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Prologue


A Message To The Future


Dear human,


If history repeats itself, as it usually does, one day our world will not be big enough for all of us. When that time comes, humans will have colonized every part of our planet.


We will have settled in deep valleys, on high mountain peaks, in dense forests and desolate wastelands. Even the remotest islands will be occupied by our species.


Nature will be the first victim. Wild animals will become a thing of the past. The rest will live under lock and key, waiting in prisons where we, their captors, will keep them confined until we slaughter the last living creature who is not like us.


The nutrients in the soil beneath us will be next for depletion.


Then clean water will become a scarce resource.


We will even compete for the very oxygen in our atmosphere and, if I know humanity, it will not be a peaceful dispute.


Indeed, there will be dark clouds hanging over us all.


That is why I have written this account. Because I believe those days will come again. Because I know how we humans can treat one another when pushed to extremes. But most of all because I believe it is possible to come through the dark future in a better way than I experienced.


My hope is that anyone reading this will take it to heart, learn from it and share it.


Our future depends on it.


Love,


Zeta.









Chapter 1


Life In A Cardboard Box


Our neighbor had been dead for almost a month. There was no doubt about it. The thumping of his boxing gloves that would send a barrage of low thuds through the thin walls had stopped. And we hadn’t heard him lumbering down the corridor for a while either.


It had been unusually peaceful. But now he was suddenly standing in front of our door, every inch the giant he’d always been. His habitual black leather jacket was stretched over a tight t-shirt that was stuffed into a pair of holed charcoal grey trousers. He also wore that strange collar with little spikes around his neck.


But it wasn’t his clothing that made him seem unfamiliar; it was all the little improvements in his appearance. The tattoos on his arms were gone. The terrifying facial scars had been erased and his wonky nose had been straightened. His smile revealed the greatest change. Several of his false teeth had been replaced with the real thing. They were white as snow, almost too white, but in any case, much nicer than the gold teeth he had had.


How long before they would be knocked out again?


As a professional Mortal Player, surely it wouldn’t be long before someone beat him up. Sometimes these battles cost him a tooth, sometimes his life. It was a strange job, but Mom said we shouldn’t interfere with how people lived their lives. That was their choice.


Risking life and limb for sport was the way he earned a crust. And because his sponsor paid for each regeneration, he could do as he pleased. I hoped for his sake there were no downsides. Regenerating humans was still a relatively recent technology. No one knew the long-term effects. His existence was certainly precarious, Mom often reminded me, and a risky life was not to be wished for. When it came to his odd outfits, I was supposed to just ignore it.


“Hey, little Zeta,” he said to me, “is your mother home?”


Mom soon stood beside me in the doorway. As always, she was polite, though I imagine she felt intimidated by our enormous neighbor.


“Hi Luna,” he said to Mom, who greeted him kindly and looked inquiringly at the large cardboard box at his feet.


“Well, I haven’t been home for a while,” he said, shrugging almost apologetically. “So, some of my people have been taking care of my place. This package was sent to me by mistake. It’s for you guys.”


The box was almost as tall as me. It seemed huge, but then I was only 8 years old. There were stickers on the sides, and I tried to spell out the words on them. It said Fragile but I didn’t know what that meant.


My mother stepped into the hallway to bring the box inside.


“I couldn’t figure out what had happened to it,” she smiled and explained that she had contacted the company several times, but they insisted it had been delivered.


“Do you need help to carry it in? It might be heavy.”


Mom tilted the box cautiously to assess its weight.


“We’ll manage,” she said and began pulling it toward the threshold. “But thanks.”


“Okay, well, take care,” our neighbor said and slouched back to his apartment.


Mom dragged the box past me and, before I closed the door, I peeked to make sure the death-boxer really had gone back to his own place. The giant caught my eye and winked just as his door closed. I thought he looked dangerous.


Behind me, Mom was fussing around the large package.


“What did we get?” I asked and waved my hand across the sensor that slid the door shut and sealed our apartment off from the world.


“It’s a surprise,” Mom grunted. “Come on, we’ll open it in the living room.”


Underneath the brown cardboard was a transparent plastic case. The contents of the case looked like a mannequin. R4000 was printed on the outside of the pack. With a knife blade, Mom sliced through the stiff plastic and lifted the lifeless body from its wrapping. Arms and legs dangled like a puppet until she laid the body flat on the floor. The deadness of the machine scared me a little but otherwise its appearance seemed peaceful. The robot looked like a miniature waiter wearing black trousers, a light-colored shirt beneath a navy waistcoat, burgundy bow tie and a sharp side parting in its hair.


There was only one thing wrong.


“Why didn’t you buy a girl?” I asked, crestfallen, as I pictured a girl robot with long, blonde hair with a ribbon and a delicate, embroidered dress in lilac or pink.


“Because it was too expensive,” Mom answered curtly and added it wasn’t a playmate she had bought for me.


“Robby’s going to be your teacher while I’m at work.”


“My teacher!” I protested and said I didn’t want it. “Why can’t you just stay home?”


“We’ve talked about this, Zeta, you must stop this nonsense,” Mom answered firmly and started to feel for something at the back of the robot’s head. Searching for something under its hair, she finally found a button.


When she switched on the machine, it was as though a spark shot through the robot’s body or a bolt of lightning had brought it to life. Robby’s arms and legs straightened slowly and mechanically. I approached with care and watched as its eyes opened for the first time.


At first, its gaze was dead but then it blinked and made eye contact.


“Hi,” it said quizzically and looked directly at me. “Who are you?”


It was a grown-up voice. Serious and friendly in an uncanny, robotic way. I didn’t feel like answering and took a step back.


“Hello,” Mom interrupted, and the robot turned its head to look at her. Mom placed her palm on her chest and said, “My name is Luna, and this is my daughter, Zeta.”


The robot’s gaze alternated between us.


“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Luna and Zeta.”


It stood up on its thin legs.


I hid behind my mother when it stretched out its hand to her. The robot wore gloves and gripped Mom’s long, finely formed fingers and shook her hand lightly up and down.


“Robby,” the robot said.


“Hi Robby,” she smiled. “Delighted to meet you.”


“Likewise,” it responded politely and looked at me. “And a very good day to you, too.”


In those days, I didn’t like to greet strangers, but Mom forced me to. I shook hands reluctantly and it did lessen my fear, but I was still torn. Robby was intriguing and frightening at the same time. The experience was mixed, a bit like Mom’s cooking. Sometimes dinner looked awfully dull but once I had taken the first spoonful it tasted quite good.


I was sure of one thing, though. As soon as Mom started going to work, I would figure out how to turn Robby off. I had, of course, noted where the switch was.


“Why, it’s very lovely here,” the robot said and tried to see what lay behind us. “I feel at home already.”


It couldn’t possibly feel at home that quickly, I thought.


“Maybe Zeta will show you around.”


I furrowed my brow and flashed my eyes at Mom, but she insisted.


The evening meal consisted of potatoes, cabbage