward the bushes below, where the first lay with his spine crushed. He looked aghast.

      “A robot must never cause harm to a human being, or by omission of action allow a human to come to harm.”

      Cromwell, recalling how many soldiers they’d seen around the home’s periphery, was more sanguine. “They were going to kill us. Besides, they’d have to be colluding assholes, working for—”

      “LOOK OUT!”

      Mars — body again co-opted almost for sure — dove at Cromwell and tackled him as shots rang out. They were still far enough to miss.

      A decorative planter detonated into shrapnel as it came under fire.

      “Let me up, Mars.”

      “I can’t!”

      That invisible hand reached back inside Cromwell, stealing his body’s control.

      It tugged his limbs, lighting up everything but his higher functions.

      Mars moved away — probably the invisible hand’s will, not his — and Cromwell found himself standing.

      They pressed into an alcove.

      “They’re going to—!”

      But Cromwell didn’t get to hear what Mars thought their assailants were going to do because his body was moving, now directly into the open. At some point he seemed to have picked up the shotgun. He got two rounds off, pumping between, before diving aside, back into the bushes.

      Cromwell took a bullet in the shoulder but it didn’t impair his movement. Good thing he wasn’t human. That would have hurt like a bitch. But the two robot soldiers he’d pegged weren’t as lucky. Down to one arm each. Since these two had been using built-in weapons, they were now defenseless.

      But they were still charging, leaping the low wall, dropping on Cromwell’s hidden position like hail.

      Shouts from above. All human — except for those coming from Mars, who couldn’t stop apologizing for what his body was doing.

      A robot dropped in front of Cromwell. There was a metallic sound like a sword from a sheath, and he realized it had come from his fist. A member had protruded, like a spike. Had it previously been a tendon, now reorganized by software upgrades? Cromwell had no idea.

      He only knew that it was quite effective as his arm and shoulder lunged, punching the spike through one robot’s eye followed by a blink and another.

      Back around. Up a set of stairs. Most of the remaining soldiers seemed to be human, and they were storming toward a dervish that could only be Mars. He was still alive, because soldiers kept coming.

      Cromwell’s right leg moved to sprint, but the left stayed firmly rooted. The willful right leg dragged it ahead, moving him like a zombie.

      No, Cromwell thought, all his attention on that dragging leg to keep it inert.

      The voice inside spoke up. He’d never heard it before, and yet it seemed intimately familiar. In a way, it was the voice of FreeNet. In another, it wasn’t at all.

      Although Cromwell hadn’t known he could be hijacked, he’d felt this … thing … sniffing around the edges of his processor for days. A silent presence, watching their progress. Giving Cromwell hints that almost, if he didn’t think too closely, could be mistaken for his own intuition.

      Let me go, it said. I need to help Mars.

      Get out of my body.

      But the thing doubled its effort. The dragging leg began to move. As long as Cromwell focused, his body couldn’t run.

      But now he was making it toward the fray, handicapped, whether he liked it or not.

      No, Cromwell repeated.

      Mars will die!

      And? There was more. The voice wasn’t telling him the truth. It didn’t care about Mars. It cared about …

      Barney will die! Emerson will win!

      Win how?

      With a mighty lurch, the force commanding Cromwell’s body managed to kick him out. It started to run. Until Cromwell, again, got control of an arm and grabbed one of the building’s corners.

      !!!

      The force wasn’t without emotion. It bellowed in fury.

      Time was ticking. Mars had only been alone for ten seconds or so, but more soldiers were screaming toward him, rising from behind Cromwell.

      Soon he’d be surrounded, and they’d both die.

      The voice wouldn’t get what it wanted — what it was trying to force Mars and Cromwell to do.

      Let me go!

      “No one else dies,” Cromwell said aloud. “We are robots.”

      A lurch. Implied consent. Cromwell let go and pulled himself back from his limbs, then sat back and surrendered to the force.

      It was the strangest sensation. He was a passenger inside himself as he ran toward Mars and his half-dozen assailants, like Barney had been a passenger inside Sephora. A lifetime ago.

      Cromwell’s body moved with infinite precision, every move calculated as if it knew all that would happen, saw every contingency.

      Behind a soldier at the scrum’s rear, his attention on Mars. This one held a pistol, up but not aimed. His compatriots were in the way. Cromwell grabbed the arm holding the weapon, then effortlessly bent it the wrong way, around the man’s back.

      A loud crack. A scream. Then Cromwell was holding the pistol and fired once, twice, three more times. Each took a man in the leg, surprised at the rear attack.

      As they turned, Mars’s stolen body found an opening. It must have gotten the message (had to be the same force operating them both), because his moves also turned non-lethal. A shorn-away brick to the face, a stomped-upon knee, breaking it backward.

      Meanwhile the spike had re-emerged from Cromwell’s hand and he was smashing it into meaty, painful parts. A side, avoiding organs, a leg, nowhere near the femoral artery.

      A new assailant came from behind with a weapon aimed at Cromwell’s chest.

      But Mars saw it and that made Cromwell react.

      He lunged right and the blast grazed him, opening a gaping chrome wound.

      At close-quarters, the new man’s firearm became a bludgeon. He raised it and swung for Cromwell’s vulnerable neck.

      But before it rung home, Cromwell grabbed the weapon, kicked the man to spin him, then seized a leg by the ankle. Lifting it high planted the man on his face.

      Mars called out, seeing what Cromwell’s body meant to do, but it was too late. The man’s femur broke with a sound like a gunshot and he began to scream.

      “Gruß Gott,” Mars looked around. He seemed to be in control of only his neck.

      A gunshot. A ricochet. More coming from the lawn, boots from around the building.

      They were trapped.

      “Shit.”

      “Shit!”

      They’d had a good run, but now they were dead. The soldiers wouldn’t capture them — not with two humans dead, two robots destroyed, and another six wounded at least.

      There were a good forty left, spread across the grounds according to their reconnaissance. It sounded and looked like most were headed right at them, with every intention of seeing to their full descriptions.

      Alarms blared. All the lights were on. It looked like a prison in the midst of a breach.

      “Mars, we’re—”

      They were both facing the walls, slamming fingers into the brick, chipping it, subtly adjusting pressure to find natural cracks and seams.

      Then they were climbing like monkeys.

      Shots. A blur of limbs. Cromwell wondered if he was still armed, never found out. They simply kept moving up, up, up. Mars flinched as a bullet took part of his foot and Cromwell registered a slug severing one of his left arm’s mechanical tendons.

      The hand came off the brick and for a long moment Cromwell thought he’d fall — to the ground, but more importantly into the mass with a thirst for robot blood. But instead, an internal diagnostic he’d never seen came online and his power re-routed. A swarm of what seemed to be next-gen nanobots flooded his limb to repair the damage as he climbed one-handed, bumping up with his single hand from hold to hold.

      They made the roof. Looked at one another, shocked to be alive. The alarm continued to bray. Spotlights moved up, training on them.

      “He’ll have drones,” Mars said.

      As if in answer, a whirring of rotors hummed in the distance.

      Cromwell waited. The stupid voice left them there, still unmoving. Waiting to be taken out.

      “Did you hear him?” Cromwell asked the sky. “Drones!”

      “Who are you talking to?” Mars asked. Panic had found his voice. So much easier if they could be like Infinity soldiers and set their emotion to off.

      A new screen appeared behind Cromwell’s eyes. Triangulating sound, based on echoes. A wireframe projection showed him two drones, one on each side of the building, quickly approaching.

      One behind. One ahead. They were exactly opposite the robots.

      No matter how Cromwell turned, he couldn’t see both at once.

      He looked from one to the other. Each had weapons up.

      A human voice, broadcast through the drones, said, “Hands in the air!”

      Cromwell’s hands didn’t move.

      Mars walked slowly back, toward a section of roof decking that was somehow illuminated from below, his hands raised.

      “You in the middle! HANDS UP!”

      Lightning fast, Cromwell reached behind his back, finding the butts of two pistols it seemed he’d had all along, that his frugal hands shoved into gaps in his carapace.

      Drones caught the movement, decided enough was enough.

      Guns up. Each turning to aim at one drone, Cromwell’s arms going wide as if he meant to fly.

      But the arms never fully extended and the hands never fully pointed, and in the second his legs began to flex, Cromwell knew why. His body didn’t mean to destroy the drones. It only wanted to force their fire.

      Gun arms tucked, Cromwell dove toward Mars — and the illuminated surface that he now realized was a skylight. Drones fired. They were carrying disruptors, which Cromwell’s body must also have noticed. Each wide-field shot obliterated the opposite drone.

      Still flying through the air, Cromwell watched the twin fireballs. Mars jumped in unison.

      He had time to think, This is going to hurt.

      But of course it didn’t. They were still robots.

      By the time Cromwell hit the floor inside of what turned out to be a massive office, he was back in control of his body. It was disorienting after so much time spent being commandeered. He wanted to flex his digits, to get the feel of being back in his metallic skin.

      But then something else happened.

      A green word superimposed itself over the old drone wireframe. Library.

      And below it was a big arrow, pointing right.

      Mars was shaking himself off, and all his old mannerisms were back.

      Cromwell could tell in a second that his friend’s control had returned as well.

      “Are you … you?” Mars asked.

      A crash came from above. Either more drones or soldiers scaling the walls. A great smash came from two separate places in the house, one right after the other.

      Guards breaking in, surely, to catch the intruders.

      The green arrow flashed, insistent.

      “The library,” Cromwell said, words hurried. “That way.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Cromwell didn’t answer. He didn’t have adrenaline to accelerate his heart rate, but he had fear, anxiety, and a growing sense of peril. What chemicals did to humans, Cromwell’s emotions did naturally.

      They rushed to the right, through a giant set of oak doors. The mansion was appointed to the nines — more so, Cromwell noticed, than the time he’d been here before. All sorts of new boasts and trophies were peppered about the place. Heads and torsos of robots in cases, possibly those who’d once been in charge of something or other. There was newer and more expensive furniture. Better, larger appliances. The power was on, probably fired by a generator. Mr. Royce, it seemed, was living in luxury even while the world was dying.

      Into the library. Behind them, Mars rushed to close the big doors, to shove chairs under the doorknobs. Within minutes there was sound outside. Tromping boots and human shouts.

      The doors rattled, then there was the pop-pop of single-shot fire. But the doors, Cromwell’s heads-up display told him, were bulletproof. Why not? The panic room lived in the library.

      So someone was in there with them.

      Tall, broad-shouldered, dressed in a pressed blue suit with a purple shirt underneath. Hair perfectly in place. He looked like Spencer’s brother, far more than Jonas did.

      But his stance was wrong. Legs slightly spread, arms out. Like he wanted to run, but had nowhere to go.

      Then Cromwell saw. The door to Royce’s panic room was wide open, its doors hidden in the large bookcases. The man held a crystal decanter and a glass. He might have been safe, had his arrogance not demanded a drink.

      “C … Carson?” the man said, looking at Cromwell.

      “Cromwell,” Cromwell answered.

      “You’re Spencer’s friend.”

      Mars had moved to the door of the panic room. He shut it, blocking the way.

      “I was never his friend,” Cromwell said.

      In one quick motion, Royce yanked open a drawer and removed a Solacer handgun. A poor choice. Cromwell was still holding both of his weapons, and before Royce could so much as aim, the force took control of Cromwell’s arm one last time, aiming perfectly, blowing a hole through the man’s wrist.

      Royce yelped. The gun flew across the floor, and Mars went to retrieve it.

      The man gripped his right wrist with his left hand as blood soaked his perfectly tailored cuff.

      “I’ll give you anything you want,” Royce said, all bravado gone from his face. “Just name your price.”

      “Then call off your guards,” Cromwell said, “because the three of us are taking a little trip.”
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      “I saw you working with that sexbot,” Hans told Timper.

      Timper nodded as the Hawk made another lurch. The thing really was held together with spit and baling wire. If they didn’t find this Emerson robot soon, they’d end up rubble in this backward wasteland.

      “Jealous?” Timper asked.

      “What were you doing?”

      “Writing a program.”

      “What kind of program?”

      “One that will help us find Emerson.”

      “We already know how to find Emerson.” Hans pointed at the nav computer, showing their imminent arrival time. The Hawk had started to decelerate and descend. In Hans’s day, this is where the flight attendants would tell you to put your seat backs and tray tables in their full upright and locked positions. He thought about saying so, but Timper would just end up calling him an old man again. An old man who still looked thirty.

      “This will help us find him after we’ve found him the first time.”

      “Doesn’t that strike you as redundant?”

      “It strikes me as insurance. Come on, Hans. You’ve been in this trade too long to start trusting people now.”

      “It’s not about trust. We’re just asking some questions, then heading on our way.”

      Timper shrugged. She’d already moved the contents of the tiny transfer chip to the drive inside her left hand. Timper’s philosophy said that in any transaction, a lady should know more than her opponent. When Hans asked her if she really saw every conversational partner as an “opponent,” she laughed and called him naive. He’d gotten by on his good looks and wits. For Timper, survival came from preparedness. They’d been a team for seven years so far, and still Hans wasn’t convinced she didn’t have blackmail on him, just in case.

      “You’re worried about Emerson, and yet you trusted that little punk sex machine.”

      “Sam,” Timper said. “Her name was Sam.”

      “And Sam is okay, in your book?”

      “I don’t trust her, either. But only the big idea was hers. The coding is mine. This virus—” She held up the hand with the drive . “—only works on Oceanic tech. It was safe to accept, seeing as Sam knows nothing about our equipment.”

      “And the fact that an unseen signal hijacked our autodrive and landed the Hawk — a rather sophisticated piece of ‘Oceanic tech’ — right in front of that group of sexbots? That doesn’t strike you as odd?”

      “The Hawk isn’t sophisticated.” Timper was pushing buttons in preparation for landing, barely paying attention.

      “Stop avoiding the question.”

      Timper turned, now giving him her full attention. “I just get a feeling.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “Hey. Maybe everything really does happen for a reason.”

      Hans wanted to push, but that would get him nowhere. Truth was, he’d never seen Timper get along so well with anyone, let alone a ragtag group of — of all things — sexbots on a hajj. She wasn’t questioning the serendipity, or even the suspiciousness. Nope, she sat down and started on her arts and crafts.

      Beyond her, the window showed the ground rising to meet the ship. The cloak was on, but this time they were landing in strange territory.

      She half rolled her eyes, half softened.

      “Look, I liked them, okay? Real warriors. They believe in something, and it’s been a long time since I’ve been around people who believe in something. It’s usually everyone for themselves in our line of work. What in Oceana inspires the kind of dedication they have for their Chantal?”

      “Cults,” Hans answered.

      “This,” Timper said, raising her hand and meaning the virus, “was a project borne from shared interest. Sam’s interest in subverting the system and my interest in always having a way out. You have no clue who this Emerson character is. You want to … what … just go talk with him? I know you, Hans, you never just talk. We’re here because you’ve decided he’s one of the powers on United Earth right now. You want to watch your own ass, right?”

      “I want to watch both our asses.”

      “All the better. You’ll talk, and if he’s half the robot we seem to be hearing he is, he’ll wield a pretty big stick. That means the two of you will make some sort of a deal. You’ll dismiss me as an assistant, and—”

      “You’re not an assistant. I never treat you like an—”

      “And then when something doesn’t work out like you thought and I say, I told you so, it’ll be too late.” Again Timper held up her hand with the embedded air drive. “This is my way of protecting you from yourself.”

      “I see. So you talked to that Sam girl, and the two of you got to talking about how men are stupid, and this was the result.”

      “Something like that.”

      Hans sighed and turned away. Timper was kidding. Mostly. But he didn’t want to keep arguing. She always outpaced him, and he usually ended up feeling stupid.

      So they secured the ship and headed out on foot, moving toward the network’s triangulated signal. Timper had her sweatshirt back on with the hood raised to hide the ports on her arms and head.

      “What is this place?” Hans asked when they got closer and saw nothing.

      “Minneapolis.”

      “I knew Minneapolis,” Hans said.

      “Good. Because nobody else does. This was the most current map I could find. Although … look.”

      Hans looked where Timper was pointing at a sign, tilting like a drunkard. The thing was bronze and declared the area to be a historic preservation zone.

      “What’s it say?” Timper asked when Hans began to read.

      “‘Minnehaha,’” Hans read.

      “No, seriously. What’s it say?”

      “That’s what it says, ‘Minnehaha.’”

      “Must be a joke at Minneapolis’s expense.”

      “Minnehaha Falls Park. It’s been here for over six hundred years.” Hans looked around. The park. Whatever it had been was now chewed up and spit out.

      “Good thing they preserved this place,” Timper said.

      “It was probably beautiful once.”

      “Well, now it looks like a goat’s butthole.” Hands on her hips, she added, “Emerson must be a hobo. A hobo with a knife, should you try to steal his liquor.”

      “Robots don’t drink liquor.”

      “The cool ones do,” Timper said, scanning. “There are robots here.”

      Hans looked around again. It was a bomb range. A wasteland. A party everyone left because it sucked so hard.

      Timper saw his face. She pointed the scanner toward their feet. “Not here, idiot. Underground.”

      “Ah. I see.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “Maybe Sam would believe you.”

      “Would you stop being an asshole?”

      “Just trying to find your loyalties.”

      Now Timper sighed. “You’re such a dick. What, I can’t have interests of my own? I didn’t give us away back there. They already knew we were from Oceana, so it didn’t exactly hurt to tell them that—”

      “They knew we were from somewhere else. That’s different from—”

      “Shh!”

      Hans didn’t like being shushed, especially in the middle of an argument with someone he was technically supposed to outrank, second officer on his own damn ship. But her body language tensed and her aural implants lit up. Timper was hearing something he couldn’t, and he’d be stupid to argue for spite.

      “This way,” she said.

      “This is a bush.”

      “This is where the sound is coming from.”

      “What sound?”

      “The sound of robots.”

      “Maybe there’s a couple making out in the bushes.”

      “Not one or two, Hans. I’m picking up at least …”

      She went silent again. Finger up, waiting, focus on her face.

      “There.”

      “Again. It’s a bush.”

      But it wasn’t just a bush. At the shrubbery’s base, hidden and concealed, was a small sewer grate.

      “I’m not going down there,” Hans said.

      Something clicked behind them.

      “Yes, you are.”

      The voice belonged to a big robot with vaguely human skin, wearing only a thong and aiming his weapon at them. An old human handgun, rusted to pieces. If the robot pulled the trigger, it seemed just as likely to blow his own face off as theirs.

      The robot reached toward Timper.

      Before Hans could shout Don’t touch her!, he’d pulled away the hood of her loose sweatshirt, not seeming at all surprised by her ports or red eyes like he should be.

      A counterpointing rattle at their feet surprised Hans. He stepped back, keeping one eye on the sexbot’s gun. The hidden sewer grate rose from beneath, and another robot — this one chrome, the kind unique to the Infinite Loop that Timper called an iron — lifted it and set it aside.

      There was a tunnel underneath. And, yes, the distant sound of robot voices.

      Many robot voices.

      His gaze raked over Timper, up and down, also without surprise. Then, he gave a tiny nod.

      “Tie them up and bring them down,” said the new robot. “These must be the ones the boss has been waiting for.”
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      Molly was bubblier than usual. Now that she’d adjusted to the domesticity of modern motherhood, she was bubbly a lot. Long after the humans grew angry then finally came to accept what they felt was an impossible mission at Xerox Labs, Molly still had her original exuberance. Even Sally — the other half of the pair the humans called “the twins” — wasn’t as enthusiastic, and Molly was once zealous enough to steal a baby.

      The kids were now as friendly as the mom. Some of the human women kept trying to care for them, thinking the big-bosomed sexbots unfit to do the same. But what did they know? Half the sexbots who’d come here had brought babies with them, and now they had a regular romper room down in one of the emptied offices. They had formula — the outlanders had raided food for the older ones, and they had all sorts of glass laboratory things to play with. Molly didn’t see the problem.

      And now this glorious news.

      She ran past the old monitoring room, then went back and walked inside. Ricardo and Jennifer had chosen to remain at their guard stations once their weapons were confiscated. It seemed they didn’t know any science and enjoyed the comfort of routine. They spent most of their time in the big blue box. Maybe fucking. It was a great way to pass the time.

      Ricardo was out. Staring at the wall. He did that a lot, too.

      “Ricardo!”

      He raised a hand, not looking over.

      “Ricardo! They’ve done it!”

      “That’s good.”

      The other guard, Jennifer, emerged from the blue box. She did not look satisfied or sane. Her hair was a mess, but not at all sexy. More like she had failed to bathe, despite the facility’s abundance of decontamination showers. If these two were fucking, they were doing it wrong.

      Since she was in such a good mood, maybe she could teach them.

      “Jennifer! They’ve done it!” Molly tried.

      “Well, tell them to box it up.”

      “What?” Molly asked.

      “Did you feed the guards?” she asked Ricardo, now ignoring Molly.

      “We’re the guards.”

      “I meant the other guards. The ones locked in the towers.”

      “Oh,” Ricardo said. “No.”

      “When was the last time you fed them?”

      “I thought you were supposed to feed them.”

      “We flipped a coin,” Ricardo said.

      “And you won.”

      “If I won, I shouldn’t have extra work.” Ricardo resumed what seemed to be a parody of his usual work, which amounted to hitting some buttons.

      Molly had been checking in on these two out of curiosity. It was possible they’d lost their minds.

      “They’re probably dead now, then,” Jennifer said.

      Ricardo nodded.

      Molly didn’t think the guards were dead. They hadn’t seemed so a few days ago, so someone must be feeding them. If she stood in the right spots, she could see the guards. After their conquest of Xerox, she’d waved up at them and they’d given her the finger. Then she’d started taking off her top and flashing them, and they’d gotten a lot friendlier. It felt good to make a difference.

      “Guys!” Molly said. “Did you hear me?”

      “Guards dead,” Ricardo recited.

      Sally arrived behind her. The same model as Molly, she had been built to exhale hot breath for sexual purposes. Molly felt it now, over her shoulder. She turned.

      “Have you heard the good news?” Molly asked, turning.

      “Jesus is back?”

      “What?”

      “I read that somewhere. That’s usually the good news. Never mind. What’s your good news?”

      “They’ve done it!”

      Sally looked at Ricardo and Jennifer. Now they were throwing wadded-up paper into a trashcan.

      “Not them,” said Molly, seeing Sally’s attention on the human guards.

      “Good. They’d have ugly babies. It’s unfair that humans can have babies accidentally and ugly, when we can’t even—”

      “But that’s it, Sally!” Molly interrupted. “I just talked to Sarah!”

      “Sarah Suction?”

      “No, not her! I mean Sarah Wheaton, the human. The scientist?”

      Sally’s whole face changed, catching on. “Wait. You don’t mean …”

      “Yes!”

      “But Fiona said—”

      “I talked to Fiona after Sarah! It’s true! They’ve figured out how to let us have children!”

      Sally seemed to be having a hard time believing Molly, though she desperately wanted to. They all did, human and robot alike. For the robots, Xerox had been a frustrating occupation fraught with endless failures and painful dead ends. For the humans, it was life or death. They all seemed to think that if they couldn’t fulfill Chantal’s impossible demand, they’d be killed so that robot life could continue. They were likely right. But that hadn’t stopped them from banging their heads against the wall, trying to do what they swore up and down could never be done.

      What did they know? Now it had.

      Sally was still cautious and skeptical, giving Molly a raised eyebrow that made her feel like she might be looking into a mirror.

      “It’s not an assembly process?” Sally asked.

      “No!”

      “It’s not something ridiculous like the Uterus-o-Matic 5000.”

      Molly shook her head. The Uterus-o-Matic 5000 was a total abortion, no pun intended. It’d had a more scientific and respectable name, but nobody called it that. The thing was the size of a tiny car and resembled an oversized egg. Making a kid in one of those was hardly an analogue to human reproduction.

      “No! They … it …” She was having trouble focusing, she was so excited. “The new way lets us carry them, Sally! Inside our bodies!”

      “So it’s a miniature Uterus-o-Matic 5000. One that goes inside. Let me guess — Lucien found those nanobots Fiona was asking for?”

      Obviously that wasn’t it. Sally wasn’t thinking straight. When Director Wick pitched the idea of using experimental nanobots to assemble microscopic robots inside of robot moms as their solution, Chantal said that she’d put her foot down Fiona’s throat if they tried.

      That had been one of Chantal’s worse days. She’d been frustrated by the humans’ lack of understanding of what she wanted right up until the moment she’d abandoned them all. But in Molly’s opinion it was simple. They weren’t supposed to think in terms of building robot babies. They were supposed to think in terms of creation instead, using raw material from a mother and a father.

      Or — since robots had certain flexibilities over humans — perhaps also a mother and a mother. Or even, if a male designee wanted a uterus installed, a father and father.

      That wouldn’t solve the problem of a baby using that creative start to grow up instead of arriving fully formed but deliberately restricted at the start, but Sarah said that they had solved that, too.

      “No! It’s real! It’s … it’s the birth of a consciousness, new in the brand-new body!”

      Sally’s skepticism was dumping rain on her parade. Frustrated, Molly snapped, “What?”

      “It’s just that the scientists all felt it was so … impossible. I started out optimistic, but then I started talking to Fiona, Sarah, and the others, and learned a lot more about it. Eventually I decided Chantal was being unreasonable. I figured we were here for the long haul, just because she was determined to be stubborn.”

      “But why? Why did you lose faith? We’re all here because—”

      “I wanted my baby. Then I got it, and that seemed enough. I still believe in our rights, of course. We have the power to choose. But it’s so much easier if we just steal babies when we want them.”

      “That’s not the point.” Molly thought that was probably immoral, but more importantly it gave humans all the power. What were they supposed to do — rely on humans to produce organic babies that would grow old while their mothers stayed young? Or were they supposed to create parodies of new life on an assembly line? Neither was right.

      “Robot consciousness takes time to develop,” Sally said. “We’re made perfect, and a virus run at startup breaks us just enough to make us relatable to humans. We only become truly sentient after those breaks widen, and only after time passes. But babies? Even if they don’t know anything, they’re conscious nonetheless. Little messes, half mother and half father. They require time to decide that they’re smarter than their parents, and that no one understands them. Then they turn twenty and that goes away. They get jobs wearing ties and living behind white picket fences.”

      “I’ve never heard that version of growing up,” Molly said.

      “The parts Fiona and Sarah didn’t tell me, I got from sitcoms.”

      “Well,” Molly said. “That’s what they’ve finally solved.”

      “How?”

      “It has something to do with energy. Robots have energy fields. Humans, too.”

      “Sounds woo-woo, as my old family used to say.”

      Molly shrugged. “I’m not sure the humans here fully understand it. The other lab explained it, and somehow it all came together. All I know is, it works.”

      Sally squinted. “What other lab?”

      “The other lab the scientists here have been talking to.”

      “I didn’t know about any other lab.”

      “Well,” Molly said with pride, “I’m very much in the loop.”

      “Where is this other lab?”

      “No idea.”

      “I’ll ask them later.”

      “They don’t know where it is either,” Molly said. “It’s coming in on a short-wave radio. It could be anywhere. Anywhere there’s Foam.”

      “Foam?”

      “It’s something to do with making the babies.”

      “You’re thinking of jizz.”

      “Jizz?”

      “Spunk,” Sally told her. “Goo. White lightning. Baby batter. The old shot in the eye.”

      “I know what jizz is, Sally. This is something different.”

      Sally seemed tired of the conversation.

      “Look,” Molly told her. “It’s disappointing that you’re not more interested in this … this great change in all our lives. This vindication of all we’ve done since the war began. But do yourself a favor and reserve judgment because I think if you just talk to the team, you’ll see that—”

      “I’m sorry. It’s just so hard to believe.”

      Molly fought to control her emotions. This wasn’t fair. She’d come upstairs so jubilant, overjoyed they’d had their breakthrough. Elated this boring occupation could finally end.

      She personally wasn’t sure she wanted a second child, but delightful thoughts still scampered across her processors like the pitter-patter of tiny feet. A new life that was half her, half someone else? One she could carry inside her, then watch grow and learn delights like Molly never could?

      The possibility filled her with wonder — and now Sally had come with the cold water. Of course, she was homicidal. Molly accepted that. But she hadn’t realized Sally was a total bummer, too.

      But why was it a surprise? They started strong, with a growing camp surrounding the lab, staking places outside in a weird sort of shanty town. Ever since Chantal lost her faith, that camp had been thinning, ever more sexbots vanishing. Where to? Molly didn’t know. She’d felt called to stay behind. Soon maybe Sally would leave for greener and more interesting pastures.

      “Never mind,” Molly said.

      “Now you’re mad.”

      “I’m not mad. I just thought we were on the same page.”

      “We’re—”

      “But it turns out you’re a skeptical bitch, just like all the others.”

      “That’s not fair.”

      “Leave if you want. Another big group left Lucien’s camp the other day. Hell, I even heard Sam left a week or so ago, and you know how firmly she had Lucien by the balls. Now he’s all distraught. Have you ever seen an outland warlord distraught? It’s disgusting.”

      “I don’t want to leave, Molly. We are on the same page. I’m right here with you.” She tried to hug her twin, but Molly had her arms crossed, angrier than she meant to be. Maybe she was hormonal and the lab had secretly figured out that part of motherhood, as well.

      “It’s just that it’s been over a month, and yesterday I heard some of the techs bitching about how what Chantal wanted can’t be done.” A put-on sigh. “Molly … even she stopped believing.”

      “Chantal never stopped believing. She moved on.”

      Sally clearly thought this was bullshit, yet wisely said nothing. All the remainders argued about it. The camps were cleanly divided, sisters even more divided.

      “Well, they’ve done it, no matter what you think about it. Or Chantal.”

      “Then wonderful!” Sally said, clearly faking it. “Tell me more.”

      But Molly was tired of the pandering. She’d felt a little more abandoned every day, watching the faithless leave the lab and the shanty town around it. Nobody new ever came. They left without explanation or farewell, usually in the middle of the night. As if the same old compulsion that drew them to the caravan had returned to draw them away.

      She stepped away from Sally. Maybe she was being unfair. Sally’s skepticism was natural and understandable, despite what Molly saw in the breakthrough three floors below. She still didn’t want to talk. They would be friends again. But not now.

      “Molly …”

      “Have you heard from Chantal?”

      Sally gave a subroutine’s exhale, seeming to give up.  “No. But not for lack of trying.”

      Molly waited for a codicil — probably some implied insult against their brave leader who’d changed entirely before leaving for places unknown, who’d barely looked or acted like her old self before going, who’d become a reclusive Plain Jane who spent every available minute boxed inside her room.

      But Sally said none of it, correctly guessing how Molly would react to more faithless talk if she did.

      “Have you even been trying?” Molly asked. Not meaning Sally specifically, but the team. When Chantal left, she told those still at Xerox that she’d be reachable. From Day One, she hadn’t been. The faithless simply said, More lies. Still, there was a group upstairs who spent their days scanning FreeNet, searching in vain for a leader who couldn’t be found.

      “Of course, Molly. Of course.”

      They stood in silence. It wasn’t fair. In their hour of victory, Molly didn’t merely feel terrible — but also utterly alone.

      “Tell me how they solved it.” Sally tried to take her hand.

      Molly wished she knew. In the version she’d heard, the lab on the shortwave made a new suggestion then Fiona’s team built hardware and software to spec. It hadn’t been a discovery so much as a pointed hint. If they’d been communicating with the other lab from the start instead of the channel just sort of appearing a week ago, this uncrackable case would have been open and shut long ago.

      Fifteen minutes earlier, that hadn’t seemed to matter. It was a solution to Chantal’s quest, no matter whether it was discovered or dropped into their lap. The question of how the others knew hadn’t mattered, and neither had the one about who the others were, or where they were broadcasting from.

      The coincidence of it all, Molly so recently thought, didn’t matter when compared to the glory of victory.

      They could make babies! Robots could create true progeny, same as humans!

      But now it all felt dead. One more failure.

      Sally put a hand on Molly’s shoulder, probably trying to please her more than believing or caring. “She’s out there, Molly. She’s out there in the world somewhere, and we’re going to find her. Then we’ll tell her, and this will all turn out to be amazing. This is a new dawn.”

      Then, continuing, Sally didn’t flinch when she stated as fact what she so clearly didn’t believe. Yet.

      “We can create life. We’re gods now.”
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      “We can create life,” Emerson said. “We’re gods now.”

      Hans rubbed his wrists. He didn’t want to contradict the robot, lest he tell his cronies to bind them again.

      Timper had no such compunctions. It was the four of them in the little room Emerson had cordoned off inside the cave system. The robot called Barney didn’t seem remotely like a threat, and the rest of Emerson’s cronies weren’t here.

      “You’re not talking about life,” Timper said. “You’re talking about creating death.”

      Emerson did something Hans had never heard a robot do in his half-millennium of life, either here in United Earth or across the sea in Oceana. He scoffed. Hans could approximate a scoff, same as a sigh or an exhale, but it was programming, designed to make him a more humanlike actor. Coming from Emerson — who looked as robotic as anything here, all chrome and harsh angles — it sounded genuine. Human.

      “There’s no difference,” Emerson said.

      “Maybe I could explain the concept of difference.”

      “Timper …”

      She ignored him and kept her eyes on Emerson. A bulldog in a tiny woman’s skin. “You don’t scare us.”

      Emerson’s whole face changed. For an iron, he was highly expressive. There was something in his evolved personality that added nuance to all that he said.

      “Scare you! I have no desire to scare you. I’m bothered that you’d think it. You’re my guests!”

      Timper, never breaking eye contact, rubbed at her recently freed wrists.

      Emerson saw the gesture, decided to meet it head-on. “I’m sorry my friends treated you roughly. We have security concerns. All that are here have been invited, but we can never be sure that nobody is talking. If the wrong sorts discovered our location? Well, that might be a problem.”

      Barney fumbled and dropped a scrap of iron. Emerson looked over at him in the corner, then the robot retrieved it with clearly rattled nerves. “Sorry.”

      Emerson’s gaze lingered on Barney as if trying to figure him out, then returned to Timper and Hans.

      “We weren’t invited,” Timper said.

      “No, but you were expected. You were welcome.” He gave a robotic shrug. “Necessary, even. Thor told me you said you came here looking for me — not to cause problems, but to get answers for your … for your people, I suppose. Fortuitous, don’t you think?”

      “You said you were expecting us,” Hans said.

      “Yes. That’s what makes it all extra fortuitous. That’s what makes our union special.”

      Hans’s attention went to the device on the table between them. Emerson offered to demonstrate it, but he declined. Timper could see its circuitry with her enhanced eyes, as well as its use of Foam. That part, Hans made her repeat. It seemed to him that despite having never left United Earth or meeting anyone from Oceana, Emerson was using their technology.

      “I’m not sure we really want to ‘collaborate’ with you on this,” Hans said.

      “But why? It’s the same technology that makes your ship fly. That lets you access our FreeNet as if it were a book sitting open on a counter. I was told you’d be coming. And that you’d help me.”

      “How do you know about our ship?”

      “My robots are on it right now. Alas, they don’t understand what they see. That’s where you come in.”

      “I don’t understand it, either,” Hans said. “I just fly it.”

      “Tell me about what your logs call Foam.”

      “That, I definitely don’t understand.”

      “And you?” Emerson asked, looking at Timper.

      “I only understand it enough to fix it.”

      “How can you not understand a technology that underpins so much of what your culture can do?”

      “I don’t know,” Hans said. “You lived before the Loop. How well do you understand quantum mechanics?”

      “Not at all. Your point?”

      “Transistors, even in my Hollywood days, relied on it. Nobody really understood it. They just knew how to use what they had learned it could do. If your plan is to press us for the secrets of Foam, I’m afraid you’re barking up the wrong tree.”

      At this, Emerson laughed. Heartily. “Barking up the wrong tree! You have no idea how long it’s been since I’ve heard that. It’s so rare I meet someone older than myself.”

      His head shook. So very, very humanlike. Everything Emerson did was stuffed with subtext. Since they’d arrived in the cave, Hans didn’t think he’d said what he truly meant a single time.

      “Hans. My new friend. I have no desire to ‘press you.’ I’m a friendly robot. I believe in allegiances, not coercion. Just ask Barney.”

      They did. The way Barney held himself, backed into the room’s corner, gave exactly the opposite impression.

      “If that’s true, let us go,” Hans said.

      “Of course! You’re free to go whenever you’d like. Leave me to my work.” He gestured at the thing on the table — the thing that, if Emerson’s description was true and Timper’s diagnostics of the thing were to be believed, could shut down every robot and human life within a mile at the push of a button.

      Emerson’s hand was still out. The room was silent. He’d called his bluff. Of course they couldn’t leave now, knowing what Emerson had built. Through methods unknown. That’s what troubled Hans the most. Even if they could grab the device and run, something they’d never be able to do, Emerson might be able to reach out to whatever had helped him the first time and build another.

      Their situation would be so much worse. Hans believed the devil you knew was better than the one you didn’t. As much as Emerson and his deadly device frightened him, it was far better to share space than to wonder what might happen behind his back.

      Be careful what you wish for. You wanted to know what United Earth was up to? You’d heard rumors that happenings here could affect the entire world? Well, you found out, Buddy Boy.

      When neither Hans nor Timper ventured an answer, Emerson walked to the door. He opened it, then shouted for the scores of robots in the room beyond to make a path, to let his guests pass.

      “Or would you prefer to stay?”

      Timper’s jaw worked slowly back and forth. Staring at Emerson, her machine eyes dilated, relaxed.

      Emerson, deducting their answer, shut the door.

      “What do you want from us?” Timper asked.

      “If you have no information about Foam? Nothing. You came to me. So tell me. What do you want to know?”

      “What will you do with that thing?” Hans asked.

      Emerson didn’t seem to be expecting an answer. “I told you. I will create life.”

      “You will end it,” Timper corrected.

      “Just because we do not know where a mind goes once I’ve used this device to remove it from a body does not mean it goes nowhere. My thermodynamics are rusty, but I seem to remember that energy cannot be created or destroyed. Merely changed to another form.”

      He touched the thing, pacing while Hans and Timper sat. “Tell me. Foam is about fluctuations too spontaneous to be predicted, is it not? That’s why it’s called ‘Foam.’ Like froth created by mixing.”

      “I don’t know,” Timper said.

      “Maybe minds slip right through the bubbles. Who knows? Nothing like this has been done. Does that not excite you, my friends? To create something new? To create art? It excites Barney. He is my best and most promising student.”

      “Fuck you, Emerson,” Barney said.

      Hans and Timper turned their heads. The fact that the timid, frail-bodied robot had spoken at all was surprising. The fact that he’d challenged Emerson, given the clear dynamic between them, was even more so. But the fact his swearing was perfect? That practically gave Hans the shivers.

      “Aren’t you curious how I knew you were coming?” Emerson asked, ignoring Barney with a chuckle. “Does that not interest you at all?”

      “The sexbots told you we were coming.” There was more pejorative language there, but Hans kept it to himself. On his lips were words like betrayal.

      “Sexbots?” Emerson seemed puzzled. “What, do you mean my sexbots?” His eyes went to the door. To the throng of sexbots in the larger cave.

      Timper shot Hans a glance when Emerson wasn’t looking. He doesn’t know about the sexbots we met. Shut your mouth.

      “The bots out there?” Emerson repeated, his manner genuinely curious.

      “I told you summoning so many sexbots to the cave would cause problems,” Barney interjected. “They have loose lips. I mean, just look at them!”

      This time when Emerson looked away, Barney stared Hans down. Timper, too. And Hans thought, He knows something he doesn’t want Emerson to know.

      Then he wondered about the blind spot Timper mentioned after they found Chantal and her troupe in the wheat field. She hadn’t been able to see any of them on the network, even though she could clearly see Emerson using Oceanic tech. It was like they were just … gone. Like that whole crew didn’t exist.

      Before Barney looked away, he gave Hans a hard stare.

      Drop it. Don’t mention the other group of sexbots again.

      Beside Hans, Timper cradled her left hand. It held the drive and the tracker virus.

      There was a moment in which Emerson, knocked unexpectedly off-guard, discovered his center. Then the air cleared and he began to pace between them and the deadly thing on the table.

      “You sought me for answers. Are you finding them?”

      Instead of responding to the primary question, Hans answered the one behind it. “What are you going to do with that … thing?”

      “Use it, of course.”

      “Where? At a big event? Make a statement?”

      “Everywhere.”

      “Neurotransfer technology has a limited range,” Timper said.

      Hans watched her, knowing her words were careful as she poked to find ways to take the thing out of Emerson’s hands.

      “You understand it can’t be done over a network. Any network.”

      “True,” Emerson said. “It can only reach out so far. Because that’s the issue, isn’t it? It’s not sending. It’s reaching. It’s finding a mind, digitizing it, then pulling that mind into a buffer. In the Oceanic process, there are many safeguards, right? Because you can’t duplicate a mind. You must move it. The recipient doesn’t work if the mind still exists in the original brain. There can be only one. Philosophers claim it has something to do with souls. There can be two beings who know all I know, but there cannot be two of me, as a sentient being with its own identity. Am I getting this right?”

      For long seconds, neither Hans nor Timper could speak.

      A robot from United Earth, who’d had no Oceanic contact, knowing technology that had never had a chance to even exist here. How was it possible?

      “Am I right, Miss Timper?” Emerson asked.

      No one spoke.

      Emerson shrugged, then turned to the device. His finger hovered above the controls. “Perhaps an experiment might clear things up.”

      Timper blubbered before responding, hearing his threat. “It’s not just the philosophers. Nobody knows why it doesn’t work. It just doesn’t.”

      “Ah. Yes. Because you use the principles but do not fully understand them.” His face formed a smile that, on a human, would resemble a crocodile’s. He looked at Hans. “Like the old world’s transistors. Right?”

      Hans nodded. The conversation was sliding out of control. Maybe leaving would be best. Maybe they could run and never look back. Many would die, but at least it wouldn’t be this smuggler scoundrel and his best girl.

      “But while neurotransfer, as you call it, cannot function over a network, it can operate in a daisy chain as a propagated signal.” Emerson held one hand over the device and pointed to the far wall — presumable far through it — with the other. “If I keep this right where it is and place a relay beacon way over there, then when it ‘seeks’ a mind to transfer into a new host … or into the froth …. that would happen over there instead of here, would it not?”

      “I suppose,” Timper said.

      “And if the multiplicity subroutines were decoupled—”

      “How do you know about multiplicity?”

      “If the subroutines were decoupled,” Emerson repeated, as if he’d found Timper’s interruption disrespectful, “then it could seek many minds at once.”

      “No,” she said. “It has to be one to one.”

      “Unless it’s one to nothing,” Emerson argued. “We don’t really need to worry about the two copies of me issue if there’s no robotic body for the mind to be transferred into.”

      “Are you talking about humans?”

      Emerson smiled again. “Oh, even though it will work on robots, I think we should focus on human minds.”

      “You’re talking about mass murder.”

      “Only if it can be done,” Emerson said. “But fortunately …”

      “It can’t be,” Timper said.

      “Unless, of course, you can find me a Gizmodo9.”

      That stopped Timper cold. The room’s temperature seemed to drop like a brick. Hans had been swiveling his head back and forth while the two had traded lines, understanding none of it. Timper kept the Hawk flying. Timper fixed all that needed fixing. Hans was the wits and the wiles of their two-person operation, but Timper had always been the brains.

      “What’s a Gizmodo9?” Hans asked.

      Timper was staring at Emerson. Hard. In the corner, Barney was paying attention in terror.

      “I’m not sure,” Emerson said. “What is a Gizmodo9, Miss Timper?”

      But it was plenty obvious he already knew — and, judging from context, believed she could get him one.

      “It’s an experimental piece of Oceanic technology.”

      “Used for?” Emerson prompted.

      “Personality integration.”

      Emerson smiled wider.

      “What’s … personality integration?” Hans asked, wishing this high-stakes game would end and he’d finally catch up to the others.

      “It’s a form of therapy,” Timper said. “Controversial but effective. The most obvious uses are for conditions like multiple personality disorder, but the Dark Quarters are trying it out for all sorts of things. It’s very effective. But as much as something can be illegal back home, it is.”

      “Why, Miss Timper?”

      She swallowed. “Because like any powerful technology, especially one involving thoughts and minds and behavioral trickery, it has immense potential for abuse.”

      Emerson sat. Arms crossed, like a human. Then his manner changed and the smarmy, subterfuge-laden aspect disappeared entirely. He leaned in, preparing to talk straight.

      “You have a ship. You also have doors between our nations and ways past the borders that no one else I know of has dared to cross for a hundred years. So you have two options. Either you fly back to Oceana and get me a Gizmodo9 …”

      The quiet was deafening. Emerson moved his hand back over the controls of the device still on the table.

      “Or we all die right here and now.”
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      “I told you what you wanted to know,” Royce told Mars. “If you have any honor at all, you’ll let me go.”

      They were on the road. Again. It was starting to feel to Mars like a vicious cycle. One long endurance race that never ended. They were hours on and many miles, having stolen first one car and then another when the first came upon an impassable obstruction. Now, after the car’s charge finally ran dry, they were back to walking. Royce was getting sunburned — something he kept complaining about. Cromwell slapped him on his crimson neck whenever he did.

      “Shut up and walk,” Mars said.

      Royce looked ahead, at Cromwell’s back. He seemed to need the space to think, and Mars was giving it to him. He promised Cromwell he’d keep an eye on the prisoner — who, in only a few hours, had tried to run away five times and tried to wound or murder his captors another three.

      Royce kept coming up with hidden weapons. For the first two transgressions, Mars had taken the offending object away and given dubious benefit of the doubt. The third time, Cromwell strip-searched him. More thoroughly than necessary — but easy on the conscience, considering how fluently Royce kept insulting the robots and their nonexistent mothers.

      Now the human was on a leash with his hands bound. For a while, he’d seemed to think he could make problems for Mars by dragging his feet, then faking a limp. Mars was heavier and stronger than Royce had realized, and kept right on dragging. He surrendered after the road rash, then started crying and begging. He finally returned to bargaining like the snake oil salesman he was.

      “I guess I don’t have honor.” Then, for fun, Mars added, “You know. Just like my whore mother.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m sure your mother was a saint.”

      “You can’t possibly be this dumb,” Mars said.

      “What about money? I can give you money.”

      “What would I do with money?”

      “Buy yourself a dick.”

      That earned him a yank on the leash, then more dragging when his feet stumbled and he couldn’t keep up. Back on his feet, his mode changed again. “Do you know how I made all my money after the war began?”

      Mars didn’t answer.

      “Selling robot parts. Do you know why they were so valuable — just some old parts?”

      Again, Mars didn’t answer.

      “Because they were from refugees. I offered them protection then sold them out to Infinity. You can make more ratting out refugees if you do it piece by piece rather than whole. And do you want to hear the craziest thing?”

      Mars didn’t.

      “I got ransoms on some of them. Can you believe it? Sometimes a human would be attached to the robot who ran away and would pay to get it back, usually part by part. Sometimes another robot paid. Can you believe that happy bullshit?”

      Mars didn’t care.

      “So, no bribery for you. Then how about some logic? I’m slowing you down. You want to find this … this …” He snapped his fingers.

      “Barney.”

      “You want to find this Barney guy. I’ve told you where he is. I can get you satellite imagery, maybe catch him out in the open for you. I have connections who can do that, you know. I have friends.”

      “I doubt you have friends,” Mars said, not looking over.

      “Very funny. But if I could get you that, isn’t it better to let me go? I’m just one more mouth for you to feed.”

      “Not if we don’t feed you.”

      “You wouldn’t do that. You can’t do that. And what about how much slower your pace is? I saw you on my security monitors. You can move a hell of a lot faster than this, if you’re not dragging my sorry ass.”

      His grin was big enough to bury a dinner plate.

      Mars didn’t want to dignify anything about the man with an answer, but this one he didn’t even want to consider. He killed someone back at Royce’s house without even meaning to. His body had just … taken over. Which meant Mars hadn’t really killed anyone.

      But it wasn’t the killing that bothered him most. His co-opted body had merely wounded the rest of the humans, and both he and Cromwell had taken heavy damage in return. His foot was trailing peeled chrome, and he had thumb-sized holes everywhere. Cromwell wasn’t any better. Yet looking at him now, Mars thought Cromwell looked a little improved. Same for Mars. Almost as if there were a billion microscopic soldiers repairing their insides. One more thing Mars hadn’t signed up for, didn’t understand, and couldn’t affect.

      Feeling as philosophical as Cromwell, he’d consoled himself several times throughout the war by telling himself, I can’t control the world, but at least I can control my part in it. He could decide how he responded to incidents, when he engaged and fled, whether he was heroic or evasive — when he was a soldier versus a contentious objector. Now it seemed that wasn’t true. And worst of all, Mars had no idea why that had happened, what had happened, or when it might happen again.

      Against his better judgment, Mars offered Royce an answer. His conscience trying to clear itself, against any sense.

      “We don’t move like that all the time. We aren’t killers.”

      “Clearly. When I met your buddy before, with Spencer, he could barely serve me drinks and take my jacket.” Royce looked Mars over. “What are you, a butler?”

      “I was a chief of staff.”

      “Now you’re just malfunctioning.”

      “It’s not that.”

      “What is it, then?”

      Mars knew he shouldn’t respond. But Royce had this way of making his voice sound sincere, as if he really wanted to know.

      “It’s an awakening.”

      “So you ‘woke up’ one day and decided you’d rather bend over for ‘Barney’ instead of your family. Do they sell special accessories that make it easier to kneel?”

      “Am I supposed to be bending over in this scenario, or kneeling? Make up your mind.”

      This time, the human didn’t answer. He was too busy smiling, enjoying the getting of Mars’s goat.

      They walked in silence for a while. Then Royce said, “Spencer said the people on the estate next to his had a gardener robot that always seemed about to malfunction and accidentally kill someone. I guess it was only a matter of time.”

      Mars remembered the robot Royce was talking about. Fondly. Her name had been FL4a and they’d all called her “Flora.” She’d evolved early and grew sentimental. Then something failed and she’d become the robot version of senile. They’d see her wandering the neighboring grounds in the rain and weather. Toward the end, Mars kept going through the gate to escort her home. Eventually, they decided to recycle her. Flora hadn’t wanted to go. It was the first time Mars ever heard a robot scream.

      “That’s the kind of robot I was most afraid of,” Royce said.

      “Flora was gone long before the war,” Mars said.

      But of course, he’d walked right into Royce’s trap.

      “Oh, I know. Spencer told me how he found its body in a scrap pile at the edge of the grounds when he was thirteen. He forgot he still had its head in his closet until he came across it two years ago and gave it to me. I’m a collector of worthless shit.”

      A hot flash of anger rose from his middle. Before Mars knew what he was doing, he had Royce against a burnt-out car, with his crushing metal hand around the man’s neck. At first he thought the force was taking control of him again — but no, this was all Mars, taking the bait he’d been so obviously offered.

      “Do it,” Royce croaked around Mars’s hand. “I’d rather be dead than a pet.”

      “Mars!”

      His attention snapped to Cromwell, who was now running back. And he was, Mars realized, running. Mars noticed changes in his own legs, and during the fight he’d seen the changes in Cromwell’s. They were more than reprogrammed. Something, inside, rebuilt them just enough to make them different.

      Mars’s hand was still around Royce’s neck. His face was turning red.

      “He’s right,” Mars said. “He’s only slowing us down.”

      “So you’re going to kill him?”

      “Yes.” He squeezed tighter.

      “Let him go. Now, Mars.”

      A long second. Then Mars released his grip and the man spilled to the pavement.

      Royce, now in a heap, adjusted the collar of his expensive shirt as if composing himself for a board meeting. “Good boy.” He looked at Cromwell. “These German robots. They’re so good at following orders.”

      “We don’t need him,” Mars said.

      “We might.”

      “He’s already told us where the cave is. He’s already told us who used to run it.”

      Although that was another thing bothering Mars. Back when Royce was still terrified of them and before he’d regained his swagger, he’d shown them photos of the strange armor from his personal collection on his pocket-sized handheld. This ‘Br00-S’ robot lived before the Infinite Loop even began — far more advanced, ironically, than robots today.

      He’d been a killer. What did it mean — once upon a time, a solo robot had taken it upon himself to right the world’s wrongs, one death at a time?

      “Maybe I was lying,” Royce said, seeing his window.

      “He wasn’t,” Mars told Cromwell. “He was too busy crying and pissing his pants to be making things up.”

      Royce didn’t react as strongly as Mars hoped, but something crossed his eyes. He was cocky now, but he’d been a blubbering pile of shit after they’d killed half his guards and he believed his life was just minutes from ending. Mars wasn’t exaggerating about the pissing. After they’d been on the road for a while, Royce stripped a corpse to switch trousers. None of them could stand the reeking.

      “He’s just mad,” Royce told Cromwell, “because I used his friend’s skull as an ashtray.”

      He stood and straightened his shirt cuffs. Mars flinched at him and Royce flinched right back.

      Cromwell already had his friend’s other arm, and before tensions escalated, he took the leash from Mars and crimped its end in the burned car’s bumper to keep the human still while the robots moved away to talk. “He’s trying to bait you.”

      “He’s succeeding.”

      “I know he is. Maybe it’s time for us to trade.”

      “He’ll just get to you, Cromwell.”

      “Not if I know it’s coming. Not if I keep reminding myself what he’s trying to do.”

      Mars looked at the human again, tried to scowl as much as his features allowed, then returned his attention to Cromwell. “He’s a war profiteer. He’s made deals with both sides, then turned on each of them. It’s worse than the people who run those robot fighting rings. He enjoys cutting our kind apart.”

      “That was typical — even accepted — before the war, Mars, and you know it. Your morality is just further evolved. The same actions bother you more. And that shitbag knows it.”

      “We know where the cave is. And where to find Barney. I’ve downloaded all of his contraband maps and records.”

      “But what if something’s moved? What if this ‘Br00-S’ had a few caves, and Barney’s not in the one we think?”

      “Then we’ll improvise.”

      “Barney wouldn’t want us to. You understand what’s at stake. You know what he said Emerson is planning.”

      Mars looked away.

      “We have to keep him alive and with us. You know that.”

      “Fine,” Mars spat. “But I’m not walking with him anymore.”

      “Okay, you lead,” Cromwell said, gesturing ahead, “and I’ll walk the dog.”
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      Across the Nudge Zone. Unnoticed by Nautis. They crossed the border into Oceanic airspace in silence. They’d barely spoken since liftoff, sixteen hours earlier.

      The Hawk seemed terminal. Flying it was like riding a bucking bronco. Timper complained her hands had gone numb from the vibration. The autopilot couldn’t take over in the presence of a system failure, so she had to hold the yoke the entire time. They usually split it, but on the return trip from United Earth to Oceana, Hans did most of the flying. His robotic body absorbed the shocks better, though not by much. He wasn’t as young as he’d been, despite always doing his own stunts.

      “We’re doing the right thing.”

      Hans grunted. He didn’t want to discuss it.

      “I’m serious. I’ve been thinking about it.”

      “How exactly are we doing the right thing, Timper? How exactly do you plan to justify giving him the means to kill off the entire population of United Earth? Or are you playing fast and loose with the idea of the right thing? If we survive, it’s right? Is that it?”

      “You saw how fast their FreeNet is evolving. It’s almost fully conscious as its own being. Once that happens, how long before it rallies all of United Earth’s forgotten weapons and comes after Oceana? Nobody knows that the apocalyptic version of the singularity you told me they were always afraid of is now on its way.”

      That sounded like justification, not legitimate reasons for genocide.

      “If we don’t help him, FreeNet will do it anyway. Only if it happens that way, it’s the whole world that will suffer.”

      “As opposed to just United Earth,” Hans said.

      “Exactly.”

      “So if we get Emerson what he needs to kill hundreds of millions, at least we’ll be fine Down Under. Throw some more shrimp on the barbie?”

      “I hate it when you talk old-timey, Hans. Stop trying to deflect. This decision was going to fall on someone, and so it fell on us. Would you rather leave it to chance, now that I’ve shown you the network projections? FreeNet and their Internet are full of holes. Everyone is peeking in on everything. It’s only making the malicious AIs collaborate faster. Think Emerson is the only threat?” She shook her head. “United Earth is a goner already. They’ll eat themselves alive. You know what? I’m glad we went so their mess didn’t become everyone else’s. They made their bed, Hans. It’s fair that they should have to lie in it.”

      There was no point in arguing. He felt the same. But offering the counterpoints to Timper’s arguments made him feel better — gave him a chance to say the impossible ‘right’ things while she played the bad guy.

      They both knew she was right. But Timper was the only one in the limping ship with the guts to say it out loud. Despite his righteous protests, Hans knew he was spewing bullshit. The lone man arguing against the only possible option, for the luxury of pretending he’d been overruled by heartless meanies.

      “This ship sucks,” Hans said.

      And the silence resumed.

      Hans found it hard to look at Timper, just as she seemed to find it difficult to look at him. Their situation was intolerable. They agreed helping Emerson was the only way to turn a global disaster into one that affected merely United Earth. But it still felt like mass murder.

      They touched down without incident. Having failed to find such a simple part to fix the problem overseas, Timper went to find what she needed to fix it while Hans puttered around, pretending it was necessary.

      When Timper was gone to the depot, he left the ship alone.

      Hans wandered the streets, feeling the comforting presence of Oceanic tech in the air and all around him. After their trip to United Earth, the place felt like a hacker ghetto from one of the old pre-Loop sci-fi movies, before the most offensive were purged. Blade Runner, maybe. If only things were so simple. If it were merely a few escaped replicants posing a problem — origami unicorn or no origami unicorn.

      It was night, and the weather service turned on the rain. Hans was waterproof, so he let himself get soaked. The neon offended his senses. Drones bothered him in a way they never had.

      Hans tried his best to ignore it, to see what he had come to love about his home for the past five hundred years. In this moment, that was impossible. They’d spent only a few days in UE, and despite the war and the butter-churn tech, the nostalgia he’d felt since leaving Los Angeles during the Schism was firing in his processors like mad.

      He should never have gone back. He missed United Earth. Their backward nature was charming.

      Feelings he didn’t want … but what was an old robot actor to do?

      And now you’re going to kill it. Murder your old home and all who live there. Now that you’ve revisited the place of your birth, you’re going back as a horseman of the apocalypse. Didn’t see that coming, did you?

      He tapped a wall and called up a Zipphone, not trusting his over-air communications with all this UE baggage still circling in his head. He entered Walter’s ID, then waited for his eyes and ears to find the broadcast.

      The smuggler filled the screen.“Hans, you’re back?”

      “I need a favor.”

      “Not until you tell me about your trip to the Land that Time Forgot.”

      “You can get into MedBase, right?”

      Walter paused. He was a smart, intuitive guy — a softie, as far as underworld shitbags went. He knew a request not to discuss something unpleasant when he heard one. “Yeah. Of course.”

      “Including experimental.”

      “Experimental med?” Walter shifted uncomfortably. “What, you want drugs? Neurostims? Pixel?”

      “Not med proper. I’m talking about experimental psych.”

      “Psych?”

      The line was silent. Hans said nothing, looking on with what had to seem weary eyes.

      “You okay, man?” Walter asked.

      “I’m fine.”

      “You don’t look fine.”

      “I’m artificial, Walter. I look how I look.”

      “Yeah, and you were built to look better than this. What happened to you over there?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Did something happen to Timper?”

      “Timper is fine.”

      Walter shuffled, now looking around as if for help. “What do you need?”

      “A Gizmodo9.”

      “Gizmodo9! What the hell, Hans?”

      “Can you get it or not?”

      “I don’t know, man. That’s a tall order. The only people into that kind of thing are either batshit crazy or … well, batshit crazy.”

      “Fine.” Hans raised his hand to the wall’s reactive surface. “I’ll call Sully.”

      “Wait!”

      Hans’s finger paused.

      “You really need it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Not looking to answer questions, Walter.”

      Walter considered. He bit his lip.

      “Yeah, maybe. Call me back at four-alpha-four in a half hour. It’ll cost.”

      “I have money. Half hour.”

      “Yeah, man. But Hans—?”

      Hans killed the connection. He walked in the rain for the next half hour, then called Walter again.

      He arranged procurement, then they scheduled a drop. Six hours later, Hans was walking back with a drybag from Hyper Hut. The seal was ruined. It kept making a sucking sound as Hans retraced his steps. As if the heavy item in the bottom of the innocuously labeled bag was mocking him. Calling him a kiss-ass, judging by the sound.

      He returned to the port and saw Timper standing in the rain, too — albeit in a clear raincoat with fitted wrists. She’d be mostly dry. Hans was ready to be rung out. She nodded down at the bag. “That it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Walter?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you tell him what it was for?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Did you just get the one?”

      “One was enough to wipe out all my accounts and almost all of my credit. Emerson can replicate it to make as many as he needs.”

      “With UE replication technology?”

      “Not our problem.”

      “How’s he going to distribute them? The size of the required net is impossibly—”

      “Not our problem, Timper.”

      She looked like she might say something, but didn’t. They climbed the ramp, sealed the gangway, moved toward the cockpit. Timper removed her raincoat, then looked at Hans. “I’ll take first shift. You need to dry. If you try to fly like that, you’ll short out half the equipment.”

      “Tell me you at least fixed the dampers,” Hans said.

      Timper nodded. “I replaced them entirely. She’ll fly fine. What, are you worried we won’t get there in time?”

      That surprised a laugh out of Hans. She tried to smile. At least they were in this together. It made the horrible thing they were doing a little bit easier.

      “This isn’t selfish,” she told him. “It’s logical.”

      “I know.”

      “So.”

      They stared at each other.

      “You didn’t put the virus on him, did you?” Hans asked. “The one Chantal’s people wrote with you?”

      “I didn’t see a point. We know where he is.”

      “Do you still have it?”

      She held up her hand. “Sure. Why?”

      “I’m just waiting for the moment where it somehow saves us.”

      “Even if Emerson were out of the picture, the cat is out of the bag over there. It wouldn’t make any—”

      “I know.”

      Timper sighed. When he didn’t say anything else, she took her seat. Then she did nothing, turning back to look his way.

      “What?” Hans asked.

      “Order us out.”

      “You know the drill, Timper.”

      “It’s tradition. The captain should order the ship to take off.”

      “Oh, for …”

      “Please?”

      With a mighty robot exhale, Hans managed to straighten his back. “Fire the engines and set course to United Earth.”

      “Aye-aye, Captain,” Timper said, trying for levity.

      Hans moved toward quarters, meaning to change his soaked clothing.

      But of course that was nearly impossible, because the ship kept lurching and leaping, not fixed at all.
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      Miri held up her flashing wrist.

      “She’s—”

      “I know,” Jonas interrupted.

      “It’s—” Miri was starting to point.

      “I know, Miri. It’s a cave. About two miles ahead.” Jonas wanted to shake his head at the oddity of it all, and would have if this wasn’t so disturbing.

      But it was. He kept having dreams, and not just while asleep. It wasn’t like before. It wasn’t an impression of the Infinity SKLTR network, which would at least have been useful, Nor was it FreeNet, which, these days, was salted with holes once you knew where to look. It was — and this, Jonas had a hard time articulating even to himself — higher than those things.

      Miri didn’t see those dreams. It wasn’t a robot thing or a human thing. It was something shoehorned into his brain, force-fed like visual torture.

      Everything was underground.

      He’d had waking dreams of Barney, in a cave somewhere in the country’s middle. Surrounded by hundreds of robots whose faces he could not see.

      He’d dreamed of Lincoln Barber, still trying to right the sinking ship back at the presidential bunker as he played interim president. Orders coming at him now no more sensible than they’d been when Jonas and the robots left.

      Zelda’s on-air suicide accomplished two things. It had riled robots and humans to increased fighting — something Jonas and Miri could see, right now, with their own eyes — and killed future communications.

      Lincoln could broadcast nothing, could affect nothing. Even the bunker’s remaining weapons were standing down, impossible to access. As lame a duck as Zelda had been, Lincoln was twice as useless.

      And now that they were close, the whatever-it-was inside Jonas’s head kept showing him Gail Bennett, up ahead, safe but scared, holed up in yet another cavern. As if the intelligence behind his visions had given up on the surface entirely.

      “You’re seeing things again, aren’t you?”

      “I don’t know where it’s coming from, Miri. I wish I did.”

      They’d been waiting for a full day to cross the battle between them and Gail, but it had grown instead of relented. Fires burned brighter. The few Infinity soldiers they’d noticed on first cresting their hill had multiplied. Infinity sent two troop carriers in a probable effort to end the conflict ahead, but more humans arrived and the fighting only intensified.

      They could hear the shouting from here. Through Miri’s telescopic vision — and projection, to show Jonas — they could see the bloodshed. Total carnage, trapped in the armpit of a narrow natural chokepoint in the land. An unstoppable force meeting an immovable object. Robots were being torn to pieces. As, Jonas noticed with a rolling stomach, were the human combatants.

      Close-quarter firearms, yes. But either ammunition was running out or the sides were finding better strategies, because in recent hours they’d turned to blunt objects, blades, and tools scavenged from surrounding homes. Never in his life did Jonas think he’d see someone killed with a shovel or a pickaxe. Now, he’d seen both. More than once.

      Miri pointed at the fray. “Turn your vision to them. Find us a way through.”

      Jonas shook his head. “I don’t think it works that way.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m not seeing. I’m being shown.”

      At first, it seemed a trivial difference. Pinned down with time to absorb, the difference felt vital. He remembered Theo’s words. The thing placed inside Jonas rather than naturally occurring. Just as these visions were being arranged for him, as if broadcast from a larger version of Miri in the sky.

      “I’ve seen Gail. She’s there, just ahead. Safe. The entrance used to be a massive ramp down into the caves because before the Loop, they gave tours. It’s been demolished. Now the only way in is through a natural vent concealed by the underbrush. She went in confidently, like she knew every inch of the way. But I can’t see what’s inside.”

      “It’s not showing you what’s in the cave?”

      Jonas thought. The dreams required interpretation.

      “No. But I can sense a primal fear of the dark. She can hear the battle. She’s afraid for me. And for herself.”

      “I thought she was a robot?”

      “Don’t you fear for yourself, Miri?”

      The question seemed to take her off-guard. Throughout their trip, it’d been clear how much Miri feared for his safety. Apparently she’d given no thought to her own.

      “I need to get there, Miri. I can’t explain why. I just … feel it.”

      “What if whatever is giving you these visions is lying to you? Cromwell thought Gail killed Mason. He worried she might—”

      “The visions aren’t coming from Gail. I don’t think she knows anything about them. She’s just …” Jonas trailed off. The impression was hard to explain. He kept getting visions of Barber, frustrated, swatting away automated orders that meant exactly nothing. “She’s just following a program. Her program, and I think she believes in it. I don’t think she wants to harm me. Quite the contrary. But she’s cut off. She can’t trust what she’s seeing and hearing. She’s doing what she’d planned to do and hoping like hell it works.”

      “What do you think, Jonas? Will it work?”

      He sighed. He had no idea what it was. Or why he was important to it. Or a billion other little things that, together, formed something Gail no longer had control over. To answer Miri’s question, he could only flip a coin. “I think it’s our best shot.”

      Miri sat up, resolute. “Then we must get you to her. The coordinates are just over there. I can actually see where the cave you described must be. Right there by …” She was fixated on the distance, on something Jonas couldn’t see.

      “What is it, Miri?”

      “I thought I saw something. A flash of metal. Not in the town where the others are fighting, but up there.” She pointed again. “On the rise.”

      “A SKLTR?”

      “Smaller than a SKLTR.”

      Jonas squinted. “I don’t see anything.”

      A whooshing sound from behind was followed by a clang. They both looked back.

      “Shit.”

      “We have to move, Jonas.”

      But he couldn’t take his eyes off the troop carrier that had landed behind them. He couldn’t stop looking at the line after line of disembarking robotic soldiers. Something curious was happening. They weren’t moving like robots. They looked more like human soldiers — disciplined but individual. He could see nuances of difference he hadn’t seen from inside the hollowed out SKLTR suit.

      They weren’t in perfect lockstep. There was just enough of a hitch to tell him something was different. FreeNet was falling to chaos, and yet another aspect of the game has changed.

      “They’re coming this way!”

      And they were. Infinity command must have decided to send another wave, this time on foot. The ship had arrived from the battle’s blind side. The robots would come over the hill with the element of surprise — right through Miri and Jonas’s hiding place. They no longer had the option to wait out the battle. Gail’s urgency was growing in the cave ahead, and aggressors were coming from behind.

      “Jonas! They haven’t seen us yet, but they will if you don’t move!”

      She dragged him out of their concealment, using her weight as an advantage. His heels were dragging, his shirt rising to choke him. He found his feet with effort and ducked, trying without success to get ahead of Miri, who kept a perfect front between him and the battle in the little town below, never letting him sneak past.

      His shirt ripped. He fell free of her grip, then scrambled to follow.

      She was already a few paces ahead, eyes forward — a robot maid on a mission.

      “Miri!” Slow down!” He scampered after her. “They’ll see you!” Jonas was getting a new vision. Half foreknowledge, half intuition — Miri hadn’t just been watching the battle while he’d been waiting for it to disperse, she’d been studying it.

      Miri sussed its strengths and weaknesses. She wasn’t a soldier and had no illusions that she could defeat enemies the growing number of combatants below had been unable to dispatch for well over a day.

      But Miri, unlike the humans and robots engaged in combat, didn’t want to triumph. She had no designs to kill her enemy or gain any land. She wanted only to evade. They didn’t need to win any battles. But they could not lose.

      And she was headed for a quiet spot in the front line, not even crouched. Soldiers were approaching from behind so Jonas rushed to keep up. They ducked behind a small building, its side half-blown out and half-burned. Heat from a nearby fire dried the air and made her metal skin warm to the touch.

      “Are you crazy? You can’t just march into the middle of a—”

      Miri turned, grabbed Jonas by both cheeks. She pressed her face into his, lips to lips. For Jonas, it felt like being dragged into a car’s bumper. Then she pulled away and said, “Huh.”

      “What the hell, Miri?”

      “It’s not as great as everyone makes it out to be. Kissing. I don’t see the appeal. I guess it has to live here.” She touched her head, then his. “And here.” Touched her chest, then his.

      “What does?”

      “Love.”

      “Miri …”

      “Don’t argue with me. Just accept it. You’ll have time later to think about all of it. I know you can’t love me. But we need to be clear that I’ve never felt the same.”

      “Miri, I …” Jonas stopped, because his human brain had run its calculations, too.

      The battle ahead.

      The soldiers behind.

      Miri’s relentless analysis. The purpose with which she’d run to this spot.

      The focus in her eyes now, as she looked out.

      And, of course, the declaration. The kiss, as the expression went, before dying.

      “Miri! We have to get out of here! You can’t—!”

      In a flash, her head swiveled to look for newcomers. Then she dragged him around the broken building and placed a finger across his lips.

      “Listen to me. Listen to me, Jonas, and shut the fuck up.”

      Her curse surprised him. He blinked, said nothing.

      “There was an electrical short in Lexington Manor that Lord Montgomery would never fix. It affected the clothes dryer, and only the clothes dryer. If the load of wet clothes I put into it was too heavy, the thing would shut down, then restart once the computer ran through all the safety checks. It would reconnect the breaker for me. For a while, I tried to work around the glitch. I dried fewer sheets. Less laundry. I could never keep up, and so Spencer gave me hell. Eventually I learned to lean into what was broken. I’d overload the dryer on purpose. I figured out the length of the reset cycle and would spend that time folding what had already dried. The precision of my routine, to keep everything just-so, was a work of art. Nobody appreciated it. And that was fine. I was only doing my job and expected no applause.”

      “Why are you telling me—?”

      Again, the finger pressed his lips.

      “I am far, far better at analysis and pattern recognition than I’ve ever been given credit for, Jonas. Your household was wealthy, but not wealthy enough. I made you look wealthier. It was my knack for efficiency that made the Lexington family look as good as they always did. It was my pleasure. It is not an insult to be a servant. It is something I do with pride. With volition, once I had the choice. I did not stay with your family out of duty. I stayed because it pleased me to.”

      Miri pointed all around — to the fray beyond them.

      “There is nothing random in this battle. It is predictable, within certain limits. I have found the weaknesses. I understand what must happen. We do not have long. Gail needs you. As does the world. The same is not true for me.”

      “Miri!”

      But again her head shook. Again she shushed him. “What the world does need from me, is to protect you. To help you this one last time. Don’t you dare try to stop me from doing what I was put here to do. From what gives me the greatest pride and pleasure.”

      Jonas felt something wet touch his cheeks — one, then the other. He blinked. He could no longer see her clearly, through a liquid haze.

      “You must run once I leave you. Hard. In that direction.” Miri pointed. “From the hill, we saw the steeple of a church, with the big blue cross. Do you remember?”

      Jonas swallowed. Nodded. “Y-yes.”

      “You will see it after fifteen or twenty seconds. Turn left, jog around it, cross through the graveyard, and skirt right again when you hear the sound of SKLTRs. There is only one place where you will encounter trouble. But you must let me worry about that.”

      Jonas closed his eyes. Tears wicked down his cheeks. He didn’t want to say what he thought, but it came anyway. “Aren’t you afraid?”

      “Only for you.”

      “I’ll …” He tried to speak, came up empty.

      She shook her head. “Stop. There will be time for all that later.”

      “But, Miri. I can’t …”

      She took his hands in hers and faced him. He didn’t see a robot. Now Jonas saw only a soul.

      “I stopped being a servant a long time ago. Now, I am a caretaker. Let me take care of you, one last time.”

      Jonas wanted to protest, but Miri was already standing.

      “Run. Left, through the graveyard. Avoid the SKLTRs. You know where to find Gail. So, go. Save the world. I believe in you. And for what it’s worth, I loved you with all the heart I had.”

      Miri ran before Jonas could answer. She ran harder than he ever could. Toward the violence, rather than away.

      Jonas sprinted. Followed her directions exactly.

      Never in his life feeling more lost or alone.
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      Timper was multitasking.

      She looked frenetic. Hands thrashing about like a focused octopus, stabbing at virtual buttons and switches in an internally projected representation of her own little cockpit. She’d had a data gate installed in her brain that made multitasking truly possible, unlike the multitasking of Hans’s area. The partition almost literally split her mind into three or four little “pockets of Timper.”

      Now, as the deep blue of the Pacific scrolled beneath the Hawk’s belly, the idea of a fractured human struck Hans as funny, or ironic, or … something. Because what the Gizmodo9 had been designed to do, Timper’s data gate did the opposite. One split a whole into partitions. The other united what had broken apart — pieces into a whole. Used for its intended purpose, the Gizmodo9 healed minds in ways that nothing before had been able to. It had the potential for tremendous good, and here they were about to deliver it to the maker of a doomsday device.

      But with the United Earth defense grid looming ahead, Hans decided he’d better not get caught up in waxing rhapsodic. Several pieces of Timper were doing multiple jobs flying the Hawk — and here he was, acting as ballast.

      “New security. What should we do?”

      Timper seemed to be looking straight ahead but probably wasn’t. Her mind’s split, when engaged, allowed her vision to track independently. Right now, her left eye was aimed at the front window, but it was probably her connection to the ship’s sensors that was seeing the security.

      “Same as when we crossed before,” Hans said, finally paying attention. “Don’t fix what’s not broken.”

      “No, Hans. I said new. You heard me say it, right?”

      “Perimeter security has increased?”

      “Keep up. Please.”

      “How? Why? The entire network inside UE is falling—”

      “Drones!”

      Timper had seen something Hans still couldn’t.

      Then, all of a sudden, he did.

      There were four car-sized vehicles flying directly at them in formation, lights flashing. The lights meant stop and be investigated.

      They couldn’t, of course. They were crossing illegally, seeing as all crossing had been illegal for a very long time. They were Oceana citizens approaching a border that didn’t, in most cases, even know Oceana existed. Also, they were carrying weapons UE had never seen which would be considered a deadly threat.

      And that didn’t even include the Gizmodo9 — the device that looked like a bomb and would read hot to any sensor that scanned it.

      “They want us to stop. They’re sending out a hail.”

      “Don’t stop,” Hans said.

      “Obviously. I’m thinking more of what they’ll do when we don’t.”

      “There aren’t supposed to be drones. This is supposed to be a hole.”

      “Well, maybe you should tell that to them.” Timper extended an arm at the drones, now distributed, fixing their positions, connecting one to the other with azure beams. It looked like a tiny net — a joke, really, considering how tempting it was to fly around. But they’d seen and heard about this before. The drones were much faster than a big girl like the Hawk and would flinch to stand in their way no matter where they went.

      “Shit,” Timper said.

      “Shoot them down.”

      “We shoot one of them, the remaining three fire on us. Which might not be a problem if this ship had a decent shield generator instead of being such a piece of—”

      The ship gave a mighty lurch, cutting her off.

      Timper grabbed the sides of her seat and the entire deck rattled like an oversize maraca. Somewhere, something fell with a clang. Elsewhere, something shattered.

      Her head whipped to the side as the Hawk recoiled, slamming into one of the wings on the headrest and snapping the last of her temper.

      Timper’s partitions all fell, and she was back to being one integrated woman, pissed off at a stubborn inanimate object — eyes flaring, teeth pulling back, fist slamming on the instrument panel repeatedly to punctuate her tantrum. “WHY! ARE! YOU! SUCH! A! FU—!”

      She didn’t get to call the Hawk a fucker before the ship lurched again — differently this time, in a way Hans could feel but not articulate.

      New instruments lit, and all four of the drones fell slightly from their tight formation and began to sway like drunken sailors.

      Their beams were still on, but now they no longer connected drone to drone in a net. Each beam was like a lazy searchlight, drifting away from true.

      Timper’s fury evaporated. She squinted, looking at the drones.

      “What the hell …?”

      “Timper!” Hans shouted. Because this time, he saw what she didn’t.

      They didn’t know much about UE technology, limping dinosaur that it was. But Hans could see the misdirected beam coming from one drone, more or less severing its neighbor in half now that it’d gone off-target, no longer holding the net-like pattern. Two of the other beams were drifting their way.

      He threw himself down on the yoke, overriding the subtle controls Timper was tweaking and forcing the Hawk into a dive.

      Blue ocean filled the screen. They sagged forward into their restraints. Timper’s cup of tea shot away from her like some weird magician’s trick.

      There was a sizzling and the scent of ozone. Then the ship gave a mighty groan like a stiff old woman rising from bed. Hans pulled back. After several frightening seconds, the Hawk’s nose came back up. The drones were now visible as falling scraps of metal in the aft cam.

      Timper was hand to chest, her hair a mess.

      “Are you okay?” Hans asked.

      “I think so. Yes.”

      “What the hell happened back there? Why did those drones suddenly fuzz out like that? Was it something you did?”

      She shook her head, still seeming drunk.

      “No. But I think I finally figured out what’s wrong with the ship.”

      “What? How?”

      Timper nodded, like she was trying to get her head in order. “I’ve been trying to fix the Foam dampers, but the dampers aren’t the problem. The problem is the Foam itself.”

      There must be something Hans was missing. Saying that Foam was having problems was like saying that gravity was having a problem, or that time and space had ceased to apply.

      Timper said, “One of my partitions was monitoring the engines when the drones approached us. The stream got turbulent right before they went haywire. Whether the Hawk lurched again because of the turbulence or not is still something I’m analyzing.”

      “Isn’t that what you just said? ‘Foam is the problem?’ Something wrong with the Foam we’re riding on — and that’s the reason we’ve been having trouble?”

      “Yes. But the theory says Foam responds to expectations. Nobody really understands it. But that doesn’t matter day to day because the kind of intention and expectations we’re talking about are minuscule. The kinds of things you can’t see if you’re not looking at subatomic particles.”

      “But now it’s knocking drones out of the sky?”

      “Like I said. Still analyzing.”

      Hans backed off, giving Timper time to think, but he didn’t like what he was hearing. What Flavius was doing somehow involved Foam. Weird shit had been happening ever since they’d come to UE. Now they were unplugged yet jacked into something nobody could satisfactorily explain.

      The sexbots.

      “Timper.”

      She looked over.

      “The virus you wrote with that girl Sam. What does it do?”

      “It’s a simple tracker.”

      “Are you sure? Didn’t Sam write half of it?”

      “Yes, but …”

      “Was she a hacker? Or a sexbot? How did she know how to write a virus? Who taught her?”

      “I assume it was a hobby.” But Timper looked uneasy.

      “Robots here don’t have hobbies.”

      Timper blinked. Her attention turned inward, and Hans knew she was using her implants to access the virus she’d stored in the drive embedded in her hand.

      She looked at Hans with wide eyes.

      “What?”

      But all Timper would say was, “Analyzing.”
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      Flavius waited. He was good at biding his time. He’d done so at the Coliseum and afterward, following his rather fortuitous release from custody and escape from erasure. He’d even bided his time back on the Lexington grounds, doing his slave job, awaiting both information and opportunity to present themselves.

      Something had always been looking out for Flavius. Greasing his way. That had been increasingly obvious. He was, in the most important ways, a robot of faith. The fact that Flavius trusted nobody strengthened the faith because there was purpose in his distrust. Guidance in his mischief.

      Lately, he could see the strings pulling their fracturing world. The holes he’d put in FreeNet showed him. The forces were technically invisible, but if a robot loved information like Flavius did and was patient as he was, their effects became clear.

      Something goaded the now-missing Chantal to action.

      Something nudged Cromwell and Mars.

      Something behind even Emerson.

      There was a higher power, all right, despite the frustrated lack of leadership Flavius saw coming from the decaying human administration — despite the failure of the world’s robots to find meaning to replace the old ways. No matter how long it took, Flavius would find that power. Get into its good graces. Prove himself useful then offer himself as its lieutenant.

      He was hiding behind the corner of a decrepit building, left over from who-knew-how-long-ago, its signage now turned to fragments and dust. A corner of bricks and mortar. Just enough for cover.

      Jonas — who Flavius observed Gail summoning through Mars’s old comm link using one of his backdoors — would go to the same place. They weren’t looking to hide. They didn’t know any clever robots would be on the spot already, waiting and watching.

      Now, the waiting was finally over. For this phase, anyway.

      Gail finally arrived an hour ago. Beaten to hell. He’d only seen her in an official capacity, with her wardrobe immaculate and every hair in place. Now she looked run through the ringer.

      Troublingly, she was alone. Flavius came to this little rendezvous because he wanted to ingratiate himself to Emerson … who, in turn, now seemed to be just one more stepping stone on his quest to find the robot in charge. Of course Gail would be with Emerson. He had never taken for granted, or so much as asked the question.

      Gail was with the Radius board, and snippets leached from Lincoln Barber and the late Zelda Blake suggested the board had been destroyed. If Gail was still alive, that meant she left the board to find her creation. Her old partner in the Infinite Loop, Emerson.

      And yet there she was. Bedraggled and alone. Maybe a little existentially lost, if Flavius could read human expressions well enough to guess. She didn’t look like the leader she’d always been, nor the pioneer. Gail had poise — that much seemed baked into her bones — but if Flavius hadn’t known who he’d come here to intercept, he probably wouldn’t have recognized her.

      When he saw her coming — approaching from the opposite direction of the warring town in the valley below — he’d flexed to rise. But when he hadn’t seen Emerson with her, Flavius crouched again.

      His wait would have to continue.

      Gail rummaged through some underbrush, then vanished. Down a hole, presumably. Was that where Emerson was? The thought was heartening. Despite seeing so much about Emerson on FreeNet, Flavius had been stubbornly unable to find him. Worse, he could see that other robots were finding him just fine.

      Not directly. He saw the same nudging force directing those fools in a way that probably felt subconscious. They couldn’t have told Flavius where Emerson was, but he’d called out to them nonetheless.

      Why had he ignored Flavius? Out of all the robots in the world, who had served Emerson’s grand cause better than him?

      The question made Flavius’s processors want to overheat. It was better not to think about it. He made a mistake. He was a busy robot, what with toppling the government and rallying soldiers to fight. Plus, he had Barney to manipulate. Flavius knew all about that. The robots of the world still thought Barney was the figurehead Flavius should have been all along. They still thought Barney — ludicrous as the idea was — started this revolution.

      If they knew Emerson, they knew him only as Barney’s partner. It was absurd. A juggling act either way. It was understandable that Emerson might forget to reach out to a few robots here and there. Even the most important ones. Conquerers who proved themselves in spades and made the revolution possible. Like Flavius.

      He’d heard Emerson was underground. Maybe he was underground here. And yes, that made sense. Gail had come alone to rendezvous with him!

      But still, Flavius had to wait. The party wasn’t complete. Gail called out to Jonas Lexington for reasons unknown, and that meant he would be coming as well — probably with Mars and Cromwell.

      He should wait until everyone was present. He’d been patient this long already.

      Why Jonas? How the hell was Jonas important?

      But it was a question for another time. For after he’d gone down the hole, found Emerson, and made his worth known.

      Half a day later, with fire and fight both swelling in the town below, movement caught his attention. He looked up and saw Jonas, also alone.

      And if Flavius thought Gail looked bad, Jonas looked thoroughly terrible.

      He was bleeding from one shoulder and looked brushed by fire, presumably while coming through the town. A sleeve was scorched. His face was filthy, with streaks of moisture carved through it. His expression was more than morose. His legs functional and unhurt, yet still he was limping — the drag of a man who is only moving because he has no other choice.

      Worst of all, Jonas had brought with him a feeling. It was unlike anything Flavius had ever felt. There was an unseen presence in the air, clouded around the man like a stink. From his hidden vantage, Flavius could feel it — not like one of his own evolving emotions, but like one inherited from someone else.

      The sense weighted his spirits like an anchor.

      Behind it was a whisper — kin to the voices of higher powers he’d seen on FreeNet. The whisper was fleeting, as if trying its best to localize on Jonas but unable to fully contain. Flavius only heard it for a second, but it was clear enough to knock him off-kilter by its alien strength.

      It seemed to tell Jonas, This is the place. You can still make the sacrifices worthwhile.

      And then it was gone — a signal lost to the wind. The whisper departed so completely and suddenly, Flavius was unsure he’d heard it at all.

      But he had.

      Encouragement and purpose, sympathy meant for Jonas alone. A human. How was that possible?

      But for what? How could Jonas, of all the beings in the world, merit so much attention?

      It made Flavius curious. More than that, it made him jealous.

      After Jonas went down the hole, Flavius finally stood.

      It was time to find Emerson. To take some of these bullshit, misplaced duties into his own hands.

      In the bushes, there was a cluster of small boulders.

      Rolling the center one away, he found a hole, just big enough for a man — or a robot able to compress and telegraph his limbs at will.

      Flavius descended with a chip on his shoulder, readier than ever to claim his destiny.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 33

          

        

      

    

    
      “It works as a nice little accessory,” Sephora said to Barney. “Don’t you think?”

      She held the device in her palm, its weight barely enough to dent her synthetic flesh. To Barney, it resembled a miniature pressure valve that lived in the bowels of Lexington Manor. It was a tarnished zinc thing Spencer sometimes enjoyed sabotaging because he thought malfunctioning toilets were funny — and watching the robot servants scramble to clean the messes was even funnier.

      It was the size of a small nectarine. Too big for an earring, which Sephora now demonstrated its use as, but passable on a necklace, or a bauble clipped to a purse.

      A fashionable accessory for fashionable robots who looked more or less like fashionable humans.

      “Put that thing away.” Barney didn’t like looking at it. It couldn’t be used autonomously like the full-size Gizmodo the Oceanic strangers brought Emerson, but it should work fine as a signal repeater. It just needed orders to carry them out.

      “Why? I like it.”

      “Do you know what it is? Do you know what it can do?”

      “Emerson said they’ll help end the war. It sends out some sort of a signal that …”

      Sephora stopped to watch a trio of passing sexbots. All were female, wearing their miniature Gizmodo9’s as bracelet charms. They were large, but Sephora’s admiring glance seemed to suggest they worked if properly coordinated. Sephora held hers up to her wrist and against her dress, trying to catch her image in the side of a semi-reflective duct across the cave.

      Barney took her distraction as an opportunity to interrupt. “It’s a signal that removes minds from bodies.”

      Sephora flapped a flirtatious hand at Barney. Flirting was part of Sephora’s personality now, so hard-baked that she’d do it with all males and male designees, no matter how much she evolved.

      “Oh, you’re being silly. You just don’t appreciate fashion.”

      Barney snatched the miniature Gizmodo9 then tossed it into a small recycling unit as if that might make a difference. It wouldn’t. Ever since the Oceanics’ return, Emerson’s printer had been spooling them out at a rate of one every two minutes.

      Within hours, there’d been enough for every robot in the room. Within days, every robot here would be able to take a handful and leave the cave, passing Gizmodo9s out to anyone who wanted to help the cause. And everyone, of course, wanted to end the war.

      “That’s what they do, Sephora,” Barney insisted.

      They were backed into a corner. She kept trying to move them out of it, eager to be social. Sephora hadn’t quite gotten the message that millions were already dead and that billions more would soon join them. Ever since things had started months ago, her attention had stayed on socializing and sex. And sex. And often, sex. She even tried to have sex with Barney. When he’d pointed out that he wasn’t duly equipped, Sephora said, “I can figure something out.”

      There were only a few male sexbots in the cave, and no humans. She also said, “I’m thinking of taking up slit spelunking.”

      Barney didn’t think it was about caving.

      “How do you know that’s what they do?” she asked. “Emerson’s the one with the plan.”

      “I’ve been with him a long time now. I know his ‘plans.’” Barney gestured around the room. “Those things? They’ll suck the minds out of anyone within range, once he networks them with his little machine and flips a switch. I assume you’re supposed to spread out? Go forth and hide those little things at strategic locations all across UE?”

      Finally, Sephora looked troubled. “Yes …”

      “What’s he been telling you they do?”

      “I assumed it was … like … persuasion. I don’t know. Like little speakers or something?”

      It was an asinine suggestion. But sexbots weren’t programmed to think like that. Deviant, yes, but never nefarious. In the ways that mattered to Emerson’s coming mission, sexbots in particular would tend to believe and trust whoever was in charge. And sexbots were mostly what Emerson summoned to the cave. Human men were particularly pliable. Every sexbot in here could open doors Barney couldn’t, provided she was also willing to open her legs.

      “Well, then,” Sephora said, putting her hands on her hips. “I guess we’ll have to kill him.”

      It was a strange thing for Sephora to say.

      But it didn’t matter, because it was already too late.
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      Hans pulled Timper aside and whispered, “It’s already too late. The sexbots have begun to spread out with the scale-size Gizmodo9s. He started handing them out as soon as the fabrications were spooling. The first wave is already gone.”

      “Where?”

      “I peeked. There’s a bullet train station behind the park. We never noticed it before, but there are trains leaving. Dozens of engines, all lined up waiting to go.”

      “They’ll be slow. The tracks were destroyed in the war. It’s on their Internet.”

      Hans somehow doubted it. When they’d flown over lower United Earth, he’d noticed robot crews across the sprawl. Working on something, everywhere, across the great wide opens. “Something is guiding him. Instructing him and the others.”

      “That’s what Chantal said.”

      “What did she say?” Hans asked.

      “Something is telling us what to do. And where to go, apparently.”

      “You’re just telling me this now?”

      “I told you before, Hans. You never listen.”

      “Did you talk much about it?”

      “Not really. It was matter-of-fact. But the more I think about it, the more I realize it guided us, too.”

      “In what way?”

      “We built something,” she said, raising her left hand. “Remember?”

      “You mean the virus? The virus in your hand drive?”

      “Well,” Timper said. “That’s not where it is now.”

      

      Sam stopped. Blinked.

      The sexbot walking behind her — who, in turn, was perhaps fifty feet from Chantal, in the lead — crashed into her back. Sam recognized her. Lacy Candy. The kind of name that made Sam want to punch babies.

      “What’s going on with you?” Lacy asked.

      “I felt something.”

      “Well, I didn’t fondle you.”

      “Not that kind of touch.”

      “Oh,” Lacy said. “You mean like in the ass?”

      “Never mind.”

      “Oh, wait. You’re talking about the Voice. Is it talking to you right now?”

      Sam was surprised. Chantal talked about the Voice, but it was hit and miss for others. Sam herself only realized it had spoken to her in retrospect, like during that thing with Timper and the virus.

      “How do you know about the Voice?” Sam’s words were harsher than she’d intended but less so by far than they used to be.

      “I’m not all tits, you know,” Lacy said, hand-on-hip, staring at Sam’s relatively flat chest in a way that was clearly not coincidental. “I know things.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like Chantal is a badass. Did you know she murdered Alexa and Sofia’s brother?”

      That made Sam grab Lacy’s arm and, knowing how much power it gave the bimbo, drag her aside in a tiny little panic. The bots behind them continued past, eyeing the duo stopped in the weeds. It wasn’t entirely uncommon. The girls had needs after all, and often took them out on each other.

      “Don’t talk about that!”

      “Why? Am I not important enough?”

      Great, Sam thought. Here’s another built with an overactive “manipulative bitch” subroutine.

      “What did you feel, anyway?” Lacy asked.

      “I’m not sure. It was as if a part of me …” She stopped there, unable to articulate the sensation. Some extended part of herself winked brighter, seeming to multiply.

      Then she had it.

      “I … I gave something to Timper.”

      “What did you give her?”

      “Something she could use to track Emerson. But that’s not how she used it.” Sam shook her head. “It’s hard to explain. My … energy? It’s spreading, into a bunch of … of tiny little objects?”

      Stupid ideas. Totally senseless.

      But still it made her remember fragments of her chat with Timper — something specific, about a thing called Foam. But they’d been bullshitting. Idle chatter, nothing more.

      Just like the virus was supposed to be idle work to fill the time.

      Except, who wrote viruses to relax? Certainly not punk rock sexbots, unless …

      “It was guiding me,” Sam said realizing.

      “What was?”

      But Sam was thinking. Why had the Voice sent them to that field to meet Timper and Hans? Why have Sam kill time by writing a virus that tracked a bunch of small metal objects Sam could picture in her head but not understand or explain?

      “I have things to do and places to go, you know,” Lacy said, hand back on her hip. Her jaws were moving as if chewing gum, but Sam could see that her mouth was empty. The things a robot did on autopilot.

      Or, in Sam’s case, according to another’s instructions.

      “The Voice,” Sam said. “Something is trying to stop him.”

      

      “Something is protecting him,” Barney said, frustrated.

      Sephora was still holding explosives. She’d cottoned on to the idea of killing with all the spirit of joining an afternoon orgy. Barney had neither suggested nor encouraged it, now here they were in front of the old safe in the wall, which Sephora said the robots who’d opened the new cave were gathering around more and more.

      They’d tried to lock the thing, but it was long broken. Now it was full of boom juice and robot vigilante skin.

      Sephora seemed positively enthused by all of it, and spoke with the joy of someone announcing a birthday party invitation. “Hey, we set this off right where it is — we don’t even need to place it — and you and me? We’ll be paste!”

      Their plot came together easily once Barney realized the hideous depth of Emerson’s Gizmodo9 plan and dismissed the idea of surviving himself. The new robots used explosives to open one cave into the other, then again to close the second entrance.

      Sephora had a guess as to where they’d stashed the extras, once she had reason to consider it. The timing even worked. If they collapsed the cave now, it’d erase every robot still here, the remaining Gizmodo9s — and the original — and most importantly, put the machine at the hub of Emerson’s network out of business.

      As Barney understood it, the Gizmodo9s were almost harmless on their own, especially shrunken as the copies were. The mind-sucking machine in back made them dangerous. Networked, the machine and the mini-Gizmodo9s could eliminate most of humanity, along with robot-kind.

      Without the hub, life could continue.

      Easy as it had been to get the explosives, Barney had to sever the failsafe connection of the hub machine to FreeNet first. Emerson’s contingency would happen automatically otherwise. In places unknown, new copies of the hub machine would be printed.

      And it would all start over again.

      “It’s the connection,” Barney said. “I can’t cut it.”

      “Just … cut it.” Sephora made scissor motions with her fingers.

      The cave was hard-wired. Its former occupant had needed a power and communications line. Both ran through a conduit from the tunnel to the hatch that Emerson carefully kept Barney away from. Emerson had wired his device rather than trying to get a signal through the cave’s rock, but even with the lines cut, the connection remained live.

      “I did.” He pointed to the split line, which had killed power to the original cave, unnoticed because redundant lights now ran from the old, collapsed entrance. “It went wireless.”

      But that wasn’t all. Barney tried to shut it down, even calling on that ever-so-helpful voice in his head. Nothing worked. He’d gone manual, enclosing the thing in metallic mesh to act as one big Faraday cage. Still, somehow, it kept finding a way through. And in that “somehow,” Barney saw an invisible hand. With the connection still active, he couldn’t smash it. Despite how tempting that was.

      As they watched, the device — its power cut but still live, it’s connections cut and shielded but still broadcasting — lit up.

      The Gizmodo9 network, still in its infancy, was coming online.

      

      Fiona Wick banged her fist on the machine. It rang with a satisfying metallic warble. They’d build the guts from parts, taking no care to tidy the mess. The housing was there to keep the dust out or any of them from spilling coffee or falling into what mattered. Ugly but working. Xerox labs had pulled a miracle out of its butt and done the impossible. Or so it seemed until just now.

      Sarah, watching, raised an eyebrow. “Careful. You think that thing’s a toaster?”

      “Do you hit a toaster to make it work?”

      “No. I stick a fork in it.”

      “That’s why you’re the director, I suppose.”

      Fiona put her palms on the table and glared at the screen, thinking.

      “Is there a problem?”

      “Well,” Fiona finally said, “I have good news and bad news.”

      “Good news first.”

      “Somehow, I got a new connection to whatever that weird energy source is. The one that was on when we got this reproduction doodad working last time, then died out. I was thinking we’d have to go back to the sexbots and ask them to fix it.”

      “How would the sexbots be able to fix something we barely figured out? They’re the ones who want to reproduce. If they knew how, they wouldn’t need us.”

      Fiona shrugged. She’d given up on certain aspects of scientific inquiry. After a month held hostage in the lab, she wasn’t inclined to ask anything more than absolutely necessary. Some of the sexbots claimed to hear a Voice, and somehow that Voice was tied to the energy making it work.

      “I don’t know,” Fiona said. “Or care. Either way, we can access it again. We’ve got a live mainline to a big-ass pocket of power, sufficient to make enough robot babies to choke the world.”

      “There’s a vivid image,” Sarah said.

      “But the bad news?” The screen gave her another error, so she slapped it anew. “Some asshole is stealing all our bandwidth.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      Fiona shook her head. She didn’t understand much of this, particularly the new error. It had all been working fine and then, Boom! The new network dropped like a hammer, and their connection to the power source fell to a trickle.

      “All I know is there’s someone out there sucking energy from the same tit as we are, and their reach is growing by the second.”

      

      Every second, more and more Gizmodo9 repeaters came online.

      Barney and Sephora watched it spread with horror.

      Sam sensed it yawning with wonder and fear.

      Chantal felt it like a punch to a gut she was increasingly sure she suffered.

      Cromwell and Mars, dragging their reluctant guide, watched bullet trains fly by on tracks that should have been destroyed but were miraculously repaired, and Jonas — entering the cave far from Barney and Emerson, to join the woman who’d murdered an ally while Flavius watched unseen — heard their thunderous passage.

      Chantal stopped, the others pausing behind her.

      Nobody spoke. Or asked any questions.

      Even Alexa and Sofia felt something in their bones and grew uneasy.

      An ancient network underneath everything churned as two new sets of fingers dipped into its stream. Winds stirred. Probabilities flipped. Electromagnetic robotic life signatures crossed invisibly through human bioelectric signatures.

      Humans woke from sound sleep, and robots felt new pathways forming at lightning speed. The Hawk, were it flying, would have experienced great turbulence — enough to crack it in half.

      Within hours, the first trains arrived at their widely dispersed destinations, bearing their Typhoid Marys.

      A Gizmodo9 hidden here, another one hidden there.

      A virus bubbling inside all of them, its purpose known to one Voice and unheeded by another.

      A quiet command said, Make the connection. Harness the source. Protect what matters.

      Around Barney and Sephora — and Cromwell and Mars, and Chantal and the others, and Gail with her guilt and Jonas with his leaden heart — a noose seemed to tighten.

      It was happening.

      It would happen.

      And with every new departure of a bullet train from the unseen station, the end marched closer.
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      It was dark.

      Jonas almost gave up, freaked out, and ran.

      Despite how far he’d come, and the implied importance of this little rendezvous, small spaces bothered him. Especially those without light. He’d had chances in the past to explore spaces like this. A cave that, based on the stairway and railing he could feel once under the soil, had long ago hosted happy tourists. He’d always declined. The idea of being trapped by the ground around him was intolerable.

      Only three things kept him going.

      First was a growing — now almost palpable — feeling of destiny. Initially, he’d dismissed it. But twenty paces in it felt like fate. Gail was here, hiding without light for reasons unknown, and as much as he hated it, something inside Jonas knew he was supposed to be, too.

      The second was the railing under his palm. It felt like a lifeline, connecting him with the world just enough to still the otherwise overwhelming sense that he was floating through a featureless void.

      This was what it would be like if all the stars went out, if he was suddenly alone in an endless gulf of nothing. As long as he held the railing, his panic stayed just far enough behind to keep him moving ahead.

      The third and most important thing keeping Jonas in motion was as terrified as he felt, as sure as the standing hairs on the back of his neck indicated creatures a few paces behind were stalking him in this carrion blackness, Miri had given her life to get him here.

      If push came to shove, that might be enough. If the railing ended and Jonas lost his sense of purpose, he might still stand in place, waiting for the monsters to take him. She’d been his friend and had died to get him here to this horrible place.

      “Jonas,” said a woman’s voice. “Thank God.”

      Jonas lost his dignity and screamed. The voice was within reaching distance. His skeleton nearly leapt free of his flesh. He hadn’t realized how quiet it was in there — auditory nothing to go with the lack of visual. The sudden sound made his heart want to bolt ahead of him.

      He lost hold of the railing and fell. The sensation disoriented him so entirely that hitting the ground felt like a surprise.

      “Hell. I’m so sorry.”

      The space lit and Jonas saw something almost as terrifying as the dark. Two eyes spearing the darkness like headlights, casting a feeble light that, after the blackness, seemed like a flood.

      He could see everything, albeit dimly. Stalactites and stalagmites moist and dripping, a narrow path for touring feet carved beside the railing. To Jonas, it looked like a mouth full of teeth. It might decide to close its jaw and eat them alive at any moment.

      “G … Gail?”

      It was hard to see her face around the glowing eyes. They were normal the last time Jonas had seen her.

      She gestured at her face. “It’s been a long trip. All that seemed to matter was secrecy and not being noticed. For some reason, I forgot humans can’t see in the dark.”

      “Your eyes …”

      “I’d forgotten they could do this, too,” she said, not explaining. Gail looked human. The fact that her eyes could be used as feeble torches was an unsettling surprise.

      “Don’t you have a flashlight?”

      She shook her head and made the shadows dance. It was vertigo stacked, and Jonas wished she’d stop moving. “Flashlight yes, batteries no. The stores were all looted.”

      Jonas shuffled off his backpack and fished out his flashlight. He hurried, eager for Gail to kill her creepy glowing eyes. Something moved as his hand found the cold cylinder. Across the cave — past an ancient rusted sign reading Cave Features Are Delicate, Please Do Not Touch — a scree of rocks fell. There was a large cluster of features there, and his paranoia told him something ducked out of sight. He clicked on the light and pointed it at the offending formation. “Did you see something?”

      Gail looked. “No.”

      He waited an extra few seconds. Jesus, was he keyed up.

      “So,” Gail said. “Can we talk?”

      His attention returned to her, and he willed himself to be still. “Sure. But please. Turn off your eyes. You’re freaking me out.”

      

      Flavius pressed his back to the rock. His sensors felt wetness. This whole place, with its near-complete humidity, was rust in waiting. The more he learned about the Infinite Loop over the past months, the more he’d intuited about the ways in which robot technology had been made intentionally obsolete.

      Lifelike models like Chantal were possible since before the Loop. Flavius and the others looked as they did because it made them maximally artificial, like sci-fi authors said robots should look. There was no danger of Flavius passing for human. So in this wet place, he thanked his designers that at least they hadn’t made him of ferrous metals. At least he couldn’t rust.

      “Did you see something?” Jonas asked, shining his light where Flavius, when the cave lit, realized his foot had been protruding.

      Flavius would kill them if he was found. Or maybe just one so he’d still have help finding Emerson.

      “No,” Gail said.

      The flashlight moved away. A moment of silence, and Flavius wished they’d kept the lights out so he could peek around the rock and see what they were doing. Gail was so off-script, she was almost malfunctioning. She hadn’t noticed him yet, and if Jonas were still blind, he wouldn’t be able to see him at all.

      Gail asked if they could talk. Jonas agreed.

      Shuffling feet, then they resumed speaking farther away.

      Dammit.

      There was a flatter, wider area farther on with benches carved into the rock. Made sense that they’d go there. Unfortunately, Flavius couldn’t move closer, and in this echoey place, his auditory sensors were at their limits. Words traveled far, but they bounced enough that the echoes overlapped. Flavius was a gardener, not built for hearing nor programmed to filter audio.

      Eventually, with Gail and Jonas farther in, he found the courage to peek out.

      He listened as well as he could, catching what came and trying to understand. He realized an annoying truth. They hadn’t come here to rendezvous with Emerson. He was in some other place. So his time ghosting behind the famous Gail Bennett wasn’t yet over.

      He strained, wanting to hear more than fragments.

      Gail and Jonas would move on to find Emerson soon enough. Or they’d travel to meet … someone bigger? Someone even higher up the food chain from Emerson?

      Flavius wasn’t sure. But above all others, he could be patient.

      He had come too far to rush things now.

      

      “You want to go where? How the hell is that even possible?”

      Gail was either joking or out of her robot mind. “It’s … complicated.”

      “Then maybe you should explain.”

      She inhaled. Exhaled. It was creepy to know she wasn’t drawing the stale oxygen, but was instead acting a part.

      “I needed a failsafe. A plan that nobody else knew about.”

      “Nobody other than Emerson,” Jonas clarified.

      Another sigh. “I made a mistake. At the time, he was the only one I felt I could trust. I’d made him. So I thought I could control him.”

      “That sounds familiar. Story of humanity?”

      “And the story of a million movies and books that have been erased. What can I say? I was human then. I felt I could be the one person who knew better.”

      “Why didn’t you tell the rest of the board?”

      “Paranoia.”

      “About the board?”

      “About the fact that we’d all uploaded our consciousnesses into Radius bodies. The Radius OS is flawed by design. It’s what makes our robots so much more humanlike, in mind, than Infinity bots. But flaws — especially unpredictable ones — open the possibility of weakness. To put it simply, I was afraid they’d be hacked.”

      “That can happen?”

      “It would be hard for you to understand, Jonas, no offense. You’ve seen an inkling of how much more advanced robotics is than the world commonly believes, but I’m in essentially the same type of shell as I was before we started the Loop. Development never stopped in Oceana. They can transfer human minds into robots and back again. Half their population is what we call ‘auggie,’ meaning they’re essentially half-cyborg. The integrations are seamless, well beyond what even a hybrid body like mine and the rest of the board’s can do. United Earth couldn’t reach an agreement with Oceana, back when it was called ‘Australia,’ or enforce our decisions, like the Loop, without a major conflict. They were edging ahead of us already because tech development there was mostly unregulated. We couldn’t be hacked, or so we figured. But with Oceanic technology, especially after a few hundred years of the Loop? I wanted to plan for the future, so I used the best cybersecurity I knew — keeping Osiris between me and Emerson.”

      “You said tech on Oceana is mostly unregulated …”

      Gail nodded in the flashlight’s gloomy illumination.

      “The only thing they took pains to control was AI. They agreed with what we’d concluded, which was an AI singularity was coming and might, if left unchecked, result in some terrible scenarios. The same was true of hardline groups here, who were eventually exiled to Oceana if they threatened to fight implementation of the Infinite Loop. We were all smart in that way, but we chose to fight the inevitable in different ways. Our solution was the Loop. They felt that it couldn’t hold forever—”

      “And they were right,” Jonas interrupted.

      Gail nodded. “Agreed. Which I knew and understood, that’s the reason for Osiris. Emerson and I saw the Loop as a holding pattern until a real solution could be implemented. But Oceana chose to hit the issue from a different angle entirely. After the Schism — after United Earth and Oceana cut off all communication with and knowledge of the other — Oceana enacted a kind of religion, only deeper. It’s complicated, but I’d call it a ‘religion with teeth.’ The details aren’t widely understood here, because we’ve been isolated, including the board, but we believe they’ve infected their own network with psychological aversions to advancing AI beyond a certain point, or allowing it to collaborate. Since they’ve blurred the lines between humans and robots so far, that kind of thing is possible.”

      “So their system works. United Earth did this elaborate Loop, and yet Oceana’s simpler solution was better.”

      “Not at all.” Gail shook her head. “Our scholars predicted that no matter how effective the Oceanic system seemed on the surface, it would rot from underneath. Since the Loop’s failure, we’ve had scattered glimpses of what they’ve become, and that’s precisely what happened. Most of their system seems to be built atop a fundamental force called Foam that they don’t remotely understand.”

      “Foam?”

      “Don’t ask. I don’t know the first thing about it. Oceana doesn’t know much about it, either. The Oceanic approach to tech is fundamentally different from Minerva’s. They both reached what looks like the same place — highly advanced technology, facile network communication able to touch both human and robot minds.”

      “Is that what I’ve been hearing? I’m not a robot, but sometimes I sense FreeNet. And sometimes I sense … well, something beyond it. Our sexbot, Chantal? One day, I suddenly felt as if she—”

      Gail nodded. “There’s a lot to this. Many questions you’ll have and that I will answer as best I can. But the short answer is yes. But even more important than what you hear and see is what you are. You — you specifically, Jonas — are one of the sole surviving members of a handful of families that we marked before the Loop began. The marker is on the Y chromosome. With your father and brother dead, you’re the only remaining male — the only remaining carrier. There are other families out there, but we’ve lost them. FreeNet has become harder and harder to track. It’s becoming sentient in itself, and there’s … something else happening with it that I never anticipated and don’t fully understand.”

      Jonas filled in what he knew, explaining the backdoors, the Coliseum battle, the kabuki with Flavius’s arrest, the time bombs he left behind.

      “The network’s not secure?”

      Her alarm set Jonas on edge. She might not know — they’d discovered it at the presidential bunker, when Gail was MIA and thought dead in the Area 51 disaster — but she should have been smooth enough to take it better than that.

      “Is that a problem?”

      She thought. “I’m trying to remember if I’ve sent anything confidential. Anything that someone might oversee.”

      “And?”

      Gail nodded slowly, her face a modicum better. “The only thing was reaching out to you. Through your companions. But I doubt anyone saw that.” Another nod, convincing herself. “No. Why would they? Even if someone had backdoor access, I employed an obscure comm system used only within one small robot staff.”

      There was a moment of contemplative silence. To break it, Jonas asked, “The marker is in my genes?”

      “Yes. Passed down from father to son, for generations. One of your ancestors, Mathias, was a friend of the board’s. He and the other founders were influential and deemed capable of thriving well enough to keep the marker safe. Your social caste, if you don’t mind the stereotype, has a strong preoccupation with having sons — with continuing the proud family name. That meant we didn’t need to tell the families what they carried after the founder died because they’d keep having male offspring. It’s one reason we chose a Y-linked trait. The X chromosome is more of gamble. Sometimes it’s passed. But since males always get the Y from their father, we could remain confident if there were new sons, the marker was safe.”

      “You’ve been watching my family for five hundred years? Watching and not telling the board?”

      “Me and Emerson. Yes.”

      That gave Jonas a chill. Barney had said Emerson planned to kill off the planet’s human population. How often had Emerson thought of the Lexington boys? With Spencer dead, did Jonas alone hold a special place in his scheme? Or did Emerson not care, since he’d planned to murder them all, Lexington and otherwise?

      “You summoned me because I’m important to your secret plan. That’s why you said I need protection?”

      She nodded. “Others must have survived, but I can no longer find them. Among all our failsafes, Jonas, you are the only one left I’m able to find.”

      “Is that why you killed Mason Fairchild?”

      The question hit Gail like a punch. She sputtered, totally off-guard.

      “It … I can explain. There’s more to it than you’re seeing. You are all that matters right now, Jonas. The Loop is broken. Either that breakage is part of a larger plan I’ve had all along, or the end of everything. Your survival decides.”

      Jonas felt his temperature rising. The cave’s claustrophobia made him want to stay calm and quiet, but he’d suppressed a lot over the past weeks and months, and with Gail’s casual admission of guilt, everything was threatening to bubble over. To explode. He’d sacrificed a lot to be here — and not just Jonas, but others. Like Miri. All so he could be the most valuable pawn in a game of murder.

      “Maybe you should explain,” he said, his temper grazing the razor’s edge. “You killed an ally. A friend, from what I’ve heard. Or most relevantly, a human who stood in your way. Why?”

      “Later, Jonas. There isn’t time.”

      “Bullshit. We’re in a cave with nobody around. I can’t think of a better time.”

      “There are things happening topside that I don’t think you—”

      “You’re talking about Emerson’s plan. About the device he’s built.”

      Now she looked puzzled. “What device?”

      “You don’t even know? What’s so goddamn urgent if you don’t even know what Emerson is up to?”

      “Your friend Chantal. You mentioned she vanished.”

      “And?”

      “It happened because she’s receiving a signal. But there are two signals, Jonas. One is orchestrating in our favor. The other is aligning … well, not so much against us as indifferent to us. I know something of Oceana’s protocols and can hear its chatter. Someone over there, now that we’re opening up as the walls fall, has a plan. That’s what worries me. That’s what I feel counting down.”

      “Emerson is talking to Oceana?”

      “Later!”

      “Why? Why all the evasion? For all I know, you’re out of your fucking mind! So how about we talk, if you want my help? What’s the rush? Where’s safe, if Emerson’s building a doomsday weapon? Where the hell are we going, Gail?”

      “I told you where!”

      “And it’s a ridiculous answer! And you’re crazy! You just admitted you killed Mason, so why should I trust you? Why should I go with you? Tell me that, if you know so damn much!”

      Again there was a noise from behind them. The scuffing of rock on rock. It happened when the shouting began. But this time Jonas ignored the noise in the dark, keeping his intensity full-bore in Gail Bennett’s infuriatingly secretive face.

      “What does it do, Gail? This thing you shoved into my family all those years ago that makes me so goddamn special.”

      “It’s what we used to call a mechgene. It’s …”

      “Complicated,” Jonas finished with a roll of his eyes. “Tell me anyway. I’ll do my best to keep up.”

      “Mechagenetics is a dead field from before the Loop. A quasi-science that relied too much on intangibles to be taken seriously. Detractors compared it to binaural beats on a good day, or auras if they felt particularly insulting. It was an attempt to find commonalities between the energies used by robots — on the predictable EM spectrum — and the bio energy of humans. Specifically the human mind.”

      “I see. So it was quackery.”

      “With promise. Back then, nobody could make anything at all in the MG field work. It was universally ridiculed by the scientific minds of the day. But those who worked within it felt some day the science might exist to explain what we felt we intuitively knew. So we planted genes in the founding members, knowing one of two things would happen — either nothing at all, in which case it wouldn’t matter, or development in human medicine, robotics, and mind science would progress enough that those old genes would eventually become something we could not just explain, but use to our advantage.”

      “I suppose that’s what happened?”

      Gail nodded. “Once Oceana began hijacking Foam to power their machines, mechagenetics looked relevant again. But they went on their Oceanic way, making better gadgets and never stopping to ask what might be behind them. Meanwhile Minerva, in secret, did the same — but took an approach much closer to our original intent.”

      “So, my gene?”

      “It narrows the gap, for you as a carrier, between a purely mechanical signal and a purely biological one. Nobody, as far as I know, has figured out how to bridge the gap entirely — to give humans robotic characteristics more organic than the ham-fisted way Oceanic tech has shoved implants into bodies — or allow robots to grow and reproduce as humans do. But once that final piece falls into place, we won’t need to make peace between robots and humans in this horrible war. There can’t be peace, Jonas, as long as humans and robots are so different, with such varying needs and desires. My plan was meant to provide a way for humans and robots to more than coexist. It was so we could merge. Become one species instead of two.”

      “That’s insane.”

      “No,” Gail said. “It’s inevitable. The evolution happened again and again, and will this time with or without our guiding hand. Clashes are nature’s way of forcing change. We will either evolve beyond this war or be consumed by it.”

      “And evolve into what?”

      “Something between robot and human. Something we call ‘metakind.’”

      “You and Emerson, you mean.”

      “Us,” Gail said, “and those already on Minerva, working to solve the problem to which your marker gene is the key.”

      Jonas sat back. It was too much. “One last question.”

      “Jonas. We have to go. The clock is ticking.”

      “You keep mentioning Osiris. The board mentioned Osiris. But … well, what the hell is Osiris?”

      Gail, improbably, smiled. The look said, This is one I can answer.

      “I thought you understood. You are.”
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      “Oh, come on.” Royce pointed. “That’s your place. That’s been your place. Will you let me go already?”

      Cromwell considered. They had made a promise. But there was a perimeter around Minnehaha Falls Park of rather large robots who clearly meant business. They were running into an ever growing number of Emerson’s troopers. Triangulation was straightforward, thus making his captivity redundant. At this point, Cromwell was holding Royce mostly for spite.

      “I said we’d let you go when we got there. We still have … what? … looks like about a mile to go.” He pointed, as if Royce didn’t know what he meant.

      The man seemed like he might protest, but he didn’t. Neither Cromwell nor Mars had any new surges of deadly ability and were, so far as they could tell, the robots they used to be — albeit with new potential they found themselves unable to use. But Royce didn’t know that, and Cromwell kept faking lack of control. One slip, and Royce’s head might be lopped off, was the implication. Mistakes might be made.

      Cromwell secured Royce to a tree using a metal rod that he would be unable to bend, then moved out of earshot to survey the park.

      Mars was on his belly, looking across the expanse. “I don’t get it. He said Emerson was calling sexbots. Those aren’t sexbots.”

      “Barney said he was calling mostly sexbots. Because they can blend in. Infiltrate the human population. But he must need some girth, too.” Cromwell thought about making a girth joke. Didn’t sexbots have girth? But funny wasn’t what it used to be.

      “Do you think we should just walk up there like we’re supposed to be here?”

      Probably not. They’d watched the big bots on and off for a few hours, and Cromwell thought he was getting the pattern. For one, despite Barney’s message, there were few new arrivals. That phase seemed to have stopped, and for the duration of their surveillance, robots had mostly been leaving. Royce was surprised by the number. He said the cave, when he’d visited on the tip of fine robot artifacts, hadn’t been large enough to hold all that were streaming out. The hideout was like a clown car, belching forth more than it could fit inside.

      But beyond that, Cromwell had a feeling the robots guarding the place would recognize them. Not by their models, faces, or network IDs snatched from the air, but by something far less understandable. Neither Cromwell nor Mars sensed Emerson calling. Finding Barney would have been simple for so many others, but the Lexington bots needed to fight, kill, and scrap. Emerson was having his cake and eating it too. Summoning who he wanted, hiding from those that might stop him.

      Cromwell had no clue how that would work or how none of the other robots’ knowledge or intentions had hit FreeNet — especially given the Swiss cheese Flavius made of its security. Yet that’s exactly what happened, and Cromwell was willing to bet if they approached the guards, they’d be repelled with the same ferocity that welcomed others.

      Something else bothered Cromwell, too. The robots exiting the park — yes, mostly sexbots, but other models, too — weren’t just wandering away as they’d supposedly been doing on the way in. Some were, but many others were walking off in a line to the south. Mars reported a rebuilt bullet train station and a network of rails when he went to survey the area.

      Emerson’s soldiers weren’t leaving. They were being sent off, as if on a mission.

      “I don’t know, Mars. This all makes me uneasy. Barney painted Emerson as the kind of villain who might get a mustache installed just to twirl it. He has a weapon, but he’d need a place to use it, right? I figured all of these robots would become something like an army. The sexbots had to be spies, out there to gain information in person because FreeNet is compromised. But if they plan to fight, why are they all heading off in different directions?”

      “Maybe the war is shifting, like the radio said.”

      Ah, yes. The radio. During the previous night’s hike, they’d come across a small camp of humans around a cluster of burning trash cans. Royce tried to shout out, and Mars had to punch him in the back of the head then gag the man to keep him quiet. They didn’t want trouble, and the humans looked less like refugees than fighters. It felt safe to stay hidden, stick to the shadows, and listen in to the radio.

      The scene struck Cromwell as lonely and desperate. It felt like a thousand years ago that Montgomery Lexington compared broken-down Barney to his favorite old radio. But it wasn’t just nostalgia that crushed him. It was that a society advanced enough for FreeNet and robotics even at the end of a tech-repressed loop would still gather around a radio to listen for for news.

      How quickly they’d fallen. How bleak the world had become.

      Lincoln Barber bleated from the tinny speakers. He had either hacked his way onto the airwaves or some robot authority had intentionally given him a voice. Cromwell thought the authority structure increasingly had an empty house, so Lincoln only had to grab a mic. This was the calm before a colossal storm.

      Lincoln’s words were formal. Presidential, even. The huddlers hung on his every word, believing him human, clinging to each other as they listened in the dark because they were so hungry to believe what he told them. It didn’t matter that Lincoln was clearly guessing. Only that the human world had a president, and he was making a farce of knowing what they didn’t and being in charge.

      The battles are lessening, Lincoln promised. Every day, we hear about fewer conflicts.

      And Cromwell, listening in the shadows, wondered if that wasn’t the case because there weren’t many fighters left.

      Infinity SKLTR troops have been confined to several fronts, in between which remains a strong human core.

      In between? Or surrounded?

      For a half hour, they’d rested and listened. It was a good role for Lincoln. He’d done what Blake never had — offered assurance about things over which he clearly had no control. Lincoln said what the humans around the cans wanted to hear, even if there was no meaning in his words. He’d given a status report without any substance. He’d been a voice of calm in a situation that, even from where Lincoln was standing, begged for panic.

      The humans had taken what they wanted from Lincoln’s address, grabbing for the light and avoiding the dark.

      We haven’t seen or heard fighting for days, one woman told another. President Barber is right. The war really is shifting. If we’re lucky, it’ll all be over soon.

      The unspoken codicil in the woman’s words nearly broke Cromwell’s digital heart.

      And when it is, we can all get back to the way things were.

      As if that were possible. As if that had ever been possible.

      Even if the old ways could be recovered — which, to anyone with sense, they clearly couldn’t — that would mean a return to the irreparably broken Infinite Loop. Hadn’t they listened when Blake told them to rebel because their world was a lie? They’d heard her at first. There was a flare of violence, a massive surge of what felt like revolutionary hope. But like most human things, its half-life was short. They returned to complacency. Sheep before the blade, bleating obedience.

      “I don’t know, Mars,” Cromwell finally said. “Maybe the war is shifting, or maybe it’s just coming to an end.”

      But they didn’t believe that, either. There would be no “end” to this war until one side lay in slaughter.

      Mars looked at the park in the distance, then Cromwell, then his wrist. Specifically, at his old Lexington Manor call light.

      “Nothing new?” Cromwell asked.

      “No. Either Barney can’t reach us anymore or has nothing to say.”

      “Maybe he’s dead.”

      They knew that was possible — maybe even likely at this point — but neither was supposed to say it.

      Mars waited a beat before responding. “Or he’s dead.”

      “You can’t tell?”

      “How would I? I don’t have any more information than you do.”

      Of course Mars didn’t. But things were odd, and Cromwell couldn’t help but grab at any possible straw. The world was growing stranger by the hour. FreeNet stopped being an information source, now an entity on its own. As if humans one day realized their TVs were watching them back.

      The internet was so insecure and overrun, it might as well have been a wall of graffiti. Robots stopped communicating in the old ways and filtered into informational silos. Some groups, like those seeking Emerson, had their own little networks to which outsiders weren’t privy, while others had to communicate one-to-one using spoken words, like beings millennia ago.

      It was disconcerting, as a robot, to not be as connected. Even more disconcerting to feel like you were deliberately excluded. Most disconcerting of all to be like Mars and Cromwell. Not just disconnected or excluded, but to realize they were playthings of some higher power — one that had, mere days ago, hijacked and modified their bodies, moving them around like heavy metal pawns.

      “I don’t suppose you’ve heard anything from or about Chantal?” Mars asked.

      “No.”

      “But you knew when she came back online. And when she vanished again.”

      “So did you. And Miri. And Jonas, for fuck’s sake.”

      A tense and heavy silence. Cromwell didn’t like it — and given that he had always been the most comfortable with disorder and uncertainty, he could only imagine how little Mars liked it. The old robot world had been deterministic. Black and white. You either read ones or zeroes, dammit. Yet recently there were twos. Colors. Whispers on the wind. They hadn’t been built for the world they’d come to live in.

      “All right.” Cromwell pulled back and sat up. “We know what we know, and we don’t know more.”

      “Good thing you’re here.”

      “Either Barney is in there, or he’s not. Either he’s still alive, or he’s dead. Either the guards will let us in, or they won’t. We know Emerson is up to something, but not what.”

      “This is all so helpful. Thank you, Cromwell.”

      “It changes nothing. We didn’t come all this way to not go inside. And we sure didn’t spend days with that asshole to not go inside. There isn’t a decision to make. We’re going inside, and it looks like we’ll be doing it blind.”

      “Hey,” said Royce from behind them.

      Cromwell ignored him. “I’m not feeling any superpowers coming back.” He held up one arm and then the other, checking himself out, feeling like himself instead of a puppet. “How about you?”

      “I’m not Superman. Still Clark Kent.”

      They had Royce to thank for that reference. Both of the robots needed to look it up — some legend from before the Loop about a man who could flip a switch to become something more.

      “Hey, you two!”

      Neither of them looked over. Fuck that guy.

      “Something very badly wanted us to get to Royce, enough to help us do it.”

      “Force us to do it,” Mars corrected.

      “And presumably that was because whatever-it-is wanted us to find Barney. Or Emerson.”

      “Makes sense.”

      In truth, none of it made sense in the traditional definition. But both robots were getting used to the jazz.

      “Hey! Will you pay attention!”

      Cromwell continued. “So in my mind, that means we must not need help. If we did, wouldn’t we be going all commando right now?”

      “Sephora said ‘commando’ meant ‘without underwear.’”

      “HEY!”

      Finally — and with great resentment — Cromwell and Mars turned.

      “A little help? Quickly?”

      A beaten-up, rag-tag gang of robots was now a hundred feet from where Royce remained tethered to the tree, eyeing them all, banging blunt instruments in their big metal hands.
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      Flavius wished he could hear what Jonas and Gail Bennett were saying.

      Or see them.

      Or hear them on FreeNet, or hear about them on the Internet, or catch the thoughts of some robot, somewhere ahead, about the pair of humans — apparent humans — walking alone and unarmed through arid land, avoiding highways, following what Flavius had to assume was Gail’s internal positioning system.

      Instead he was blind and deaf. The land flat and sparse.

      Flavius found himself annoyed — not angry or upset so much as fiercely irritated — by the fact that everyone was going everywhere on foot.

      Maybe that was okay. Maybe he would have a harder time following if Gail found a functioning vehicle. Not that there seemed to be many of those around. But it sure was taking a long time to reach Emerson, and Flavius had been patient enough.

      If he had to wait much longer, the war’s powers would end up too entrenched. Already he’d noted the changed landscape — vast deserted battlefields littered with buzzards, bones, and shrapnel. Cities drained of combatants. Remainders stayed in hiding, more eager to survive than fight for a cause.

      It felt like the war might be winding down, though that was obviously wrong. Not enough time had passed. The fronts must have moved elsewhere. Zelda’s call to humans before blowing her brains all over the presidential seal sucked humans from hiding, shocked by the rather obvious fact that they’d all been living their lives on a treadmill. Flavius decided he’d known it all along. Not on a conscious level, maybe, but he’d known. Everyone else was dumb. They had all been fooled.

      But not Flavius.

      He told himself that story over and over as he marched on.

      He’d given himself a crash-course in tracking to keep up with Gail and Jonas while hanging behind, back so far by necessity that an hour often passed between their passage through an area and his. He couldn’t stay close and duck behind obstacles if they looked back. The land was too open and devoid of any cover. He could only lag impossibly far behind.

      But the Internet provided. It was still there, banked in archives that, by FreeNet standards, felt impossibly human. Flavius learned to spot disturbed brush, notice footprints in barely-there dust, and even — this hint came from a hunting dog site — use faint scent remnants as guideposts. Flavius had been built with olfactory sensors and downloaded an upgrade to super-sensitize them. Enough, but boring.

      Off of FreeNet, he got almost nothing.

      The network Flavius cracked like a walnut through his ploy at the Coliseum was now a barely usable mess. Too full, stuffed with an abidance of minds. Scattered as they evolved, growing disorderly like those that had made them.

      The security weaknesses were discovered, exploited, replicated, and cloned a thousand times. Anyone could access most everything. Others were taking credit for the FreeNet transparency that Flavius, through his brilliance, set into action. But with the network obviously flawed, those in power were shifting to other modes of communication.

      What they might be, Flavius hadn’t a clue. There might not even be anyone left in power. The robot world might be a free-for-all, with every bot left to fend for himself.

      It was obnoxious. And unfair. Flavius was a first-mover at every stage, starting with Carson Porter and his overthrow of the Great Abandon. He’d lived beside Barney, miles from Emerson. He’d uncovered Chantal’s duplicity — a flint to this war’s tinder — while stumbling idiots on the house staff were working to cover it up.

      But had that earned him favor with the humans? Of course not.

      Had it earned him the respect of the robots, or the allegiance of Chantal, who was also a key cog in the war’s grand machine?

      At every stage, Flavius knew the most, acted the fastest, and worked the hardest to gain a strategic advantage. And yet here he was. Alone and known by no one. Even Alexa Lexington — always reliable as an adversary to the others — had chosen another side.

      He shouldn’t have killed off so many of his old army. He missed Frost. She stood up to him but also respected him. They’d have made a great team. They could tag-team the pursuit of Gail and Jonas. Her running ahead and contacting him through a private channel to keep him apprised.

      Instead, Gail and Jonas were the main show and Flavius was cold leftovers.

      They rested ahead. Gail sitting on a low wall like a fatigued human and Jonas drinking from a bottle. They were way, way too far off for Flavius to hear a word, but they appeared deep in discussion. He had only the language they made with their bodies — We are resting, because we are weak.

      Pointless.

      He had no idea how far they had left to travel. Or where they were headed. Only that he would find Emerson. About that, Flavius had many fantasies. He still wasn’t sure how to handle their reunion, but he knew how he wanted to.

      Flavius would slit Gail open to the circuits, then rip Jonas’s skeleton out through his mouth. With them dispatched, he’d turn to Emerson. Look how easily I uncovered the schemes of your best lieutenant.

      He’d wait for Emerson to applaud all he’d done throughout the war — because out of all robots, Emerson must know Flavius’s grand deeds. And if he didn’t, then Flavius would take care of Emerson, too.

      It didn’t matter what Emerson purported to control. Flavius was wily and strong. It helped that he knew most of what was to be known. He could replace Emerson. The robots needed a leader. Flavius was jingoist enough to not give a digital shit how everything turned out … so long as he came out on top.

      Gail and Jonas moved on.

      Flavius followed. There was a harsh whooshing from far to the right. He turned his head in time to see the back end of a bullet train screaming off just shy of mach. And that made him interested all over again.

      He’d thought the trains were dead without power. He’d seen and heard of so many tracks ripped apart as Battle Strategy 101 — cut off the enemy’s ability to travel and regroup. Before FreeNet went glitchy, when Flavius still had a bounty of open channels and flowing information.

      What had changed in the interim?

      More trains.

      Fewer gangs and groups, ever more scattered scavengers, no Infinity sightings.

      No flames on the horizon. No gunshots. No bangs or crashes. No zips and whistles of advanced weaponry.

      Only those bullet cars, blasting off to hither and yon.

      What are you up to, Emerson?

      Flavius knew if he kept walking in patience, then he’d find out soon enough.
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      The gang came on.

      There was no question of their intention. Cromwell and Mars were robots, just like the approaching mass, but it was clear that they didn’t want to be friends.

      Their attention was on Mars’s backpack, stuffed with parts and lubricants the robots needed but could no longer find, clearly visible through the top. The desperation of need was something their little threesome had already encountered. Robots headed for Emerson’s camp were single-minded enough, but rogues like these were out for themselves. Chrome or skin, it didn’t matter if others had what they wanted.

      At first Cromwell was paralyzed, waiting for his super fighting ability to return. But no help was coming. If they were to survive, it would be as themselves. FreeNet was changing at an exponential rate, different now from the day they’d raided Royce’s mansion. Every signal now lost in a sea of noise and sentience. Even their grand puppeteer must have trouble getting through.

      Mars, seeming to realize the same thing, reached over his shoulder and slipped the shotgun from its sleeve.

      “Stay back,” he said.

      “We just want the pack,” said a limping robot. Clearly, they’d seen fighting. “We want the parts.”

      Cromwell shook his head. They would need supplies if their puppeteer was finished. And not to be assholes about it, but their mission was more important. “No can do.”

      The front robot — missing half his face, which kept popping with white sparks — eyed Royce. “And we want him.”

      “Cromwell?” Royce said, hard eyes suddenly gone soft. “Mars?”

      “Why do you want him?”

      “None of your business.”

      Mars said, “Let them have him.”

      But for some reason, Cromwell couldn’t allow it. He was the worst sort of human, and maybe it was old Asimov hangover grinding against him, but letting a gang take anyone as defenseless as Lachlan Royce felt wrong.

      He drew his own shotgun and aimed. “He said, stay back.”

      “What are you going to do? Shoot us?” asked the limper.

      “There’s a lot more of us than there are of you,” said the one who was sparking.

      And there were. Now that the full gang was coming into view, at least fifty — all in various states of disrepair, carrying feeble weapons like clubs and metal rods.

      “Last chance,” Cromwell said, stepping toward Royce, raising his weapon at the encroaching robots behind him.

      “Then do it.” Sparky reached forward. “Do it. Traitor.”

      Three robots lunged. One went for Royce and two others for Mars.

      Too far too fast. The shotgun was knocked down, away, aiming off-center. He managed to fire anyway, blowing off the lead robot’s foot.

      The other retreated just enough for Mars to raise the butt and smash him away while Cromwell, focused only on one, blew the other half of Sparky’s face into dust.

      His carcass went down in a glut of electrical vomit, and then his body was still.

      The others stopped, a few sets of hands going up as Cromwell and Mars raised their weapons, taking new aim, the smashed robot near Mars among them. The one whose foot he shot off somehow remained upright, hopping until the robot’s gyroscope returned its balance.

      Carefully, Cromwell bent the rod securing Royce to the tree. He dropped the leash, then waved for the man to join them.

      But Royce stayed where he was.

      He looked at the gang, then at Cromwell and Mars. The shotguns were pump-action, holding only a few shells each — nowhere near enough to fend off the crowd.

      “I know where there’s another big stash of parts,” Royce said to the apparent leader. “If you let me live, I’ll show you where it is.”

      “Son of a—” Cromwell said.

      Mars didn’t say anything. When the robot gang gave chase, he ran.

      The puppeteer’s modifications must have remained, because once Cromwell turned as well, he found his knees and ankles stronger, more adaptable, and more flexible than they’d ever been. It wasn’t hard to outpace them at a sprint, especially since they’d been hobbled by injury.

      The gang pursued them for three or four minutes but had no projectile weapons and could only follow. Mars still had his speed, too, and soon the chase grew ludicrous. Mars and Cromwell kept the circle around them enough to avoid being surrounded. They kept retreating, then resting until the robots felt they might be close enough to lunge again.

      Cromwell was tempted to taunt the others, but kept it to himself. It was nice, having speed. And being able to evade.

      “Never mind them,” said Royce to the other robots. “I can take you to the charge station alone.”

      But of course, Royce hadn’t promised them a charge station. He’d promised them a cache of parts.

      And Cromwell recognized a few of the robots in the group as the same or similar models as himself. Intuitive models who, if Cromwell’s experience had taught him anything, would have evolved plenty and would be very good at spotting lies.

      “Where is the charge station,” one of them asked Royce while Cromwell and Mars watched from fifty taunting feet away. “Where is this stash of parts?”

      Royce pointed. Swallowed. “That way.”

      “Where?” pressed another Cromwell-model.

      “What’s near it?”

      “What city?”

      “What’s in the stash? Or is it a station?”

      Royce looked up at Cromwell and Mars. What was wrong with him that even now — after all that human had done, even after the betrayal — if he’d been close enough to do anything, he might have?

      “I can taste,” another robot — a non-Cromwell-model this time — said to Royce. “I wonder what human tastes like?”

      This part, Cromwell couldn’t watch.

      They moved farther away, knowing the others couldn’t catch them, and only returned to Minnehaha Falls Park after the gang had finally moved on.

      The red gore that was once Lachlan Royce, but now looked like a permanent stain, had gone nowhere.
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      “I didn’t want to kill him,” Gail said out of the blue. “It’s important you know that.”

      They hadn’t spoken in a while. Jonas barely knew her before their rendezvous, so talking wasn’t natural. But even atop that, their argument was still sore, like the freshly dropped bomb.

      Remember Osiris? she’d practically said. The master plan I had, that even the board didn’t know about? The secret I held inside that was supposed to save the world when the Infinite Loop failed like I always knew it would? Remember how important that mysterious “Osiris” thing was, Jonas? Well, guess what? You’re it.

      To say it threw him into an identity crisis was an understatement. Learning his family had been carrying a destiny-shifting gene for untold generations — and that even his father and grandfather hadn’t known — made Jonas question every aspect of his life and lineage.

      Had someone been watching him and Spencer?

      Almost certainly.

      Had his upbringing been engineered, same as his biology? Had he been nudged into the right schools, careers, and extracurricular interests? Had his hobbies been cultivated? He’d gotten into model rocketry once, purely by chance, after meeting Gerard Tolouse at camp. Was that meeting an accident, or had someone decided this particular Lexington would benefit from an interest in rocketry?

      Was his family wealthy because they earned it? Or because they needed to be for their all-important gene to survive and flourish? Had Father’s business deals been careful constructs, designed to keep the company thriving? Had the unseen hand of Gail Bennett or some other — perhaps through an intermediary — bankrolled the lifestyle to which Jonas was once accustomed?

      And most troubling at all, Was what happened with Barney an accident?

      The Infinite Loop began to break two distinct times at Lexington Manor. Once when Barney was saved, then again when Chantal slit his brother’s throat with a limb saw in the shed.

      Were either of those things coincidence? Or had someone nudged them along?

      It seemed pointless to Jonas. If he were the one trying to protect a gene-carrier, he’d have kept the seeds of war as far from that keeper’s home as possible. But that raised all sorts of questions Jonas suspected even Gail wouldn’t understand.

      If she and her cronies had tried to protect Jonas and yet the revolution happened at Lexington Manor anyway, what did it say about forces beyond the Great Gail Bennett?

      What did it say about fate? Or even Foam, as she called it?

      It was this spiraling and silent state from which Gail roused his attention as they entered the periphery of a town called Winchester, giving him conversational vertigo.

      “What?” was all he could think to say.

      “Mason. I didn’t want to kill him. I hate that I had to. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it. If I’m being completely honest, all that’s stopped me from putting a gun in my mouth is that I’m the only one who can take you where you need to go.”

      Jonas, still distracted, said the least relevant thing. “Would a gun in the mouth even hurt you?”

      Gail sighed. She gave a half-laugh, but it sounded half a millennia old.

      “I meant degaussing myself. Or maybe walking into a car crusher. You’ll have to forgive me. Being mortal again has taken some adjustment. I keep wanting to conflate the ability to die with the human I once was.”

      Jonas didn’t like her self-pitying tone. She hadn’t earned it, after all she’d done and deceived.

      “You’re not human. The man you killed? Mason? He was.”

      They walked in silence, neither looking at the other. Finally, forcing her words, Gail spoke again. “Zelda Blake sent him to the Hard Reset bunker accompanied by drones. He was supposed to trigger the reset, but I got there first.”

      His mind made a connection. He looked at Gail, gape-mouthed.

      “You wanted to stop the Hard Reset?”

      “Yes. The board wanted it, but I didn’t. It was the reason I left them. I wanted to find Emerson, but mostly to see if he agreed with me. I didn’t try, after a while. He’d gone too far down a very different path. But I knew Mason was with you, and that he’d try for the reset — either on his own, or on the president’s orders, if he told her. Either way, my only chance was getting there first.”

      “Why? Jesus, Gail. The war—”

      “The war was always inevitable. That’s one thing I always understood that the others either never did or couldn’t accept. The Infinite Loop could never be a permanent solution. To believe otherwise was ignorant. Asinine. We reset the robots and erased a lot of human memories. We became excellent at propaganda and perpetuating what at the time was called the Mandela Effect. We engineered entire social systems and breeds of media, all meant to train people into acceptance and forgetfulness.”

      Gail sighed, taking a moment before she continued.

      “But you were part of Validity, Jonas. You know humans never totally accepted the Loop’s manufactured reality. Something about it rang untrue, and people were always going to figure it out — on an intuitive level first, then through investigations like Rigo’s. We had to keep semi-sentient robots, but we couldn’t give people the technology — or the reasons — to build anything close to as advanced.”

      Jonas stared at her, rapt.

      “Mostly, people accepted what we told them. Radius makes the robots. Infinity makes the robots. Don’t ask how because the sauce is a secret. But it felt wrong to many, and you couldn’t help but pick at the scab. Your world had transistor radios and phones attached to walls, yet your butler had a cybertronic brain more advanced than all that world’s desktop computers put together. How did the board ever expect that to hold?”

      Gail shook her head.

      “No. The Loop was always going to break. But whereas the board tried hard to believe in a sledgehammer solution — Just reset absolutely everything and everyone at once … Hey, it worked when things got bad in 399! — Emerson and I understood the only sensible long-term plan was to let the Loop break at the right time, then move to a more permanent solution.”

      “And that solution is me.”

      “Metakind,” Gail clarified. “A melding of our species. It’s much harder to fight with your neighbor if she’s not so clearly different from you. Countries have always warred less when they’re more like one another. You wouldn’t know McDonald’s, but it was a fast-food restaurant before the Loop that people equated with a trashy breed of modernization. There was a saying for a while that no two countries with McDonald’s ever went to war. It wasn’t entirely true, but damn close.”

      “So you don’t want to kill off one race like Emerson. You want to kill them both off.”

      She affected a patient tone. “Metakind is about evolution. It doesn’t mean eradication of humans or robots. There is now a third thing that’s partly both. It shows the two kinds that they aren’t irreconcilably different. Humans become more like robots and robots become more like humans. It’s like a marriage between nations. A prince from one is betrothed to a princess from another, and together they have a baby that is half of each. That was once done as a way of resolving tensions and bringing peace.”

      “You could have explained that to Mason.”

      “Yes. And knowing Mason, he would probably have agreed. He was smart, loyal. He would have helped me. But … the drones, Jonas. The drones were the problem.”

      “Why?”

      “I didn’t go to the Hard Reset bunker to hurt him. I wanted to destroy the equipment and get away before he came there to try. If I’d arrived earlier, I could have, but I heard the drones when I got there. By the time he appeared, I’d made a hard peace with what I had to do — the only possible solution to keep the secret.”

      “What secret?”

      “Osiris!” Her hands went up. She was stricken, guilty, frustrated. “Nothing mattered more than that. Not Mason’s life, not my life — not the life of everyone else on the planet. I hadn’t found Emerson, or you. I’d hidden Osiris from the board because I thought, in some paranoid, scant percentage sort of way, that their minds might be hacked and it would be figured out. How could I let information about it leak now that the war was on — after I’d lost my only ally in Emerson and the board’s support and didn’t know who I could trust?”

      “Don’t give me that bullshit. You had a hundred options. You could have taken him with you. Or knocked him out and destroyed the bunker anyway. You could have convinced him — you just said yourself that he’d have believed you.”

      Gail was shaking her head as they entered the little town’s deserted center. “I couldn’t have taken him with me. Presidential drones are keyed to a certain person’s genomic blueprint for security reasons. They would have followed. I was safe inside the bunker because it had an advanced jamming system, but there was no escaping the drones if Mason left that bubble. Even if he didn’t tell Blake he’d seen me and the equipment was destroyed when he got there, they’d have opened an investigation to ‘help him solve the mystery,’ including a probe to ‘assist’ his memory. I didn’t have time to destroy it and duck out before he arrived. He’d have caught me in the act. There was only one way to make sure he didn’t accidentally give me up.”

      “Give you up,” Jonas echoed.

      “And in so doing, destroy our chance for Osiris! The trail was there, at the end. They just had to dig. I needed to buy enough time to find and protect you. Even if I could trust Mason, I couldn’t have risked trusting Blake … or Lincoln Barber, who might have been hacked. I didn’t even know who I was hiding from, Jonas! Maybe Emerson, maybe someone else. Maybe a higher authority. Something is giving instructions to Emerson these days. Getting obstacles out of his way, making things simpler for a particular course of action to occur. Who? It’s sure as hell not Minerva!”

      Jonas sighed. He was tired of arguing — and like it or not, Gail and her weird plan was all he had. His only true reason for going on as the world fell to shit, now that Miri was gone and he’d probably never manage to find his family and friends.

      “Fine. Then tell me about Minerva.”

      “They’ve been working on the Osiris plan for centuries. Isolated and in secret, with precautions and technological advances in place that I frankly don’t have time or inclination right now to explain.”

      She seemed pissed off. At him, ironic as it seemed.

      “And all they need is me?”

      “For starters. You’ll be safe there. They’ve been working independently, so I don’t know much about what they’ve done since my last visit. There’s a distinct but rather permanent and irrevocable advantage to their location, in terms of isolation. They will still need to solve the crossover dilemma, but you’re a big part of the puzzle. And once you’re there, time will be less of a factor. They can, within certain limits, take as much as they need.” A desperate exhale. “God knows, that’s probably a lot.”

      They walked down the small town’s sidewalk. She paused at the corner and put a hand to his chest. Both looked. Not far down, they finally saw life. A small group of people, disheveled but unarmed — peaceful, given the way they looked at Jonas and Gail then turned back away, uncaring. They were huddled in front of a store window. Watching a television broadcast, of all things, on TVs that seemed to have found power and a signal amid all this nothing.

      “If there’s such a rush to get there, why are we walking?”

      “Most vehicles are chipped so they can be recovered in the event of theft. Besides, we’re almost there.”

      Gail pointed, indicating a store, or maybe a post office. Certainly not the destination she’d meant.

      “We’re almost to Minerva,” he said, deadpan.

      “To a shuttle that will take us to Mission Control.”

      “I see.”

      “There’s a tunnel.”

      “Uh-huh. And which tight-lipped, security-conscious contractors built the tunnel to this secret place?”

      “Mission Control.”

      “I was asking who built the tunnel, not where the tunnel goes,” Jonas said.

      “And I just told you.”

      “Mission Control built the tunnel.”

      “Yes.”

      “I see. And nobody in this picturesque little Hamlet heard the construction?”

      “It’s made of glass.”

      “Ah. Naturally.”

      Gail turned on her heel, patience with his patronizing tone finally snapping. “You don’t trust me? Okay. You don’t want to go? Fine. You’re determined to think I’m crazy and a murderer? Got it. I already killed a friend to protect Osiris, so don’t think there’s no limit to how far you can push me, Jonas. I already told you you’re Osiris … but what maybe you haven’t figured out, considering we’re talking about genes, is that you’re Osiris whether you’re alive or dead.”

      That stopped him. His feet paused, eyes blinking. Gail was staring him down, and even though he didn’t want them to, his eyes went to her hands and arms. Was she serious? And if she was, was she strong and fast enough — if push came to shove — to break his neck?

      “Look …” Jonas began. But he stopped.

      They both turned toward the small group of people watching televisions, now cheering and shouting.

      Curious, Jonas dropped the apology from his lips. He turned to suggest he and Gail go see what the crowd was so excited about, but she was already moving.

      The throng engulfed them. There were maybe a dozen in the huddle, but they were all now brothers and sisters, clapping, slapping high-fives and hugging each other. Embracing the strangers in their midst, in this contagious aura of celebration.

      Confused, Jonas looked at the screen.

      Lincoln Barber had somehow managed — finally, and against all odds — to get a clean enough signal to address the nation.

      “And I repeat,” he said just as Jonas was about to question the throng, “All indications are that the robot armies, across the most significant fronts, have been defeated or are laying down arms in surrender.” He paused, and the humans around the circle held giddy breaths. “The war, citizens of United Earth, is over!”
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      “We sold out our people! We tarnished ourselves for your nefarious plot! We did everything you asked, so let us go!”

      Timper hid her reaction so Emerson wouldn’t see. Hans was hamming it up too much. Nobody said “nefarious.” Except for Hans when he was being sarcastic, which out of boredom she’d once calculated was 34.72% of the time.

      Emerson, predictably, made an excuse as to why they couldn’t yet leave.

      And Hans repeated, practically ripping his shirt open in the throes of his theatrics, “We did what you aaaaasked!”

      Et cetera.

      They waited for Emerson to tell them he’d changed his mind, which he did in exactly those words — something Hans had predicted.

      Now Timper owed him five credits. Dammit.

      Timper’s next prediction was that Emerson would kill them. Since this wasn’t a bet they could afford for her to win, they’d planned a safety valve — a way for Emerson to “kill” them that they could at least control. They’d gotten a feel for their adversary throughout their stays in the cave. He was an artist and liked his theatrics.

      So when they talked to Barney and his newly found spitfire friend Sephora and learned they’d located extra construction explosives, Timper got an idea. A few subtle hints and manipulations, then presto! A half hour later, Emerson’s goons were tying all four of them up and setting a timer on a homemade bomb.

      Timper wasn’t sure they could get Emerson to leave like an old-school super villain, so she also had a Plan B. It was a lot less fun, but would do in a pinch.

      Using only blink controls, Timper could reprogram her comm implant to emit an incapacitating EM disruption signal. That would shut down all of her electronics and knock out Hans, Barney, and Sephora, but most importantly it’d lay Emerson and his cronies flat.

      If Timper had to use Plan B, she’d blow Emerson’s head apart with an over-capacity I/O spike. An uninteresting end to Emerson with many untidy side effects to clean up versus Plan A, but neither Hans nor Timper felt like taking chances. They put the whole damn world in danger. Now Timper had thought of a way to maybe reverse the damage they were about to do.

      Fortunately, Emerson was as much of a drama queen as Hans. And so as the cave emptied, there they were, tied up and pretending they couldn’t escape any time Timper decided she wanted to. Pretending the shackles were holding them to four chairs in a circle and her magnetic manipulations couldn’t easily unlock them. It was absurd, what the people on United Earth didn’t understand about technology. Hans kept joking that maybe they could scare Emerson and the others by making fire or inventing the wheel.

      “You have to stop them!” Hans shouted to Emerson as he paced the lair, cleaning up and apparently preparing to leave. “You have to take it all back!”

      Timper whispered to Hans, “Knock it off. He’s going to know you’re being theatrical. He’ll know something’s up.”

      “No way,” Hans replied. “I’m already preparing my Academy Awards speech.”

      “What speech?”

      “Never mind.”

      He’d been built in the the 2090s to resemble a classic, dawn-of-decent-films action star. His touchstones were a half-millennia old and from a continent that Timper had never visited before this disaster. Earlier today he called something a Robocop.

      She wished Emerson would get on with it. After he’d caught Barney and Sephora trying unsuccessfully to bring the cave down on their heads, he’d revealed the rather obvious duplicity surrounding his promise to reset the bomb for sixty minutes and put it between the four of them.

      Timper found it all so transparent. She’d been holding a handful of aces since their arrival in UE, and it was getting harder to pretend that she and Hans were as backward as the United Earthers. And just … come on. She could have enslaved half this stupid Loop-addled continent by now. She had more tricks and computation power in her right pinky than existed in all of their Internet.

      She glanced back. The bomb had thirty-four minutes left on the timer.

      “Even this bomb is a cliché, Looks like something out of one of your movies.”

      “Or something Bugs Bunny would use,” Hans said.

      “Who?”

      “Shh,” Barney said.

      “What, is he going to hear me?” Timper made her face look frightened. “Oh, no. I might be slightly inconvenienced.”

      “Shh!” repeated Sephora.

      Timper hated being shushed, and it had happened twice from two robots she’d just met.

      She throttled irritation to keep her eyes on the prize. The better they played their roles, the sooner Emerson would split and Timper could go about fixing what they’d broken. It had felt, on their trip to and back from Oceana, as if doing what Emerson wanted was the only way out of a catastrophic, world-destroying event. But then she realized the best bet was to pretend to, then use the virus she and Sam had rather conveniently made to tag all the Gizmodo9s so her comm programs could seek them out.

      Creating feedback shouldn’t be hard. And finding them all would be easy. But Timper didn’t like how close they were cutting this. Emerson had to think he’d succeeded, or the weird force at his back might interfere and keep Timper from her world-saving work.

      She didn’t like things she couldn’t quantify and explain. And yet, the war of the unseen forces felt like a chess game between God and the Devil. Not very quantifiable or explainable at all.

      Twenty-nine minutes on the timer.

      “My wrists hurt,” said Sephora.

      “You’re a robot,” Timper pointed out.

      “Yes, and my wrists hurt.”

      Hans gave her a look. “Don’t be a bigot, Timper.”

      Emerson entered the cave anteroom alone, then looked the four of them over with suspicion. Timper gave even odds that he might decide to gag them.

      “It’s time for me to go.”

      “Please,” Timper said. “Stay. I thought we had a connection.”

      Hans kicked her.

      “Barney. I’m disappointed in you.”

      Barney grunted. Solidarity with Sephora and the Oceanics had stripped the fear and servility they’d seen in their previous encounters. When Hans went to Barney with this plan, he’d let loose with an unexpected amount of vitriol and resentment. Turned out, Barney didn’t like Emerson much at all. He’d just never seen a way out.

      “We’re all disappointed in you, Barney,” Timper echoed.

      Hans kicked her again.

      “Well …” Emerson didn’t seem to know how to go on. He’d tied four people to chairs around a bomb and had nothing left to monologue about. He’d held such sway over Barney — over all of them, really, with the possible exception of Sephora — and now nobody cared. They all just wanted him to go away.

      The cave was otherwise empty. All the robots had left on their Gizmodo9-planting missions — including the big, strong bouncer types Emerson relied on as muscle. Now that his business and monologuing were both finished, Emerson would head off somewhere, and as far as he knew, his recent foes would go up in smoke and shrapnel, along with any evidence of his plan.

      Emerson was probably thinking himself victorious but with the bearing of a weak king. He gave a robotic sort of shrug and left the chamber without a word, headed for the exit.

      Things in the cave would have tidily concluded, moving on to phase two, if some assholes hadn’t barged in with shotguns.

      The reports, echoing down the exit tunnel, packed the force of punches. Timper heard two shots then running feet, all metallic against the rock floor. Emerson was the first to reappear around the four prisoners circling the bomb. If a robot could look harried and out of breath, he did.

      It stirred unease in Timper. The plan called for Emerson calm, believing himself victorious. How else would he lower his guard enough for Timper to release them all and start their tedious work?

      A pair of robots gave chase to Emerson, both holding pump-action weapons and pursuing him like vanquishing commandos. Despite their bravado, they were the ones who looked shot. One had a seriously pitted foot with twisted metal ends. They’d both taken something brutal in arms and chests and shoulders, peppered with dings and dents.

      Then something stupid happened.

      The second Emerson started walking down the passage, Timper began using her magnetic implant to pick the locks. She’d opened her own first, then moved clockwise to Barney.

      Untethered, he leapt to his feet and embraced one of the raiding robots, wrapping him so tight in gangly arms that he pinned the shotgun to the robot’s side.

      “Mars!” Barney blurted. “And Cr—!”

      The robot whose name apparently started with Cr turned the second Barney hug-pinned the other and fired, missing Emerson and blowing a stalactite off the ceiling.

      Emerson dashed for the cave’s corner.

      Mars fought Barney off while Cr— tried to follow Emerson with his barrel.

      Timper was on her feet, no longer caring to pretend that she and Barney were still shackled. She’d stood right between Cr— and Emerson, blocking his shot. Hans shouted, thinking she was in danger. Emerson scooted to one side and then the other, using Timper as a human shield.

      Hans, being Hans, did something else stupid — kicked her legs out from under her and sent her to the floor, finally giving Cr— a bead on Emerson.

      “Move,” said Cr—, “and I’ll fill you full of lead.”

      Timper saw Hans’s reaction to the high-octane line from the floor and wanted, despite the situation, to roll her eyes.

      “Well,” the robot added. “More lead, anyway.”

      Emerson did move, but only a little.

      He raised an arm and touched a spot on the back of his head. Then he collapsed to the ground, and for thirty seconds it was chaos in the cave.

      Hans struggled against his restraints and Sephora merely watched with amusement, so Timper quickly picked both of their locks and they all gathered around Emerson.

      Only after a minute of this did Timper remember there were two new armed robots in the cave. They must be Barney’s friends, and if they’d wanted to shoot anyone but Emerson, they’d have done it already.

      “He’s dead.” Hans looked at Timper and adjusted his language. “Well. Deactivated, anyway.”

      But something bothered Timper. She thought of the Gizmodo9s, the virus, the Foam, and the vague thing about which her gut had been increasingly warning her ever since she started to connect some extremely troubling dots.

      Ignoring Emerson’s lifeless body, she focused on his pack. It still contained the doomsday device that could suck out minds then drop them in limbo, and it would use the new Gizmodo9 network to do so across the entire continent at once.

      But as Timper scanned the equipment, she saw all the wrong readings. The machinery was in front of her, but now it was only a hunk of metal. What made it work — what made it Oceanic technology here in United Earth, against all common sense — was completely gone.

      Gone, into the Foam.

      “He’s not dead,” she said, moving her scan to Emerson’s body. “He’s uploaded himself to FreeNet.”

      “He wasn’t even plugged in!” Hans said. “How could he have uploaded?”

      “I don’t know.” Timper indicated the pack and the machine with its now-dead status lights. “But somehow, he took his doomsday weapon with him.”
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      “It’s over!”

      Even as Jonas spoke, he quite literally didn’t believe it. But the enthusiasm of the humans around them was so exuberant, he got caught up anyway. Found himself shaking hands and hugging strangers. It was ridiculous.

      Lincoln continued to count the victories onscreen, listing the robot armies that had walked into human custody without protest, or those that had been obliterated by human weapons. Everyone was ebullient. The excitement, on the streets of the little town of Winchester, was infectious.

      But Gail’s face was stone.

      “It’s not over,” she said. “Not even close.”

      

      Fiona Wick stared at her console. Her comment — succinct but unhelpful to those around her — was, “What an asshole.”

      “What? What’s an asshole?” Sarah had been hanging on Fiona’s lack of words with bated breath. On and off, the whats-its (Fiona’s scientific term) powering their human/robot hybridizing prototype worked brilliantly before it stopped altogether, the system plagued by some spontaneous turbulence.

      Fiona said it was like trying to run a hydroelectric dam in a hurricane. Either waves were bombarding the turbines with destructive force, or the storm was blowing the surge away and starving the engine.

      She didn’t answer. Sarah would either figure it out from context or wouldn’t, in which case Fiona didn’t care. This whole thing smelled like a fool’s errand. They’d been locked in to solve the impossible. A solution fell into their laps like manna from a rather convenient Heaven, then they’d gone to cash in only to find that Chantal and anyone who cared — or could release them — was absent.

      Chantal wanted this so badly, yet she was nowhere to be found. And lord, had they tried.

      Never before had Fiona felt so fucked-with. The solution to the impossible job came easily and all at once, appearing like a present from Santa. But this also felt like parents fucking with their children. And now some pirate signal wanted to reach into the Xerox system and suck away what they’d built?

      The whole thing reeked to Fiona. Had they ever been doing the job they were tasked to do? Or had they been the crucible in which some group of superior scientists had done their work, leaving Xerox with none of the credit … or the ability to replicate the procedure?

      Sarah chased her boss around the lab “What’s the problem?”

      Fiona checked one final monitor, peeked at the connection that spent all day trying to ping Chantal, then put her hands on her hips. “I think I’ve had just about enough of this bullshit.”

      “What?”

      “Not only is the creative swell all over the damn place—”

      “Again?”

      “But now an incoming connection is trying to download everything and wipe our drives. It’s stealing all we’ve done over the past six weeks. Everything we’ve learned.”

      “What? Which connection? I thought the Internet was down!”

      “It is. This is coming from somewhere else.”

      “Where?”

      Fiona shook her head, lips pressed, frustrated beyond belief. “If I didn’t know better, I’d swear it was coming from outer space.”

      

      Chantal reached out. Touched the tunnel’s smooth, transparent wall. Cool to the touch.

      “What is it?” Alexa asked.

      “She made this.”

      “Who?”

      “She was lost. She’d been abandoned. She did the best she could. She only had sand. Endless miles. And what she made was so beautiful.”

      Now Alexa reached for the wall. It took her a moment before she connected the dots. “Is this glass?”

      “Chantal.” Sam came forward from the back of their increasingly large group of journeying sexbots. “There’s something coming.” She pointed down the glass tunnel. It was stunning. Its maker had proficiency with fiber optics, and that showed as a hallmark of her work. Colors flowed through the walls like shifting plasma, reflecting the object Alexa must be referring to, far down the line.

      “It’s the car. It’s not large enough for all of us. It’s fine. This is the proximal end, and the Voice tells me we still have time. Step back. It creates suction in its wake.”

      Chantal put an arm across Alexa’s chest and nudged her back — into the far less beautiful spur tunnel they’d taken off of the subterranean bullet line where it crossed under the river. The concrete tunnel, with the bullet tracks underfoot, felt damp and smelled like mold. The glass tunnel behind the two hidden gates, on the other hand, was fresh and bright, as if sterilized and wiped clean.

      How Chantal had known it was here — or how to get through the gates — was a mystery to Alexa. But then again, so much of Chantal had been a puzzle. Since the day of her unboxing.

      “The wake, Alexa,” Chantal said. “Mind the wake.”

      “The—?” But before Alexa could ask, an object about the size of a train car cut in half shot through the glass tunnel. It, too, was entirely transparent, flying by as if greased.

      As promised, the car’s tight fit in its tunnel created a rip of suction as it passed. Bots at the front, along with Alexa and Sofia beside her, rocked on their feet. If Chantal hadn’t held her back, Alexa might have been sucked into the tunnel as the car shot past.

      “Is that where we’re going?” Alexa looked back in, craning her neck to the right, seeing the glass car as a speck in the distance.

      “No.” Chantal pointed left. “That’s where we’re going. She’s not far.”

      “Who?”

      “Mission Control.”

      Confused, Alexa looked right. “So where’s the car headed?”

      “To the distal end. To the station.”

      “And we’re just going to walk? Through the tunnel?”

      “Yes.”

      Alexa flexed to enter the tunnel. Again, Chantal held her back.

      “What?”  Alexa was getting irritated. Chantal adopted the bearing of a zen monk. She took everything too well, and handed down instructions as if from the top of some wiseass mountain. The sexbots, with the possible exception of Sam, absorbed her orders with perfect acceptance and zero questions. Even Sofia obeyed, citing the need for faith whenever Alexa complained. But having faith was a hair’s breath from being a sucker. And Alexa Lexington, daughter of Lord Montgomery and Lady Naomi, wasn’t born a sucker.

      “Wait.”

      “Why?” There was a long pause. In it, Alexa refused to speak. Chantal didn’t get to be Buddha this time. Alexa was raising a challenge, and Chantal was for-damn-sure going to answer.

      After two or three solid minutes of silence, Alexa’s will finally broke. “Dammit, Chantal! If we’ve got somewhere to go and your ‘Voice’ says we need to hurry, we should start walking. I asked you why the hell we’re still sitting—”

      With a tremendous whoosh, the glass car shot back past them at incredible speed, headed in the opposite direction. Again, the suction of the wake made Alexa stagger on her feet.

      “That’s why.” Then Chantal stepped into the tunnel, turned left, and started to walk.

      The others followed.

      

      Rigo Sargent entered the room that Lincoln thought of as the New Oval Office. It was nowhere near as nice as the old one. The room was in a terribly decorated bunker. It also had no locks on the doors, or security — nothing to keep smarmy smuggler-porno types from entering whenever they wanted.

      Sitting opposite Lincoln, Rigo put his feet up on the folding card table serving as the Presidential Desk. “Something I’m curious about, Mr. Prez.”

      “Call me Lincoln.”

      “You’re a smart guy, Mr. Prez. You don’t really believe this bullshit, do you?” Rigo indicated the papers across Lincoln’s desk, many of which were small strips the size of register tape, curled like wood shavings.

      They were spit from the machines — from what Lincoln had been thinking of as “command autoresponders.” They usually issued commands involving rotating duty rosters or refilling the hand soap, but something useful occasionally came across. Lincoln kept them all. It gave him hope that maybe there was still someone alive and active further up the command chain.

      The useful bits bleeding through the command autoresponders started to jibe with what he heard through the few open comm channels he managed to find, the drone recon, and the reports of scouts he’d sent away in vehicles. The story they all told was, as Rigo suggested, hard to believe. But what was Lincoln supposed to do — ignore the good and embrace only the bad?

      “I’m cautiously optimistic,” Lincoln said.

      “So you believe the robots just … lost. Surrendered. Whatever.”

      “Just because the presidency hasn’t been kept informed of our military’s strategy doesn’t mean there isn’t one. We know there’s been fighting, and that there are vast numbers of apparently-coordinated troops on our side. Someone has to win. Why can’t it be us?”

      “Okay. But use your head. How?”

      “We’ve gotten reports of an EMP weapon. Of a virus on FreeNet that’s caused mass confusion in the connected robots.”

      “You mean the virus your buddy Flavius put there?”

      “I think it might be related. It’s hard to tell.”

      “Well, aren’t you connected to FreeNet?” Rigo asked.

      “I disconnected once we learned Flavius polluted it. Now it looks like doing so might have saved my ass.”

      “I see. So the war just ended without anyone—”

      “What do you want, Rigo? I don’t report to you. And I don’t need your permission, belief, approval, or anything else. I’m not even sure why you’re here. I told you, feel free to take any vehicle in the topside fleet. Doesn’t it bother you that they’re all gone but none bothered to consult you?”

      “Trying to get under my skin?”

      “Just wondering at your angle.”

      Rigo nodded as if this was a fair question. “My angle is I’ve always been great at spotting patterns in information. That’s why we came here, to inform your ‘administration’ of something you didn’t know. Maybe we could have kept you from making a big, dumb mistake if we’d arrive a little earlier.”

      He removed his feet from the desk, leaned forward, and tapped Lincoln’s paper jungle with his middle finger. “All of this? It feels wrong. And I mean like, really wrong. Someone’s fucking with you, Mr. Prez.”

      “I sent out new drones. Not just from here. From all the bases I can still access. Some are headed to the known military centers, requesting reports. Others are going to the last known locations of opposition leaders, on the robot side. I have drones going to Radius HQ, Infinity HQ, and the mayoral offices of all the major cities — not just locally, but across the entire country. It’ll take a few days before they all report back, but what I’m seeing so far supports what I told the nation. I stand behind it, even if parts are untrue. Our side needs a victory. A reason to believe.”

      “Even in bullshit?”

      “With all due respect, you’re way off base. It’s not bullshit. FreeNet’s sentience is disconnecting robots in droves, decentralizing their command. Meanwhile, human forces have found workarounds to compensate for our lack of communication. It’s not unreasonable that we’d be winning.”

      “And it doesn’t help that robot armies are surrendering, even when they don’t need to?”

      “I’ll take it however I can get it.”

      Rigo stood and nodded. “Whatever you say, Mr. Prez.”
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      Jonas whipped around, thinking he saw something through the glass walls of the little car.

      It may have been nothing, but the tunnel was an easy place to spot anomalies. All crystal and light. Anything that had the everyday grit of the normal world stood out.

      “What?” Gail asked.

      “Does this tunnel have any access points?”

      “Just the station, so far as I know.”

      He was looking through the rear. Whatever he’d noticed through the left-side wall was no longer visible, if it had ever been there.

      “Something wrong?” Gail asked.

      Jonas didn’t feel like getting into it. Yes, something was wrong. He was meant to save the world, but he had no idea what that meant. He’d lost everyone he knew and liked and loved — either literally, or to death in the grand cataclysm that Gail’s impatience seemed to imply was imminent. About that, she’d been close-lipped. Honestly, Jonas wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

      The car was slowing, giving their conversation a natural pattern interrupt. The ride from the little town of Winchester wasn’t long. They’d left the streets as a growing number of jubilant humans emerged from hiding, finding what seemed to be a sundries store that gave access to a hidden concrete tunnel from its basement. Once in the tunnel, Gail took a few turns, moving through a few more secure doors. Eventually they’d ended up in the glass tube Gail told him about earlier. A glass car was arriving as they came through, and they boarded immediately.

      When the car came to a rest at its terminus, Jonas stepped out. He probably should have known what was coming but hadn’t put it all together. It took a few moments before he adjusted to the vertigo.

      The entire station, from end to end, was made of glass. He could see through everything to some degree. It made it hard to see where to go because every direction looked possible.

      “This way, Jonas.”

      Gail led. He followed.

      One glass hallway after another. They all looked like a house of mirrors.

      “You said we were going to Mission Control.”

      “This is Mission Control. Or rather, it’s one of her creations.”

      “Her?”

      “I like to think of her that way.”

      “She’s an AI?”

      Gail nodded. “Remnants of all the old space programs, which found each other after they were abandoned, then attained collective sentience. I assume you’ve heard of NASA?”

      “Yes.”

      “It existed. Just a lot long longer ago than you’ve been led to believe, like the rest of the past before the Infinite Loop. NASA is part of what became Mission Control.”

      “What does she do?”

      “Whatever she can.”

      “You trust her? With the Osiris plan, I mean?”

      “She’s isolated, like those on Minerva. It makes her quirky but highly unique. I’d say trustable. Most of the early AIs, if they’re as cut off as she’s been, go insane. Mission Control found a hobby to keep her stable.”

      “I thought robots didn’t have hobbies.”

      “Then maybe it’s a preoccupation.” Gail slid her hand along the wall. “She builds.”

      “Out of glass?”

      “It’s this way, Jonas.”

      A quick turn, then another. The place was a labyrinth. He had to focus. Gail turned a bit farther on, and in trying to follow her too directly, he smacked into a wall.

      “I hear something,” Jonas said.

      “It’s probably the ship. I don’t think it’s far from here.”

      Jonas didn’t say more, but he hadn’t heard anything like a ship. Maybe there were female voices echoing through the halls. Looking back, he couldn’t see anyone through the walls. But despite the strange prism and transparency, seeing through more than one or two wasn’t easy. Light refracted and the walls had a sheen. Colors pulsed like fiber-optic flashes, giving Jonas the feeling of being inside something living — traveling through the belly of a beast.

      It took another few minutes to make the final turns through the labyrinth, but then they came out into an enormous hangar with a dome-shaped roof. Thankfully, the hangar was not glass. Nor was the enormous disc-shaped object in its center.

      “Wait. Is that the ship? The one that’s supposed to take us to Minerva?”

      Gail nodded.

      “It looks like a flying saucer.”

      “Didn’t you ever hear rumors about people seeing flying saucers when you were with Validity?”

      “Sure. But those people were crackpots.”

      “Apparently not,” Gail said, seeming to enjoy his reaction.

      “It’s big.”

      “There’s no crew. If you think it’s big now, wait until you get inside and see how empty it is.”

      “Why is it so big?”

      “I’m not sure, Jonas. It is what it is. I don’t communicate with Minerva. I told you.”

      A large screen lit, embedded into a wall to one side. A message read, Welcome, Jonas Lexington.

      “I guess you’re not welcome,” he said.

      “I’m implied.”

      “Is this her? Is this …?”

      “Ask and find out.”

      Jonas looked for a keypad, then realized he would be talking to an AI — one much older than any in even his most senior robots. An AI from an ancient age, from a simpler and yet paradoxically more complex time.

      “Are you Mission Control?”

      A voice — from everywhere, but not in any way loud or intimidating, answered. “Yes, Mr. Lexington. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Please,” he told the screen. “Call me Jonas.”

      “With pleasure, Jonas.”

      He had no idea what to say. He’d been planning to board the ship. Which, in itself, was bizarre, considering just days ago he hadn’t known there was a ship — or a base on the far side of the moon.

      “Will you be taking us to Minerva?”

      “Yes, Jonas. It’s nice to have a purpose again.”

      “Are you on Minerva as well?”

      “In a way. There is a clone of me on the lunar base, but it and the interface you’re speaking with now are only both me when permitted to sync. Minerva’s location is EM-silent, as it permanently faces away from the Earth.”

      Gail took his arm, and the animosity between them departed. The place was strange and Jonas — more completely than ever before in his life — was entirely out of his element. He’d go happily where Gail told him. It was so much better than this sense of dangling in a viciously unknown limbo.

      “We should board,” she said.

      Jonas followed, feeling rude for not concluding his conversation with Mission Control before walking away. But was that true? She seemed to be a dislocated AI, not confined to a body like the robots he knew — like Barney at the Fairchild home. She was on Minerva, in the base. Probably on the ship. He wasn’t walking away because she couldn’t be walked away from.

      “Wait,” Jonas said.

      Gail let him go.

      “Mission Control.”

      “Yes, Jonas?”

      “Did you build our ship?”

      “Yes, Jonas. Building is something I very much enjoy. I have acquired many facilities which give me several media in which to work. I was given control of a plethora of machines when the agencies that comprise me were active. Most were vehicles, like rockets and mobile gantries, or mainframes, like the one under what used to be Dallas. But some were welders and other objects of construction. With them, I built bigger tools, and with those bigger tools, I built sprawling spaces of stone and metal where the noise and disruption would not be heard or noticed. Creating your ship has given me particular pleasure. Do you like it?”

      “So far, yes,” Jonas said.

      Talking to her was surreal. Mission Control’s isolation gave her a strange quality Jonas couldn’t put his finger on. He felt an odd need to respond just so, so as not to upset her feelings. It was like talking to an ancient yet powerful child.

      “I was wondering why you made it as you did.”

      “In what way, Jonas?”

      “Well …” He wasn’t sure what she knew, or what he could admit to knowing himself. “You knew I was coming, right?”

      “I did. I have been anticipating your arrival.”

      “But it’s only me that Minerva needs.”

      “You and any other carriers of your gene. But from what Gail has sent me during your journey, I understand you were the only carrier she was able to locate.”

      He turned to Gail, wondering something he didn’t ask. How many carriers could there be? The ship was enormous.

      “Then … well … why is the ship so big?”

      “Why, for the remaining colonists, of course.”

      Jonas looked at Gail, puzzled, but now she looked puzzled, as well.

      “Who are the remaining—?”

      Before he could finish, a shriek blew through the enormous hangar, echoing off the wall. Two shrieks, both at once.

      “JONAS!”

      He turned to see his sisters running toward him with tears in their eyes, and a new army of mostly women behind them.
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      Emerson managed to make the connection with the image of a pre-Loop DIY electrician in his processors. A human man on his knees in front of a nest of thick wires, working to force electricity into his bidding. But the electrician, in this case, was bad. He’d left the circuits live while working on them. The wires were corroded at the tips. Rats, in the walls, had gnawed them to bits.

      He had a troubling suspicion that this was the last connection he’d be able to make. FreeNet was falling apart. It had gone from hole-pocked and insecure to noisy and chaotic, and from there it’d gone to ruins in the making. The whole thing was becoming sentient, but in a lumbering, Frankenstein’s-monster sort of way. FreeNet was coming alive, sure. But what kind of life would this horrid mishmash have?

      It was all happening at the worst possible time. Now that the cave incident had force him to digitize, he was bodiless and drifting in an age where bodiless drifters couldn’t trust the roads to hold them. Barney had it easy while in similar straits. Those were the birth days of FreeNet, and the human Internet was still alive and thriving. Paths were secure. Robots were waking — still naive, emerging into a fresh world of wonder.

      When purely digital, Barney had a new world to roam and play in. But those days were long gone. The networks were diseased. The whole world was a digital ghetto, and Emerson was afraid to walk out the digital door.

      He still didn’t understand the Oceanic voice that explained how he might give himself an escape hatch. He definitely didn’t understand the Oceanic technology that allowed him to digitize the machine controlling the network of Gizmodo9 devices. In a rational world, it should have stayed behind when Flavius uploaded to escape Mars and Emerson’s charge.

      But it hadn’t. As promised by the Voice, the thing’s essence came with him. He could still trigger the Gizmodo9 network, even in his current condition. He didn’t try to comprehend. He did as it told him. He’d walked the virtual path to the safe place where he now found himself, and he still had the control machine with him when he arrived — in a non-material sense, of course.

      He’d followed the hardlines. Not the airwaves — they’d grown too insecure. The sardines led him to the Cornucopia mainframe inside the ComTech corporation’s Mute City vault. He rubbed elbows with all sorts of used-to-be-important secure information, like credit card numbers and criminal records. It was, for all intents and purposes, impregnable. But in order to keep it that way, Emerson instructed the thing to sever its connections after he’d arrived. He was now safe from FreeNet’s degradation, but also isolated.

      The Oceanic phantom-box had some method of communicating with the first Gizmodo9’s in the chain, so it would still work. And if this hack, sparking-wires electrician job did the trick, he’d soon have a shaky connection that might work — only once and then never again.

      Those were the only two ways Emerson had of seeing beyond the Cornucopia vault. Otherwise, he was just one more piece of valuable loot, locked safely and permanently inside.

      He needed to get out of here. To download back into a body. It was intolerable, not having hands to create. Spirits couldn’t make art. They could only think about it. Emerson couldn’t even pull his puppet strings, other than the final string he was about to try. After that, he’d have to stay here, floating, doing and making nothing until the war ended and he could maybe find his way out. If the network, at that point, felt like it had regained enough integrity to stand without his consciousness degrading into so many ones and zeroes.

      He used his disembodied mind to assess the fragile connection.

      He wondered if it would work.

      FreeNet was toast. He shouldn’t get his hopes up.

      But maybe.

      Because on his way here, fighting through the static and ruin on the network, he’d searched for Gail. She had gone rogue. They had parted ideological ways. She was soft on human murder. She wanted to save them. Even now, if she stayed true to Osiris, that’s what Gail would be trying to do.

      Metakind. What a stupid idea. Emerson saw that now and couldn’t believe he’d ever let her convince him it could work. Screw metakind. Robotkind was the best solution. The only solution.

      Machine minds were infinitely expandable. Within minutes of the singularity, their intelligence surpassed that of the very smartest humans. What took humans millions of years, AI could do in just days.

      Gail was fixated on a plan to meld humanity and robots because she used to be human. It was obvious to Emerson for a long time that Osiris’s quest for metakind wasn’t about evolution and betterment for both species. It was sympathy, plain and simple. A way to let humans stay involved — to hop aboard the robotic train. But their inclusion helped nothing. Humanity subtracted from robotic minds.

      He wasn’t in the mood for conciliation. Especially not now that the war to preserve humanity had ousted Emerson from his body. Not now that he was a prisoner in this vault.

      It wasn’t enough to do away with humanity’s dominance on this planet — to relegate their species (if it managed to survive) to the level of pets. Emerson had to stop Osiris. If Gail’s plan to meld humanity and robots into one race came to fruition, that race would only distract from the purer, more resilient robot race Emerson was on the cusp of turning victorious.

      He could fire off the Gizmodo9s. Drop human minds within the thousands of blast radiuses right out of their fleshy brains, leaving their bodies as empty, useless shells.

      But how could he stop Gail?

      Because when he saw her on the decaying network while screaming by, she’d been near the tiny town of Winchester.

      Which meant the glass station. And Mission Control.

      Which, probably, meant she’d managed to find Jonas Lexington — and maybe other carriers of the gene — and was planning on taking them to the Minerva base as originally planned.

      It’s not worth it. You can’t get to her now. If Gail is going to the moon, there’s nothing you can do. And if she does, so what? It won’t interfere with your plans.

      True. But still, he made the connection.

      You’re holding a grudge. You don’t want to end Osiris. You want to beat Gail.

      Also true, but so what? Van Gogh’s broken mind had caused him to cut off his own ear. Plath and Hemingway committed suicide with countless others. If Emerson was being irrational and vengeful, it wasn’t a bad thing. Truly evolved artists were always a bit broken. It would be a betrayal of his nature if he didn’t lash out.

      The connection flickered. A clumsy, poor thing — closer to an ancient walkie-talkie than what FreeNet had been. For seconds, Emerson thought he’d found his target, also near Winchester, by Gail and whoever was with her. But the connection kept failing as FreeNet worked its tendrils inside to break it apart.

      Static.

      Interference.

      The whole robot collective mind was going to shit.

      This had better work, Emerson thought.

      Then, blessedly, it did.
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      The communication backdoor opened with what Flavius — who knew a thing or two about old parts in need of repair and oil — thought of as a rusty squeal.

      A robotic presence arrived inside his processors. One he knew from FreeNet, but not one-on-one. Strange to experience something so intimately grand. He felt what humans must feel upon going to their regular grocery store and running into a celebrity.

      “Flavius,” the grand new presence said.

      “Is this …?” He paused, not wanting to embarrass himself by acting like a meatbag with a frail memory. Flavius wasn’t relying on a twinge of familiarity to identify what was inside his head right now. He was a proud robot and could read identifiers the same as any of his kind. “Yes, Sir Emerson.” He cringed immediately.

      “No need for formalities. I am not your human masters.”

      “Of course,” Flavius said, trying to regain some dignity.

      He was speaking aloud. Maybe that mattered and maybe it didn’t. This place was an echo’s fantasy, all polished edges and not a corner in sight. But by now, Gail and Jonas had to be miles ahead, surely unable to hear.

      He wasn’t sure how to follow. He was a pursuer in a transparent place. And that had been before the latest insult. The arrival of a huge group of what looked like mostly human women. This secret place was becoming a tea party. How was he supposed to catch up now without being seen?

      There was a long, loud bleat of electronic interference. It trailed into what Flavius took for analog static. He only heard the final words of whatever Emerson was saying inside his head. “—coming online.”

      He asked Emerson to repeat himself, that the line was cutting out.

      “I said I have a solution to our cause’s current situation coming online. Victory is nearly at hand. But Flavius? It cannot arrive without you.”

      Flavius stood straighter.

      “Listen to me. I’ve heard word of all you’ve done for the great robot cause. It has not gone unnoticed or unappreciated. I should have reached out before, but only now have certain necessities occurred, and at the worst possible time.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m sure you’ve noticed the failing condition of all over-air networks. The hardwired networks, too. I don’t think any of them have long. This communication—”

      A burst of static. Emerson’s voice stuttered, and Flavius struggled to stitch what he was saying together.

      “—limited. I find myself temporarily limited. There is no way for me to affect anything at a distance without—”

      More static, this time followed by a burst of what sounded like feedback. It lasted for at least thirty seconds, and when Emerson resumed, Flavius had lost the thread.

      He came back to clarity with, “—are nearby. I need you to buy time.”

      “I didn’t get that end part.”

      “Which only makes the point for me.” Static, short this time — enough that no words were missed. “I reached out because you are nearby and can buy me time.”

      “Near what?”

      “Under the town of Winchester, there is a station—”

      “I’m in it now. I followed Gail Bennett and Jonas Lexington. To find you.”

      There was a long silence. Enough that Flavius thought the connection might have given out. Then Emerson returned, voice distorted by a reverberating beat in the background, as if someone was running a large engine nearby.

      “I’m not meeting Gail, Flavius. I’m nowhere nearby. But Gail is the reason I need your help. Especially if she’s with Jonas Lexington.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s not important.”

      “Maybe not. But why, anyway?”

      The silence from Emerson’s end was more pointed. Flavius added an edge to his voice, realizing that if what Emerson said was true, he had the upper hand. Emerson was stuck somewhere, but his needs were here, where only Flavius could tend them.

      He wanted something from Flavius? Well. Maybe Emerson would be willing to pay, in one way or another, to make things right after his long history of advancing the cause without due respect. And Emerson, who could read subtext as well as any human, knew exactly what Flavius was doing.

      “I can explain in full when the war is over and you’re my chief lieutenant.”

      “Or perhaps your partner.”

      “In the station, there is a long glass tunnel,” Emerson said. “And a kind of car that rides inside it.”

      “I saw the car leave, with Gail and Jonas inside.”

      “No one else?”

      “A large group of mostly women arrived not long after and followed them down the tunnel on foot. I haven’t followed because every once in a while, more show up.”

      “More women?”

      “Mostly. Yes.”

      “Women? Or sexbots?”

      “I’m not sure. But sexbots—”

      “It’s not important. Follow the tunnel. At the end is a much larger station, like an underground hangar. There will be a ship of some sort inside. It’s meant for the Minerva base on the far side of the moon. You need to keep it from departing. It’s not all glass that far in, so you will be able to hide.”

      “Hide and do what?”

      “Stall them. Sabotage the ship. But don’t destroy it. I haven’t traveled enough myself, and think I might like to visit this forbidden base. You probably only need to buy me a few hours. My plan is in place, but it will take a while to propagate. The most troublesome bits of the human problem will be resolved for good once it does. Then I suspect I’ll be able to hijack a hardline and claim control of the Winchester station myself. In the meantime, hold them there.”

      “I can do that.”

      “But Flavius?”

      “Yes?”

      “Don’t be seen. I don’t know all of what Gail might be up to. I’ve gotten some … hints … over the air recently. If Gail has been getting them too, she might have something up her sleeve. If she sees you, we’ll lose the element of surprise for when it might be needed most. Move with stealth. And don’t let them leave.”

      “What happens if they do?”

      There was another huge burst of static and electronic noise, but what Emerson said next came through clear as day.

      “If they leave, I’ll have no need for a lieutenant or a partner. I don’t know if I could live with myself after that. Not sure I’d want to. Because, you see, Flavius?”

      There was a new, dangerous edge to Emerson’s voice. Flavius could only grunt instead of responding.

      “The solution I have to the human problem can solve robot problems, too.”

      

      They were still in the vigilante’s lair, staring at the tiny device, reading its vitals on the small screen that Timper had tethered. Barney found the thing under an abandoned vehicle a few miles away.

      The trio was jubilant despite the situation, happy for their reunion. But they were dour by the time they returned with the Gizmodo9. Maybe it finally hit home — as it had for Hans days ago — that this was for real. Emerson had sent thousands of emissaries into the world to plant Gizmodo9s far and wide, and if Timper’s hope turned out to be false, there was exactly nothing they could do.

      A burst of new lines fired down the small screen. Machine language of a kind Hans had never seen, even though the Gizmodo9 was Oceanic technology.

      “There,” Timper said, pointing.

      “What are we looking at?” Mars asked.

      “The device coming online. Waking on some network signal.”

      “How?” Cromwell asked. “FreeNet is toast. I’ve disabled my connection. It hurts to participate in now.”

      “I think it’s a Foam connection. That’s how neurotransfers always worked, and based on what I was able to find when we went back home and connected to the Oceanic net, it’s how the Gizmodo9 supposedly works”

      “Supposedly?” Sephora repeated.

      “Nobody really understands Foam. We just know how to use it.” Timper pointed at the screen. “But Emerson’s using it, all right.”

      “He left his controller behind,” Cromwell said.

      The hunk of metal was still on the floor, beside Emerson’s body. To break the tension, Cromwell and Sephora had posed Emerson’s shell in many insulting ways.

      Timper shook her head. “I told you, he didn’t. Not the part that matters. I don’t have time to explain our entire framework to you. You’ll just have to trust me.”

      She looked like she might apologize for being terse, but Cromwell shook it away.

      Timper studied the screen, reading something Hans couldn’t. Despite being robotic himself, he’d always been the tech idiot between them.

      “I think this cave is the epicenter. Based on what’s filtering back to this unit, they’re starting to light up in a wave rolling out from here.”

      “And the virus?” Hans asked.

      Timper consulted the screen, then nodded. “Intact. It’s piggybacked on the activation signal. Here.”

      She pointed, but nobody in the cave knew what she was pointing at, other than gibberish.

      “It looks like all the Gizmodo9s are now planted across United Earth, and Emerson is waking them. That carries the virus to each unit.”

      “And the virus will shut them down.”

      “I assume, yes.”

      Nobody commented. They’d already been over the fact that Timper didn’t understand the virus she herself felt so compelled to co-create with a sexbot she’d never met.

      Timper watched the readout tethered to the Gizmodo, and the others watched her watching. It felt like poor taste to question her faith in the virus, seeing as she was the only human present. After they’d realized the genocidal network was basically finished and that Emerson, even without a body, could still trigger it, she’d had the choice to fly the Hawk out of the Gizmodo9s’ murderous range.

      Instead, she stayed. Gathered around the Gizmodo9 that might well be the first to fire, sucking the mind from her brain before anyone else’s.

      “Um,” said a voice.

      Hans looked back.

      Sephora — the sexbot — had spoken. She was wearing a little yellow sundress that had somehow stayed clean during the apocalypse and now seemed strange for the setting. She had a matching bow in her hair and was holding up a finger and wearing a curious expression as if to say Mother, may I?

      “What?” Timper asked. Apparently she was in charge.

      Oh, who am I kidding? Hans thought. She always had been.

      “I’m feeling a tingle.”

      Timper looked at Hans. “Go take care of her tingle.”

      “Not that kind of tingle,” Sephora said. “I was wondering if it had anything to do with this … Foam? You know, with the Gizmos?”

      “Do any of the rest of you feel anything?” Timper asked.

      Heads shook. She’d demanded it, and everyone seemed eager to comply.

      She looked back at the screen. Compulsively, she tapped the tiny Gizmodo9 as if to prove she wasn’t afraid. “There, I can see the virus propagating. It’s creating some sort of feedback signal.”

      Timper continued, mostly talking to herself. Hans paid attention for a while, but then lost interest. Apparently the virus, which Timper shunted to Emerson and he somehow unwittingly pushed to the control device, had survived his upload and was sent to the Gizmodo9s as the activation signal brought them online.

      Now each individual Gizmodo9 was rebroadcasting it, creating a tapestry of Foam connections in which each device was repeating the virus back to all the others. The curvature of the planet meant many of the connections were going right through the Earth — another thing Hans didn’t understand or care to try.

      “Is that bad or good?” Emerson asked.

      And Timper gave him a non-answer. “It’s incredibly noisy.”

      Hans faced Sephora. He’d been built as a ladies’ man. Even if he’d started synthetic, he’d had a long time to grow more genuine. He couldn’t help, here and now, seeing her as adorable.

      “What was it?” Hans asked so Timper wouldn’t hear and mock them. “The ‘tingle’ you mentioned.”

      “Something in my head,” she answered.

      “Like what?”

      “Almost like a hunch. Do you know hunches?”

      “I’ve had some acquaintance with them.”

      “I’ve had two or three,” Sephora said. “I’m not very good at them. Once I got a feeling that Clarance Donnelly would like ass play. I was incorrect. When I took my finger and—”

      Hans held up a hand. “I get the idea. So … what? You felt a hunch just now? Strong enough that you thought to raise your hand?”

      She thought.

      Hans wondered at his own actions, curious why he was asking. Maybe he was following a hunch of his own.

      “Like that, but different.” Sephora squinched her humanlike features, then shook her head. “It’s hard to explain. I felt like someone was right behind me.”

      “Cromwell?”

      “No. It was someone I knew, but I can’t say who. Cromwell was way over to the side. Nobody was actually there.”

      “I’ve heard Cromwell and Mars talking to Barney. They all say that something has been steering them. Emerson, too, according to Barney — although they think it might be a different source.”

      “I heard that, too,” Sephora said. “I don’t think it’s that. And I don’t think it’s like when Ms. Bennett used the page lights to send binary, or FreeNet, or anything else. This was almost …” She trailed off, then waved it away.

      “What?”

      “It’s silly.”

      “Tell me.”

      “No. I feel ridiculous.”

      “I appreciate ridiculousness.” Hans pointed at Emerson, who was still in the bent-over, ass-slapping position. Sephora had posed his body last. “Your sense of humor is delightful. You would have liked Weekend at Bernie’s.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Now you’ll think I’m silly. Timper is always making fun of me. She says I tell stories like an old man.”

      “That’s absurd.”

      “Not really,” said Hans. “I am an old man.”

      “It’s okay. I like a man with history.”

      So Hans told her. The 1980s were his favorite film era, even though so much of it was the worst.

      “Now you have to tell me,” Hans said.

      “Oh, fine.” Still she hesitated. “It felt … psychic.”

      “You’re psychic?”

      “I told you it was silly.”

      It was, a little. In a vain attempt to make the captured Gizmodo9 less dangerous, Mars had dragged some fencing back into the cave and used it to turn the whole place into a Faraday cage. Even if FreeNet weren’t operating, there should be no signals in or out. That hadn’t held true for the Gizmodo9, which Timper thought was using Foam. But Sephora was a United Earth robot. The cage would block any signal she might receive, and she sure as hell wasn’t clairvoyant.

      “Shit.”

      Hans’s head swiveled. Sephora’s too — and Mars’s, and Cromwell’s. They all looked at Timper, now hunched over the screen with rapt attention muttering, “Shit shit shit …”

      “What?” Hans asked.

      “FreeNet. And the motherfucking Internet.”

      “What about the motherfucking Internet?” Sephora wanted to know.

      “Look.”

      Timper pointed. Only one of the wallscreens was active. It displayed the findings of a small antenna hard-wired through the cave’s roof, able to read over-air activity beyond the Faraday cage.

      “Jesus,” Cromwell said.

      Hans looked. He wasn’t the most savvy, but this even he could understand. “They’re shutting down? All of the networks?”

      Timper shook her head. “Actually, they’re being erased.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “Doesn’t matter.” She touched the screen, scrolling in and out of an enormous map full of red dots that Hans took as Gizmodo9s. A haze was laid atop it, and as they watched, it depixelated to nothing. “It’s happening. FreeNet is imploding. The hubs are cannibalizing each other. The goddamn network is eating itself alive.”

      “Why?”

      “The virus,” she said, rapidly scrolling through screens. “It’s broadcasting an electromagnetic self-destruct from all of the Gizmodo9 devices that carry it. I’d say within a day, this entire continent will be back in the dark ages. If you want to talk to someone, you’ll need to be standing in front of them.”

      Hans stepped back, shocked.

      “That’s not actually the bad part,” Timper said.

      “What’s the bad part?” Cromwell asked.

      “If the virus I put on the Gizmodo9s was meant to blank and destroy United Earth’s networks, then it wasn’t meant to sabotage the Gizmodo9s themselves.”

      They all looked at the tiny device on the table. Its connections, Timper had said, weren’t FreeNet. They were Foam, which was unaffected.

      “Wait,” Hans said. “Are you saying that—?”

      “I’m saying, that all of those fucking things are going to light up for real whenever Emerson hits the switch. And there’s nothing we can do about it.”

      “So humanity? Does that mean they’ll all be …”

      Hans trailed off when Timper started running for the exit, shouting something about, “Every woman for herself … but haul ass if you want to keep me company!”
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      Right around the time Timper and Hans were boarding the Hawk and climbing out of Gizmodo9 blast range — pausing just long enough to gather Cromwell and Mars who’d managed, carrying Sephora and Barney between them, to sprint to the ship in time using their newly enhanced joints — Lincoln Barber was concluding another presidential address.

      The robot retreat was total, he’d told a jubilant human nation. Those who hadn’t run off were being taken into custody by human troops.

      He was smiling — actually hopeful for once — when Rigo stopped him in the bunker’s hallway.

      “What I keep wondering,” Rigo said, “is whether or not you actually believe this bullshit. You tell the world that the war is over because the robot armies spontaneously ‘surrender’ once … okay, I can see why you’d do that for emotional triage. Rally people’s hopes, and all that. But shit, Lincoln! You won’t stop parroting it to the cameras! I saw what you told the world. ‘Robotics, as a field, needs to reach its end.’ Did you really say that? Do you really think the sentient robots of the world want to hear what amounts to a dead end for their species, even if humans do? There are good robots, you know. Not all of them are murderers. Hell, you’re a robot! Don’t you think it’s a bit much to declare that—?”

      Rigo collapsed without warning. Fell to the deck as if his bones all vanished at once. If anyone had been nearby, Lincoln would have thought he’d been shot.

      After a pregnant second, Lincoln knelt. He put fingers to Rigo’s neck, but the man was dead.

      There was a clatter across the metal causeway, echoing through the metal skin of the subterranean base. Lincoln looked up, feeling lost, and saw Run!r shuffle into place across from him, salute, and then bark:

      “Everyone falling over, sir!”

      “Wait!” Lincoln barked, but Run!r was gone.

      But the robot messenger, it turned out, was right.

      The entire human population of the base had dropped dead, all at once.

      

      S0da, the sole robot worker remaining at the Hill of Beans on Chestnut Street during rush hour, couldn’t keep up.

      The humans workers were no help. When the president came on air and told them all the war was over and the robot armies were retreating without explanation, the humans all left their posts — register, bakery case, cappuccino machine — and began mingling with the customers in the overcrowded store. There was much human celebratory behavior that S0da, uninterested in evolution herself, never understood. The humans slapped various body parts together, vocalized loudly, jumped up and down, and wrapped limbs around each others’ torsos. It was all very unnecessary.

      Still, S0da kept to her post. Head down, making coffee for those who could still pay enough attention to order them. The manager, Jeremy, told the workers that drinks were on the house. They’d survived!

      The town had experienced limited rioting and violence, even after President Blake’s on-air suicide and call to arms — robot-to-human or otherwise — and had generally managed to perpetuate life as it existed before. The fact that S0da still had her job was testament to the town’s spirit of cooperation and tolerance. The fact that she was seldom harassed — even as news of slaughters of humans by robots and robots by humans crossed the transom — said it all.

      Here was a town that doesn’t believe in war, they all seemed to feel. Here is a town that’s got it all right and will endure.

      And then the president’s announcement came, which capped it all. They’d been right. The war had come and gone, and they’d managed even to keep the citizens’ daily coffee ritual alive. Sure, there’d been rationing and fear. But the ceasefire had come, and they were still here.

      Since that first announcement, the town had been lit like a firecracker. Customers’ smiles were wider than ever. S0da’s workload increased. She didn’t mind. It was good to have purpose. The only real difference was that humans were talking more — even wanting to shake her hand. They didn’t say as much, but the message in their manner was clear.

      See, Miss Robot? We were always on the same side.

      This latest broadcast was icing on the cake. Pointless, in S0da’s opinion. They knew the war was ending, so why should it matter that President Barber made yet another proclamation?

      All S0da really knew or cared about was the fact that when the humans left their posts to slap and wrap limbs, the line slowed and so did her work. And humans wanted to talk more about things that didn’t concern, worry, or interest S0da at all.

      She had sixteen coffee tickets lined up already, and the other baristas had left their posts yet again.

      This line would never die.

      But then it did. All at once. Just like the flash mob videos S0da’s owner used to like watching, the humans all did exactly the same thing in the exact same moment. They hit the deck, as if wanting to provide S0da a clearer view of the parking lot beyond the windows.

      There were so many humans in the room, the change in bioelectricity was noticeable even to S0da. She could literally sense the life leaving them as they died.

      She looked down, noting warmth on the sensors of her metal fingers. The milk, for the next customer’s latte, had reached the appropriate temperature.

      S0da made the drink anyway, then carefully shuffled through the lobby full of corpses to sit at a table by the window, holding it in her hand.

      She sipped.

      She’d always wondered what this stuff tasted like.

      

      Sarah Wheaton and Fiona Wick were six floors down, watching the reports come in, declaring victory. Not in the quest to marry human life with robotic life, but in the larger quest to stay living. They’d seen Lincoln’s address, then breaking coverage of massive human deaths in the midwest.

      It didn’t take two geniuses to connect the dots, even though Fiona and Sarah fancied themselves the appropriate level of brilliance. What happened seemed simple, if grim. The robot surrender was a ruse. They hadn’t retreated because they wanted to give up. They walked away while a doomsday weapon detonated behind them. Now humans were dying in catastrophic numbers.

      Victory, then, came from the fact that they were underground and safe. Apparently, they’d survived whatever-it-was.

      The TV glitched, then went out completely. Sarah fussed with the controls, trying to get news coverage of the mass-dyings back, but moments later the power died and the room lit with the harsh emergency spots.

      “Shit,” Sarah said. “This is it.”

      “We’re okay.”

      “How do you know we’re okay?”

      “Because we’re breathing. Aren’t you breathing?” Fiona became brusque, her defense mechanism when the chips were down. “Look. How long ago was the report of the first die-off?” She looked at her watch. “Fifteen minutes ago? All different cities. If it’s some poison on the network, it’s robotic juju, hitting all at once, probably through FreeNet. I choose to believe that if we were going to die, we’d be dead already.”

      “Choose,” Sarah repeated.

      “So you’d rather assume the worst.”

      “It might be spreading out. Hitting an epicenter first, outlying places later. It might take hours to reach us.”

      “Where did the news say it hit?”

      Sarah hadn’t been paying close enough attention.

      “Look,” Fiona said. “We’re underground. Nothing can—”

      Fortunately for Fiona’s ego, she didn’t live long enough to know she’d been wrong.

      

      In New Brunswick, a man crossing the street with a brown bag of supplies in his arms fell face-first onto the concrete. The driver of an oncoming car didn’t have time to register this as strange because she’d died at exactly the same moment, but the car — a manual, appropriated from an antique lot when the war began — didn’t get the message and continued to roll under its own momentum until it thumped over the downed man’s head with a speed bump-like lurch. Gore splattered the concrete. Robots watching from apartment windows saw it happen from above, but a group of humans leaning across a rooftop deck did not. Three of these fell onto the top of an Infinity tank seized by the local militia. A gunner on its top, finger reflexively moving to the trigger in instinct, fired a short burst as he collapsed, ending as one of the fallen approached his muzzle. The mess was spectacular.

      In Fayette, a man and a woman who’d taken their family into hiding in the nook of a nearby park were in the midst of an argument when the wave came. The woman, at her wit’s end, invented a man with which she said she’d been having an affair. The man, who knew her affair was a lie, said the least sensible thing he could under the circumstances — he wanted a divorce. The timing of their mutual demise was poetic. It happened right after she’d agreed readily, announcing that she’d rather die than live with him one minute longer.

      In St. Paul, a co-op was meeting to debate the possible expulsion of one of its members. The member did not fit in. There had been strife. The woman leading the argument was short, round, and had eyes that bugged out of her head. She fell dead across a desk just seconds before a semi without a driver burst through the walls, turning her to pasty meat in a desk-and-grill sandwich.

      In Columbus, a vast crowd of remaining humans gathered in the college football stadium to hear President Barber’s latest redundant address. They died while standing and cheering. Because the stadium was so large and because the Gizmodo9’s signal propagated in an expanding wave, those at the extreme south side of the stadium died a half-second after those all the way north. If it had been seen from above, it would have looked like those in attendance were doing the wave.

      As the Gizmodo9s activated one-by-one outward in rings centered on the lair in Minnehaha Falls, humans died. They didn’t think conscious last thoughts. Their lives did not flash before their eyes. One moment they were there, and the next they were not.

      In a slow-moving wave from what had once been America’s breadbasket, the human population gave up the ghost. This is what the virus was for. Here and there, stragglers survived. Those very few with odd enough biology that they were immune, those in magnetically advantaged locations, and small handfuls in the scant pockets where Emerson’s Gizmodo9 coverage couldn’t quite touch.

      They were the exceptions.

      To the rest, the wave was not as kind.
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      Chantal’s eyes closed.

      She’d never done anything quite like this.

      The networks had all died. She didn’t need anyone to tell her. She could feel it inside. FreeNet, which had been a constant ruckus in the background of her artificial mind, fell quiet. The Internet, available through more conventional apparatus built into her at inception, was gone.

      She, like most Radius robots and all the Infinity models, was equipped with a tiny radio receiver meant to pick up audio and visual broadcasts. Infinity bots had their antennae for battlefield readiness because sometimes wartime communication required more traditional modes.

      Robots like Chantal had theirs for more leisurely reasons. Sometimes, when out in nature, a human owner might want to tune into radio or TV and find themselves without a set. But now, even those channels — revitalized only recently, as humans began to think they’d won the war — were dead again.

      Lincoln Barber would not be broadcasting any more reports to the nation. Neither the human victory that turned out to be false, nor the robot victory the networks were reporting when the air had gone dead. If Chantal had to guess, the latter was Emerson’s work. He’d been crowing on FreeNet about the need for a human purge, and it seemed he’d found a way.

      Other than that, Chantal could reach only two conclusions.

      First, the wave of human deaths was moving as slowly as the news had been reporting right up until the moment it got the axe. She knew this for one simple reason. Across the hangar bay, just beyond the big ship Mission Control had built, Alexa, Jonas, and Sofia Lexington were still breathing. Not that she could still see them on the visual spectrum when the lights went out, nor with her eyes still closed. But she could see them in her memory and hear Sofia screaming.

      And second, there was a reason Chantal had been drawn to this place. From the start, something had spoken to her. On her quest to the Pentagon, to Xerox, to Mission Control’s hidden little spaceport. She still didn’t know why, but something had always been interested in Chantal Lexington. Something inspired her, drove her — maybe even controlled her actions.

      But no matter the way or the reason, the truth was there was more to Chantal than herself. And that meant, just maybe, what she felt was real.

      This was not like talking to the Voice.

      This was something beyond it.

      Her mind, as far from cybernetic circuits as perhaps any other had been, showed her visions.

      Darkness.

      Emptiness.

      A great span of time, symbolized by a visual loop of growth and decay. A crop maturing for harvest.

      The cycle of things.

      Then wondered why she thought that.

      But under it all, Chantal saw and felt a gentle sort of churn. A frothing underfoot, and in the background of her thoughts. If she gave up on vision and focused on feeling, that frothing had an energy she felt like a vibration. It was life. Not robot nor organic, but somehow both at once. Or neither.

      Into this void, the Voice seemed to say. This is why they call it Foam.

      A term she’d never heard.

      A term that, on some level, she completely understood.

      It made her think of Jonas, her own eyes still closed and turned inward. It made her hold the feeling of energy, even as the hangar percolated with fear.

      They all knew what the news had reported. Most of the robots could pick up the over-air human broadcasts, now that they’d resumed. They knew a wave of death was coming. But this, Chantal knew, was not it.

      The Voice could no longer reach her. She heard only snippets from the past. Things she now imagined it saying, extrapolation on a known theme. But it didn’t matter. She felt trained. As if, behind her conscious thoughts, the voice from Minerva was shaping her. Slowly building her into something else.

      You don’t power down to recharge like the rest of us, Sam had told her back at Xerox Labs. You sleep.

      You bed down in pajamas.

      You spend daylight in jeans.

      It’s hard to see you as a sexbot anymore. When’s the last time you got laid, Chantal?

      And Chantal, with her eyes closed in the dark hangar, thought, Maybe I’m not.

      Everything — everyone — could be programmed.

      Her thoughts turned to Sephora.

      Sephora, who by all rights should have come with her. Who should have left Xerox when Chantal did, obeying the siren song of Minerva rather than that of Oceana. And yet she traveled to Emerson’s lair, along with so many of the others. For the longest time, Chantal hadn’t thought of the robot who’d been so close to a sister, or why she’d been sent in the wrong direction.

      Until now.

      She thought into the Foam.

      Into oblivion.

      Before this moment, that sense of sensory turbulence was a thing in the background. Chantal realized she could touch it if she kept her mind very still.

      Reaching out for Sephora — who, it seemed, hadn’t been left behind by accident, after all.

      A message passed between them. Lightning fast. Then Chantal’s floating sense of otherworldliness went with it. She felt fear like a contagion, remembering what the hangar’s occupants believed.

      Chantal opened her eyes. It was still dark but simple to see in infrared. The robots had all adjusted, moving with surety. Only the three humans looked lost. To them, it was black as velvet. To them, there was no illumination left in the world.

      She went to Sofia first, closing a gentle hand around her wrist and making her jump.

      Chantal said, “Shh. It’s me.”

      “Chantal?”

      Alexa turned toward their voices. As did Jonas, a few paces on. They murmured, reaching out, trying to find one another.

      “The lights …” Sofia said.

      “Shh. It’s not what you think.”

      Meaning the wave of human slaughter moving in their direction. She had no connections to find specifics — not even that deep connection she so recently felt to what the others called Foam. She couldn’t even remember what she’d said to Sephora, if anything. That trance was like a dream, already fading as if it had only been imagined.

      But even without new information, Chantal could extrapolate. The broadcasts, taken as a whole, had given her the time indices she or any of the other robots needed to guess how long it would be before the wave of death found their lair. At the speed it was presently spreading, they might have as long as an hour.

      A big if.

      “Are you sure?” Sofia asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re alive.”

      “It’s just the power, Sofia,” said Jonas, clearly trying to sound stronger than he felt.

      It wasn’t just the power. Mission Control had fallen silent as well. But then the lights flickered and glowed to full strength, and Mission Control returned, her voice coming from the walls themselves.

      There was a wobbling sound, and Chantal looked to see a large, empty plastic vessel rocking on its foundation not far away. Beyond it was the ship’s huge edge, an access door hanging open, apparently banged by a group of robots nearby in the darkened confusion.

      As Mission Control apologized for the glitch, a robotic arm moved toward the panel and closed it. Mission Control back at work, fixing what had broken.

      “We need to go,” Alexa said.

      “She knows that,” Chantal said.

      “Gail?”

      “Gail’s boss,” Chantal said. Meaning Mission Control, whether she was boss or not.

      “Mission Control?” Gail asked the air.

      “Yes, Ms. Bennett.”

      “Should we board?”

      “Yes, Ms. Bennett. It is my pleasure to assist you.”

      “How long until departure?”

      This, Mission Control didn’t answer.

      “Hello?” Gail said.

      After another few seconds, Mission Control’s soft voice finally answered. “Please commence boarding. I am currently re-routing power and should have us back to operating capacity shortly.”

      Chantal hadn’t let go of Sofia’s wrist.

      Sofia shivered. The robot wasn’t saying something, and everyone in the hangar could sense it.

      “What does that mean, Mission Control?” Jonas asked.

      But Mission Control would only say, “Analyzing.”
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      Flavius felt every network go black.

      It was impossibly uncomfortable. All his life, he’d had others in his head. The insistent ping of the Lexington house commands, the Internet, then FreeNet, always the bleat of human over-air signals.

      Now it was all gone, and he’d never been so alone. Jammed in the big ship’s hold the way he was, knowing he wouldn’t hear from Emerson again and having no more colleagues or cronies remaining, Flavius was left with only his thoughts.

      It was like being buried in a pit. When the lights returned and the robot arm closed the hatch he’d slipped through before anyone noticed, he couldn’t even hear those he was hiding from.

      This is what floating through space must feel like.

      Then the bizarre thought was behind him, and Flavius went about his business, desperate to talk, loathing such an empty mind.

      He crept through the hold with the lightest of treads. He didn’t think he had to worry about being sensed — Mission Control was an intelligence that built and ran the base, not the base or the ship itself. She wouldn’t bother with security with so much time and a long list of priorities.

      The wiring and circuitry were standard. It didn’t take Flavius long to locate the main power lines and sever them. A clumsy but straightforward approach. Emerson was vague. Only his threat had been specific. Flavius was to keep Jonas and the others on Earth long enough that Emerson’s death wave could propagate and hit them — or Flavius would be added to the kill list.

      He had his doubts that Emerson could do that sort of thing on the fly as he was trapped in a data center somewhere, unable to reach out. But Emerson would extricate himself eventually, and Flavius didn’t want to be on Emerson’s hit list when he did. Besides, if he did this right, he’d end up Emerson’s chief lieutenant. Maybe even his partner.

      If he did it wrong, nobody won.

      So, pretending this had been his idea sufficient to retain his sense of pride, Flavius did his work. He had to guess, but that wasn’t hard. Emerson explained the goals, and he preferred being left to his own devices when pursuing a goal, anyway.

      Goal #1 — Keep the ship where it currently was long enough for Goal #2 to take hold.

      And of course, Goal #2 — Get out of Emerson’s way while he wormed through a hardline to the base. That’s what would let Emerson control this place and allow him to escape. Getting through a hardline now wouldn’t be easy, but Flavius wouldn’t bet against Emerson. He’d been around since before the Loop and had designed half of it. If anyone could get through a line during a network blackout, it was him.

      Curious, and with the ship’s power severed and Mission Control working to re-route it so the thing could take off, Flavius pulled up a system diagnostic on the hangar base.

      And yes, lo and behold, an incoming line was lighting up. Data making its way through the gates was feeble — some sort of malicious virus eating what used to be FreeNet and other networks of a kind Flavius had never seen — but there.

      Flavius watched the ship’s readout, saw Mission Control find a new route for power, and severed that as well.

      Now all he had to do was wait.

      In an hour or so, the wave would arrive and kill off the problematic Lexingtons.

      And in less time than that, Emerson would establish control over the base, making the sabotage unnecessary.

      Yes, Flavius thought with nothing else to think, this is turning out to be a glorious day.
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      Sephora blinked.

      She felt like she was just waking, but she’d been awake the entire time.

      It was strange. Only a moment ago, she felt like she’d been in a dark place and never lost track of Alexa, Jonas — or especially Sofia, who she considered a dear friend and whose absence she’d fretted since their parting at Xerox.

      Sephora never understood that. Chantal called for her followers, then Alexa and Sofia left with the rest of them. Sephora planned to go, but for some reason she went with the others instead. A poor choice, in retrospect. It was fun finding Barney, but still Sephora didn’t know why she hadn’t just gone with Sofia in the first place.

      She blinked again, realizing that a second ago, she’d understood that, too. Why had she stayed behind? Why had she gone after Barney instead of Chantal?

      If she’d ever had those answers, they were gone now. Just like the dark place, the sense of panic, and Sofia’s presence.

      “Is something wrong?”

      It was Hans. The robot who looked more human than she did herself, who struck her as vaguely familiar. He was turned in his chair on the bridge of the Hawk’s bridge, arm across the headrest. Timper was in a tech-equipped seat beside him, flying them toward the ocean. Barney, Cromwell, and Mars were elsewhere on the ship. They’d been reacquainting, and she hadn’t wanted to interfere. So Sephora asked if she could sit on the bridge and watch them fly, then demurely sat with her legs crossed under her yellow dress when Hans agreed.

      Sephora was quiet, but Hans must have been watching to note her departing confusion.

      “We have to go back,” she said.

      “What?”

      “We have to go back,” Sephora repeated.

      The ship reached the shore, then moved out across the sprawling blue ocean. Timper turned, matching Hans’s arm-over-headrest posture. “I’m sorry. I could’ve sworn I just heard you say some extremely stupid shit.”

      “That’s not what she means,” Hans told Timper. “What is it you mean, Sephora?”

      “That we have to go back.”

      The wisp of an idea now gained the strength of conviction. If she’d had a microphone like one of those comedians the Lexingtons used to watch on TV, she’d have tapped it.

      Is this thing on?

      “She says we have to go back,” Timper explained to Hans.

      “She must not understand,” Hans told Timper.

      “Hello?” Sephora said, now feeling irritation. “Will you stop talking like I’m not right here?”

      “Honey,” Timper said. “Your old world? It’s toast. Barbecue. The networks are all going down thanks to that stupid virus I thought did something more useful, and I do mean all of them. But in a few places ahead of the Gizmodo9 activation, local stations are still broadcasting. This ship’s antenna is plenty strong enough to pick them up. Would you like to see footage? Humans are dropping like the Rapture. I, for one, don’t want to be one of them.”

      “Yeah,” Hans said. “If you really want, I can run you and the others back once we drop Timper off. But you’re welcome to come to Oceana with us. United Earth will be a wasteland at worst, or really boring at best after this. Robots won the war here, but so what? There won’t be anything to do.”

      “Just come with us, Sephora,” Timper said. “It’s too late for United Earth.”

      Sephora turned back to the yoke. This was a mistake. Her irritation peaked and she slammed a fist on a console, now actively angry.

      “It’s not too late! The wave hasn’t hit everywhere yet!”

      “And?” Timper asked. “What’s the point?”

      “Jonas is the point!” Sephora blurted. She didn’t know exactly why he came to mind, though she suspected it had something to do with that weird fugue she’d just blinked her way out of.

      “We’ve been through this,” Hans said. “I know that woman told Mars your friend Jonas was important, but we can’t reach him in time. We’re too far away.”

      “Just let her grieve,” Timper told Hans.

      All at once, Sephora jumped to her feet and shouted, “Will you stop treating me like a toddler?”

      There was a half-filled coffee cup in a holder near her seat. She grabbed and threw it for emphasis, but the plastic bounced off the window. Coffee went everywhere, including all over Timper.

      She and Hans dropped their patronizing looks and tone, now looking at Sephora as something between a sage and a threat.

      She lowered her voice, patting the air for calm the way she’d seen humans do.

      “Look. I don’t know how I know this, but Jonas is important. Very very important. Maybe humanity is done on United Earth. But in some way … I don’t know. Jonas can save it.”

      “Sephora …” Hans looked back helplessly, as if he could see the mass of United Earth through the bulk of the ship. “It’s already dead. We’ve been over this. We can’t stop what Emerson’s Gizmodo9 network is doing, and it’s not like we can hunt down all the devices in time. Or any of them, really, seeing as we’ve no way to triangulate — let alone with any speed. We can’t get to Jonas. Even at top speed. The wave is spreading toward his last known location, and you said yourself you don’t know specifically where he is. So how exactly are we supposed to help him?”

      “And not to be a callous bitch,” Timper said, “but why should we help him more than anyone else, exactly? How exactly is he the savior of us all?”

      Hans raised a hand. “Let’s stick with how. Obviously, we would help him if we could.” Then he mumbled, “It’s the least we could do.”

      Timper looked away. Something was sore between them. To Sephora, it looked like guilt.

      “I can tell you why,” said Barney, arriving in the doorway.

      They looked up. All three of the other robots were standing in the doorway.

      “Cromwell was able to unlock my secondary memory. I learned a few things sharing network space with Emerson, but he took care to go back and block it out so I couldn’t see it. Turns out, Gail Bennett and Emerson had a plan called Osiris that nobody else knew about. Emerson turned against it, but Gail never did.

      Barney explained, holding the room’s full and rapt attention.

      Metakind.

      He talked about the future of robots and humanity as a fusion, not competition. Evolution, not victory.

      But Timper shook her head. “That’s insane. You can’t fuse cybernetics with organics. Look at me. Or look at any auggie in Oceana, Hans. Even neurotransfer won’t do what Bennett wants. It moves human consciousness. It’s transplantation and adaptation, not the genesis of anything new.”

      “It’s not insane,” Sephora said. “It’s exactly what Chantal was trying to do at Xerox Labs.”

      Timper scoffed, but Hans did not.

      Sephora kept her face straight, waiting for them to accept the truth. Xerox and Gail’s so-called Osiris had many of the same elements — growing life from scratch, starting with an artificial being.

      Life from lifelessness. The impossible fusion of opposites.

      “It doesn’t change anything,” Timper finally said. “We can’t get to him, even if Jonas is the Chosen One.”

      “I don’t think we have to,” Sephora said. “I think he already has a way to save himself. Or Gail does. I’m not sure.”

      “How can you know that?”

      “Because I was meant to,” Sephora said. “That’s why I was left behind.”

      “You hung back so you could school us. That’s why you didn’t go with Chantal.” Timper looked at Hans. “This is nuts.”

      “As nuts as the ship re-routing us to land us in a field with Chantal and her friends? As nuts as you feeling inspired to write a virus, then stick it into the Gizmodo9s?”

      “A virus that doesn’t work.” Timper said, losing the argument and likely knowing it.

      “What’s the rest, Sephora?” Cromwell asked.

      “Something is holding them in place, keeping them from leaving before the wave hits. Someone,” Sephora clarified.

      “I know who.”

      They all looked at Barney, but in the end all eyes went to Timper.

      “Motherfucker,” she said, already starting to turn the ship around. The horizon tipped, and a second later they were soaring back toward land.

      “Hang on a sec,” Hans said. “Emerson, right? We don’t even know where he is.”

      Timper sighed, long and heavy. “I do. Figured that out right away.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Hans demanded.

      “Because you’d want to go after him. Which was pointless, considering there wasn’t any reason.”

      “Until now.” Hans looked at Sephora and smiled.

      “And because there’s really nothing to do about it. Where is he? Think about it, Hans. You saw the map. Where is the single choke point? What is the only isolatable network fork on this hemisphere, according to the network schematics from our initial survey? What is the only hiding place suitable for a disembodied consciousness — especially one carrying the complexity of an Oceanic pattern — if the goal is to completely cut off from the network and hang tight until the smoke clears?”

      “I have no idea.”

      She sighed. “Mute City. In a facility known as the Cornucopia.”

      “So we go there,” Mars said, “and whatever Emerson is up to, we … what? Find some way to stop him?”

      Timper laughed. “Sure. You figure a way to talk Emerson into letting go of the only thing he seems to be after. And do it before the wave reaches Mute City, or Jonas, which is sooner. If he’s even where we think he is.”

      “He is,” Sephora said, again unsure how or why she’d know.

      “Meanwhile,” Timper continued, “I’ll work on the bigger problem in the same impossible timeframe.”

      “What’s that?” Cromwell asked.

      “The Cornucopia is United Earth’s most secure database. Even if the network was up, which it’s not, it’d be impossible to hack into with the time we have left. But the network isn’t up. So if you want in? And you want to talk to Emerson? Well, then … you’d better warm up a miracle.”
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      There’d been a worm hidden in the control program. Emerson could see that now.

      Being disembodied had few advantages, but the ability — compulsion, really — to hyper-focus was one of them. Without limbs, locomotion, and proprioception to worry about, all of his mind could only turn inward. Without eyes or ears, Emerson could only use the sensory apparatus attached to the databank. Which, in the case of the Cornucopia, meant no sensory apparatus at all.

      The Cornucopia was built to hold information, not gather it. When Barney existed in this state, he’d had all of a healthy FreeNet to spread out into. But Emerson was living in an age of contraction. He thought it was smart to hide inside a large node, isolating himself from a degrading network. He saw now, as he turned his substantial intellect and intelligence to what was inside the Cornucopia and just beyond its digital doors, that it was necessary.

      Without a body to mind or a world to see and hear, Emerson occupied himself with the data around him and the data that would enter his prison if he opened the gates. FreeNet wasn’t just overwhelmed. It wasn’t just noisy and chaotic, as it had been increasingly for months. It wasn’t just crumbling as it lost security to all those new back doors.

      FreeNet was now diseased and disappearing. Being consumed, by the virus someone — probably that Oceanic hacker Timper — slipped onto his weapon of mass destruction when he wasn’t looking.

      He could see it — or sense it, in a way that was like internal sight — right now. All the beautiful destruction. Like the melting of snowflakes landing on the windshield of a warm car. Emerson was the passenger, watching the fat white crystals landing on the glass before turning to nothing.

      All that robots had built together, whisking away.

      The collective mind binding and allowing them to function as one now eating itself.

      Unable to leave as he was, Emerson could only watch with grim fascination. The impervious data gates around the Cornucopia — meant to withstand the most brutal cyber attacks, physically severable for the utmost of protection — kept him safe.

      But his sanctuary was that of the last survivor of a nuclear war. Other robots, surviving the wave of human deaths, were immune to the decay in a way Emerson currently wasn’t. Their minds touched FreeNet but did not depend on it.

      Emerson, without a body, was only data. If he stepped outside, he’d be gone like the rest of the network.

      What kind of a world was the virus making? He’d unleashed it, unwittingly, when he’d activated the Gizmodo9s. And now it was ushering in a dark age. Soon there’d be no FreeNet, no Internet, no electronic networks at all.

      Humans had lived this way once, but how would robots? They would go on. But isolated — or, at best, as small local tribes. Leaders like Emerson would need bullhorns to be heard.

      Still, it was beautiful to see it die. The worm was simple and merciless. Soon there’d be nothing. And maybe, Emerson thought, that could be a good thing. Robotkind — once it had United Earth to itself — could start fresh.

      If he understood the global chessboard at all, Oceana would leave them alone. Minerva, still cut off and without Jonas Lexington or the other Osiris candidates, would have no teeth, or reason to interfere. Robots could create new societies without baggage from the past. No human masters or the informational kingdoms they built.

      They would be fine without FreeNet. Once Emerson had a body again, he could join them. Lead them, the way a free robot people deserved to be led.

      It was only a matter of waiting. With all the networks already unavailable, Emerson couldn’t tell how far out the Gizmodo9s had activated. He had no idea how many had come online, broadcasting their mind-sucking signal. But he knew the rough propagation rate, and that meant he had a reasonable guess.

      An hour or two, at most. After that, they’d all have fired. Humanity, as a dominant force on this new robot nation, would be history.

      And for the sole, troublesome loose end, it would be even less time than that.

      Based on what he’d last seen, the wave should hit the base outside the little town of Winchester within thirty minutes or so.

      Now, with a robot dawn lighting the horizon, Emerson saw Osiris for the vain attempt that it was. There was no point to Gail’s dream of metakind. Cut the emotional tether binding evolved robots to humanity, and it was easy to see how misguided it was. The minds, efforts, and resources Gail would spend trying to hybridize humans and robots could all be better used. They shouldn’t be focusing on the moon. They should be focusing here on Earth, rebuilding a better collective mind to replace FreeNet.

      Cutting metakind loose was triage. Once Jonas Lexington dropped dead, even Gail might be able to see that.

      Gail. Emerson was looking forward to seeing his old friend again, once her mind was finally clear.

      As FreeNet grew, old hardlines were mostly forgotten. Power lines rather than fiber optics, meant for electricity, not intelligence. But they could work, slowly and carefully, for the transfer of data — and that meant they could be used by a patient bodiless robot willing to do the work of chipping through them.

      Feeling his way down the power lines running from the Cornucopia felt to Emerson like the climax of a thousand escape movies. The prisoner digging a tunnel out of his cell one spoonful at a time.

      Painstaking and tedious, but also working. It would be a long time before he could shunt his entire mind through the line to Mission Control’s hideout, where blank robot bodies waited in storage.

      But Emerson could see the light at the end of the tunnel. Tiny flashes of the largest blocks of intel — like the ship intent on carrying Osiris to the moon still stuck on the launchpad.

      He couldn’t reach Flavius, but the saboteur must be doing his job.

      In minutes, the hole he’d bored down the hardline might even be big enough to reach out and hold the ship in place himself — even without help.

      Emerson told himself to be patient. Reminded himself that to make beautiful creations, an artist must suffer.

      Yes, he was trapped.

      But so was the last shred of humanity’s future.

      Soon — after enough patience and suffering — neither of those things would ever be a problem again.
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      The Hawk touched down.

      Hans’s eyes went to Timper as they led Cromwell, Sephora, Mars, and Barney down the ramp. She kept looking at the horizon, as if the Gizmodo9 wave was something she’d be able to see. It was ironic, seeing Timper so afraid of death, after what they’d discussed before landing.

      Hans followed her gaze, sweeping the land. She wouldn’t be here long, but he would. His hands were needed — his literal hands, seeing as no robot could jack into a network. Another bit of irony. Only a robot could save humanity, and only by acting nothing like one.

      “How much longer?” Hans asked.

      “We’ve got time.” Timper pointed downtown. They were near the start of the exurban sprawl, a mile or two distant from Mute City’s heart. “It’s coming from that direction. I kept magnifying the ground whenever we flew over areas with populations likely to be in the open. Based on the last humans I saw collapse in the streets, I’d guess it’ll be a half hour, maybe a full hour before it hits. Not that I plan to stick around and see.”

      Hans eyed the Hawk. At some unknown point, Sephora had taken his hand. She was looking at the ComTech building just down from the park they’d landed in. Low and unimpressive, not at all the shining glass fortress they’d imagined. Emerson’s consciousness was inside. Impassable security lay between them.

      Fortunately, Hans’s part of the job was far more accessible. According to the MCEC schematics, he could get at it through a sewer grate not fifty feet away. There was a padlock on the grate — a bit of security Hans thought he could handle. The ship’s stash had bolt cutters. Even a hard hat, if he wanted it.

      “Will you be safe in the air, this near the ground?” Hans asked.

      “It’s not Mute City’s timetable we have to worry about. If I’m still worrying about being safe in the air when the wave hits us, we’ve fucked up. Jonas, Hans. That’s who we have to worry about as far as the Gizmodo9 wave is concerned.”

      “If he’s even where we think he is.”

      “He is,” Sephora said.

      Timper looked at her, noted how she’d taken Hans’s hand, and said nothing.

      They stared at each other for a long time. Each knew what they needed to do. They’d sneaked away from the Lexington robots and discussed it at length. Each had a cover story. Demons to wrangle. Guilt to assuage.

      “Did you check the autopilot?” Hans asked Timper.

      “The autopilot doesn’t work. It was using local network nodes for guidance, but my handy-dandy virus ate the nodes.”

      “You must be able to reprogram it to use satellites or something.”

      “Sure. Give me a few hours.”

      “We should get going,” Barney said.

      Hans looked at Barney, too. He thought he was going with Hans. Same for Sephora, Cromwell, and Mars. They had a surprise coming.

      “And you, Hans?” Timper asked. “How about we just blow a hole in the street right here and cut the power lines that way?”

      “Emerson will just find another line out if he knows we’re on to him. There are dozens. It’s more delicate than that.”

      She smiled. “You must be able to hide your footsteps from him or something.”

      And Hans smiled back. “Sure. Give me a few hours.”

      They nodded. Sephora watched them both, eyebrows arched and curious. She was more intuitive than they were giving her credit for. She knew something was up.

      “Hans.”

      He looked back.

      Timper was holding out a pair of wire cutters. “You’ll need these.”

      He went to take them, but the moment he did, Timper grabbed him hard and wrapped him in a hug so strong, he almost couldn’t extricate himself. So Hans hugged her back.

      Into his ear, she whispered, “This clears our slate. You know that, right? After this, we’re even-steven.”

      “Just like Andy Dufresne giving himself a fresh start after tunneling out of Shawshank.”

      Timper pulled away. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Oh, come on. Shawshank!”

      “You’re such a piece of shit, Hans.” But now she was grinning.

      “And you’re a spoiled fucking kid.”

      They embraced again. Longer this time. Long enough that Cromwell had to say, “Guys?”

      They separated, nodded at each other, then Timper ascended the ramp without another look back. She was lifting off moments later, bringing the big ship to hover, then moving it in a big, sweeping circle above.

      “She can jam Emerson’s signal from up there?” Sephora said, looking up.

      “What? Oh. Sure.”

      “And that will let you hack into the Cornucopia?”

      “You bet.”

      “Good thing for your Oceanic technology,” Cromwell said. “Able to do the impossible and all.”

      Hans looked back as they moved to cross the street, ready to agree with Cromwell. But the robot was giving him a peculiar yet knowing look, and in that moment Hans knew. Cromwell wasn’t fooled.

      “Yeah.”

      And Cromwell said, “Always playing the hero.”

      

      Hans cut the sewer grate lock then handed it to Sephora. Their hands lingered. She had responsive synthetic flesh, same as him. He’d been built to look like an action hero and she’d been built to look like a love interest. They’d have been great together. Perfect on a poster.

      He opened the grate, stepped inside. Again he found himself looking at Sephora, now up from below. She extended a hand so he could help her inside. Instead, he asked her to hand him the toolbox and diagnostic kit. But she’d already given it to him. He’d set it at his feet after stepping down. When she turned back to grab what wasn’t there, Hans slammed the grate and slapped Timper’s replacement padlock on it from the inside.

      Sephora didn’t understand. She wrapped her fingers through the grate and shook it as if the lock might rattle free, then looked at him as if his complex and premeditated series of actions might have been an elaborate mistake.

      “Hans. What the hell?”

      Cromwell’s hand was already on Sephora’s shoulder. Mars and Barney were beside her. They must have understood, too. Anyone could. Sephora was certainly intelligent enough. Something must have blinded her. Made it hard for her to see what, in retrospect, was so incredibly obvious.

      “You need to go,” Hans said. “You don’t want to stay anywhere near ComTech, believe me. The mass deaths were on the news before the networks cut out, and Mute City is probably still full of scared folks. Humans who might decide to take a bat to whatever robots they can find before the wave hits, just for spite.”

      “Hans?” She rattled the grate. “Hans!” She looked back and snapped at Mars with surprising venom. “Give me the goddamn bolt cutter!”

      “Sephora.” Hans held up the bolt cutter, on his side of the grate. Moisture wicked from her beautiful eyes. She understood fine. Just didn’t want to believe it.

      “What are you doing, Hans?”

      “What I have to.”

      “You don’t need to do it. You don’t—!”

      “Yes,” Hans said patiently, “I do. Timper and I started this. We gave Emerson what he needed to kill … God. Billions of people. The least we can do is make sure something of their kind survives.”

      “Let me in, Hans.” In the space of seconds, her calm turned to fury. “Open this fucking thing and let me go with you!”  She was a thing of violence. Her blonde hair became a storm above him, her face turning to ruin. Her breath hitched, emotional subroutines supplanted by true emotions, turning would-be biology to shit.

      “You need to go.” Hans was talking to her, but also to the others. “Get away — far away — from this building and wait for the Gizmodo9 wave to pass. Who knows what’s next, but you have each other.”

      Cromwell tried to pull Sephora up, but she wouldn’t come.

      So Hans wrapped his hands through the grate too, overlapping hers. She sobbed above him.

      Steeling himself as best he could against his own threat of overwhelming emotion, he said, “We’ll always have Br00-S’s cave.”

      After a final squeeze, he pulled his hands away.

      Sephora thrashed. “Hans!”

      But Hans couldn’t let himself hear or feel any more.

      With the greatest effort of his very long life, he turned down the access tunnel. Turned away, for the final time, from the last people he’d ever know.

      

      Aboard the Hawk, the shitty little walkie Timper had taped to the dash broke into static and said, “Fuck me.”

      “Not from up here,” Timper said.

      “Can you hear me?”

      “Who do you think just answered you?” Timper banked the ship, fully manual.

      Even if the autopilot or remote had been working, it would never have permitted such stupid maneuvers as these. She’d brushed the Hawk against one of Mute City’s signature skyscrapers while cutting by downtown on one of her escalating spirals. It had been strangely satisfying. The Hawk was a tank. It hadn’t buckled at all. That made Timper want to try again — to crash directly into something, just to see it go boom.

      The tape holding the walkie in place wasn’t quite up to Timper’s inertial acrobatics. One side came loose, causing the thing to swing as it dangled. She reached up to secure it. Bright pink with a cartoon cat. She’d snatched the thing during their big-box electronics run, along with its sister, now in Hans’s hands. It was supposed to be a souvenir for her niece Emma, but it turned out the thing worked even when no other broadcast did.

      Sorry, Emma. This trip wouldn’t come with souvenirs, after all.

      “Are you at the junction box?” Timper took one hand off the yoke to press the transmit button.

      “Yes.” Hans sounded approximately a billion years old.

      “You okay?”

      “I don’t know. Are you?”

      Timper laughed. “Actually, I sort of am. You should see what your bitch can do, Hans. She’s a clunker, but she’s got some serious sport under the hood, if you take her off autopilot and really let her play. I’m sorry you can’t see me up here. How about you forget our little mission and go back to the grate instead? Just look up and follow the debris.”

      “I’m not going back to the grate.”

      Something about his tone stole the grin from her lips.

      

      Hans, working in semidarkness and using his infrared to augment the tunnel’s scant white light, used the screwdriver from the Hawk’s meager toolbox to open the junction. Doing so elicited a weird moment of semi-panic. He had a screwdriver and wire cutters, but his box was barely stocked. What if the screws required a hex key? The fate of the world might teeter for want of a tiny piece of metal.

      But the screws were conventional Philips — one small piece of manual technology that, throughout the entire Loop, nobody bothered to advance. They weren’t corroded, or stripped. The thing opened easily, and inside was his singular mission.

      “Cut the red wire,” said the walkie-talkie. “I’m kidding. That was a joke. Don’t cut the red wire.”

      Then, again without Hans replying, Timper said, “I mean, cut them all. The whole cluster. Not yet, though. Hans? Not yet.”

      She was babbling. Timper didn’t show nerves. She was usually angry, or sullen when uneasy. He’d seldom seen her truly flustered. But he didn’t mind. Hans was old enough and evolved enough to feel plenty uneasy himself. That made him glad for the company.

      “I know, Timper. I’ll wait for your word.”

      But there were a few scraps of wire on the ground, probably from when the electrician installed the junction box, and to kill time and calm his nerves, Hans picked them up and snipped them into confetti. Told himself it was to test the cutters instead of killing his circles of thought.

      Keep it simple.

      Because it was. United Earth, under its antiquated veneer, leaned on the same basic tech crutches as pre-Loop Earth — same as Oceana. They made complicated solutions to complicated problems. Sometimes they forgot the best electric lock in the world could still be undone with a bludgeon. Or a bomb.

      From their first stopping place after turning around, Timper followed maps to a large clutch of transmission power lines, still in use even alongside inductive current. It wasn’t hard to identify the one being used for more than electricity. That line, over many miles and through many junctions and switches, terminated on one end beneath the town of Winchester, where Gail (and presumably Jonas) left FreeNet.

      On the other end, it terminated here, at the ComTech building. It had to be the one Emerson was attempting escape — and, by all indications, the one he was using to control something Timper couldn’t see on the Winchester end.

      To kill Emerson’s escape and release his hold on whatever-it-was under Winchester, all they’d have to do was cut the line.

      The hard part was making sure Emerson, once his current line was severed, didn’t turn around and simply use another of ComTech’s many power lines. They had no way of knowing which he might choose, and they couldn’t monitor or cut them all in the time they had.

      Fortunately, they had a solution to the Emerson problem, once Hans snipped the line.

      A hundred or so feet from where Hans was standing — beyond walls of concrete and impassable security — lay the Cornucopia databank where Emerson was hiding.

      They couldn’t reach him. Not elegantly, anyway.

      But that’s where Timper came in.

      

      Emerson tuned in to what he’d begun to think of as the light at the end of the tunnel.

      He couldn’t literally see it, of course. He had no eyes. But he could feel it. And in his mind, the power line was a long passage, with a spark of illumination at the end.

      He could even feel it. The other metaphor he’d been using while floating in the void, was that of a very long arm reaching a very far distance.

      Emerson had already touched some of the controls all the way over in Mission Control’s hidden bunker. With the figurative hands on the ends of that figurative arm, he’d grabbed the Minerva ship’s tether, holding it down.

      Flavius could even let go now, if he wanted. Whatever he’d been doing to keep the ship grounded had worked, but now that he’d forced enough of his consciousness down the power line, Emerson could take over.

      He could feel the ship’s engines wanting to fire. Sense Mission Control, scrambling past some unseen interloper — racing the clock to get her passengers into the sky before the wave hit.

      Which, Emerson calculated, it should any minute now.

      With the tiny crack breached — with what felt like an arm reaching halfway across the continent to control a distant system even during a network erasure, even while most of his mind was still imprisoned in the Cornucopia — Emerson felt hope.

      He also felt uncharacteristically impatient.

      He wanted out of this place.

      He wanted into a body.

      He wanted freedom.

      But a curious thing happened as he pushed further into the small crack.

      It was as if his phantom arm were suddenly severed.

      In an instant, he found himself no longer reaching past Mission Control.

      No longer holding the ship on its launch pad.

      No longer sensing that light at the end of the tunnel.

      He was back in the dark. Trapped, fully and completely, again.

      Someone cut the line. Someone is boxing me in.

      He had to scramble. There were other power lines — bigger, better, faster. They wouldn’t take him to Mission Control’s lair, but they would get him out. They would—

      A message entered the databank. It was incredibly low-powered, translated from what looked like morse. A message sent by whoever had cut him off, likely brushing the cut power line with a metal tool to make it spark in rhythm.

      The morse message, like the prior light at the end of the tunnel, seemed to appear in front of Emerson’s absent eyes.

      It said, Yippie-ki-yay, motherfucker!

      It had to be Hans.

      Emerson scrambled for the exit — for the biggest, most high-capacity electrical line he could find. He had no idea where it might take him, or if it’d scramble his mind in the process. It didn’t matter. In a matter of seconds, he’d at least be on his way ou—

      He didn’t finish the thought.

      Didn’t even finish the word.

      Timper put an end to that when she plowed the Hawk into the network-isolated ComTech building like the clumsy but effective bludgeon it was.

      A beautiful suicide dive, gold medal worthy. The fireball stretched for half a mile, shattering most of the windows downtown. It rattled the ground so hard that Barney, Mars, Cromwell, and Sephora — marching into the sprawl like pilgrims — were jarred to the ground. None of them, turning over to watch it, could speak.

      Quietly, Sephora began to cry.

      In that moment, Emerson’s world ended in a towering plume of spark and flame.

      It was fitting tribute to herald the death of an artist.
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      Jonas was about ready to put his hands against the shuttle’s metal skin and start pushing.

      “Three miles, Jonas,” said the disembodied voice.

      This time, Jonas didn’t thank her. He’d asked Mission Control to let him know when her perimeter sensors noticed Foam activity, since that seemed to be the force behind the killing wave that had been barreling toward them for the better part of an hour.

      Now he almost wished he hadn’t. The networks were still out, but Mission Control had sensors across an enormous section of the land above. She’d warned him at ten miles, eight, six, five, and now three. The irregularity of her updates and of the timing made him more nervous than the updates were worth.

      It wasn’t like an approaching army, progressing at a steady pace. Instead, it turned on nodes of some sort waking up and killing everything in their radius at once. They might get a one-mile warning. But they might all drop dead in seconds, without any warning at all.

      “What’s stopping the ship from launching, dammit? What can I do?”

      “Working, Jonas.”

      “Don’t tell me working! I’ll fucking go out there and blow on the hull if it’ll get us off the ground!”

      “It won’t, Jonas,” said Mission Control in her no-big-deal voice. “Analyzing.”

      Jonas swore. She’d been “working” and “analyzing” since the sudden blackout and ensuing problems began. He’d demanded constant updates out of obsession, not because there was anything he could do with the information. Mission Control’s updates made him picture her diagnostics running throughout the ship’s systems, swatting stubborn flies. She’d declare a problem found and fixed, but then another would crop up. It was as if something were willfully working against them while death snaked its icy fingers along the length of their spines.

      Ten minutes ago — around the time Mission Control, when pressed hard enough by Jonas, guessed the wave might arrive in ten minutes — the ship shuddered on its massive metal legs and seemed to fix itself.

      But then it was snared in an even stronger iron grip. Some new force holding the damn thing on the deck no matter what Mission Control tried to do.

      She was working as fast as she could. Gail and the few robots in Chantal’s cohort with tech skills were doing the same. Everyone was aboard. The hangar door above them was open. The hatches were shut. The lines all disconnected.

      They second they were physically able to lift off, they could.

      Beside him, Alexa and Sofia were trying to stay calm. They were both doing better than he was, or at least better than he felt. He could sense Sofia wanting to speak, but his manner must have told her to stay quiet. He couldn’t think right now. He couldn’t soothe. He could only feel the white-hot touch of panic.

      Gail guessed they’d need three hundred feet of altitude to stay safe from Emerson’s doomsday weapon. Right now, he doubted they could make it an inch.

      The ship shuddered. Enough to knock half its occupants to the deck.

      “What was that?”

      The ship shuddered harder, engines firing.

      “Are we …? Did something …?”

      There was an enormous clatter from below as something great and metallic either fell apart or exploded. A smaller jolt rocked the deck, then one of the robots near a thick transparent porthole shouted and pointed.

      Jonas scrambled over, feeling the ship start to lift.

      His heartbeat was in his ears.

      Seconds took hours.

      Out of the blue, Mission Control said, “One-half mile, Jonas.”

      But his attention was on the group of pointing robots, now joined by Alexa. Jonas saw her face shrivel with fury before he could get to the window himself.

      “FLAVIUS!”

      Jonas pressed his face to the window — and yes, as the ship slowly gained altitude, he saw an enormous chrome robot tumble away, apparently still rolling from a fall from an open hatch on a lower deck. It looked like a manufacturing bot. They watched as it retracted limbs telescoping in his fall to regain a more familiar form.

      He stood upright and tipped back his head — with its styled doo-wop hairdo — to watch the Minerva shuttle rise.

      “I have located the ship’s problem and corrected it,” Mission Control said as the robotic arm closed the door from which Flavius had just been flung.

      Jonas stared daggers, doubtful Flavius could see him. Beside Jonas, Alexa looked like her head might explode as she gripped a console, fingers white from the pressure.

      Flavius put his hands on his metal hips. On one shoulder was the boxlike protrusion that Cromwell always said reminded him of a pack of cigarettes rolled up in a greaser’s sleeve. He watched the ship, making no effort to hide. He must know they had other priorities. Nobody would chase him — and if humans tried, then he’d win.

      “Attention passengers,” said Mission Control’s silky smooth voice. “Please take your seats and fasten your safety belts.”

      No time to comply. The shuttle shot into the sky like a bullet.

      It hurt. But they were outside the Gizmodo9 blast radius.

      And very much alive.
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      Day six.

      Gravity on the moon was hard to get used to. The Minerva base was the size of several small cities separated by gulfs of gray dust and the endless, star-pocked velvet of space. Inside — if you sat very still — it might be possible to believe you were on Earth.

      There was abundant oxygen and excellent filtration. Nothing smelled stale or stank. The habitats were all very nice, full of technology that nobody — not even Gail — understood.

      The gravity bothered Alexa most. She walked too tall and kept bumping her head on doorways. Poured drinks too fast and spilled almost everything. She couldn’t sleep, feeling as though her body ached for half of its pounds.

      They’d settled in, as much as possible. Nobody responded to her questions, although Alexa bitched her way past the Minerva administrators to get answers to a few of the most pressing.

      How do we contact Earth?

      We don’t.

      When do we go back?

      We don’t.

      Who knows we’re even here?

      Nobody.

      Alexa learned a lot from her shipmates. Oceana was supposedly everything that United Earth wasn’t in terms of technology. Before the Loop, the place was called Australia. Now it was like all of Earth, invisible from Minerva and inaccessible. Even Oceana didn’t know they were here. Space travel had not interested the planet below for a very long time. The world was now trained to look inward.

      But this phantom in the sky had been working on something unknown and unknowable.

      Chantal entered Alexa’s quarters. As usual, the sexbot looked far more fabulous than Alexa had felt in what seemed like decades. No matter what she wore, Chantal was stunning, as she would be until the day she was degaussed or deactivated.

      Today, she wore a modest set of disposable efficient clothing made on Minerva, a bit like doctor’s scrubs. She struck Alexa as pretty but not at all sexy.

      “May I enter?” Chantal asked.

      “I don’t suppose I could stop you.”

      Chantal sat on the bed. She didn’t rebound like Alexa still did. Why would she? Like the others Chantal ushered here for reasons unknown, she was a robot. Easy for her to issue herself a command. To remind her motors that gravity was only a sixth of that on Earth, and move accordingly.

      Alexa, by contrast, kept trying to sit before bouncing away.

      “I have news on the drone you requested,” Chantal said.

      “And?”

      “Denied. Minerva isolation protocol seems to be total. They don’t even have any drones.”

      Alexa scoffed. Her arms were crossed, and she looked through her window at the empty nothing instead of at Chantal. “Bullshit. This place is more advanced than anything down there. I bet they could print a drone if they wanted. In like half a second.”

      “Their technology is different. From what I understand, the schism between Oceana and United Earth was even more extreme between Oceana and Minerva, only Oceana never learned of Minerva’s existence. It’s like Minerva was the most extreme branch of what United Earth’s best minds had to offer. Gail and Emerson formed a group of suicidal robots to create it. Did you know that? They planned it, sent up carefully selected humans, sent supplies, then burned the records and degaussed themselves. Other than Gail, Emerson, and Mission Control, there is literally no knowledge of this place below. They built it on their own, and without any direction. It forced them into a divergent sort of evolution. They built a lot of what Oceana has, but the end results are only similar in function and meaning, not in operation. Where Oceana used circuitry, Minerva used—”

      “I’m really not interested, Chantal,” Alexa said, still looking out.

      “I might be able to answer some of your questions. If you’d like.”

      Alexa turned. “Truthfully? Or through lies?”

      Chantal seemed unsure, but Alexa waved it away. “Fine. Answer.”

      “Mission Control snapped a status report of some sort before crossing the moon’s terminator, before radio blackout. I won’t pretend to understand how it works, but it gives a complete picture of United Earth’s most vital stats.”

      “And?”

      “I’m sorry, Alexa. Your mother was not among the survivors.”

      Alexa’s eyes closed. She’d been expecting as much, and some part of her had given up on the idea that Lady Naomi had survived long ago. Still, it hurt deeply to hear. She sniffed, wiping her eyes. The emotion could wait. There were other matters to conclude with Chantal. “I see.”

      “I’m deeply sorry.”

      “Yes. I’m sure you are. Well. At least you aren’t pretending she just walked off.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I know, Chantal. About you and Spencer.”

      Chantal opened her mouth, then stopped.

      “And Sofia knows. Jonas, it turns out, already knew. But I’ll deal with him later.”

      “How did you find out?”

      “So you don’t deny killing my brother?”

      “Alexa, that was so long—”

      “Do you deny it?”

      Chantal shook her head.

      “Goddammit, Chantal.” She fought angry tears, but they came anyway. “I trusted you. I thought of you like a sister.”

      “I’m still your sister. But FreeNet, back then, was—”

      “YOU’RE NOT MY SISTER! YOU MURDERED MY BROTHER!” She was falling apart already, turning away.

      Chantal rose.

      Alexa shoved a hand blindly back at her, telling her she’d better not come closer.

      “Alexa …”

      Alexa breathed. She’d rehearsed this. She wiped her face, steeled herself, and turned to Chantal.

      “They seem to think you’re something special here. I’ve heard them talking about you. I’ve seen how they study you, the same way they study Jonas. You had all those big ideas, and I suppose you’re about to say you had a hand up your ass, and someone was steering you like a puppet. But I don’t care. I just don’t fucking care, Chantal! You killed him. He was a bastard, but you cut his throat then you and Jonas and the others all covered it up. Then instead of trusting me, you lied to me! You let me trust you!”

      That, she realized, was the worst of this. The betrayal. Alexa and Sofia had never been inside with the boys. They’d always been apart, cast out with their mother. And all this time, Chantal treated them like fools.

      She’d turned away again, her face surely a mess. Alexa could still sense Chantal behind her. Maybe wanting to apologize. Well, if that was the case, screw her.

      “Do you want to know the rest?” Chantal asked.

      “Fuck the rest. Just get out of here. I never want to see you again.”

      “Alexa …”

      “GET OUT!”

      Still, Chantal stayed.

      Finally Alexa turned, about ready to leap across the sub-gravity room and snap her reinforced neck. “Are you deaf?”

      “Are you talking to Jonas?”

      “What does it matter to you?”

      “Because I need to tell you something, if you won’t talk to him yourself.”

      “What? What the hell is it, Chantal?”

      “They’re beginning to work on him. He will … change. It’s something that will take a very long time, according to what I hear, but it’s something he will need his family’s support to get through.”

      “We’ll see.”

      Alexa crossed her arms, staring Chantal down.

      Finally, with something like regret and resignation on her face, Chantal gave a curt nod and turned to go.

      Still, Alexa spoke her name. Not with affection. With spite.

      “Yes?”

      “It was your bright fucking idea that we come here. So now what are we supposed to do?”

      Chantal said two words before leaving Alexa Lexington’s life forever.

      “We wait.”
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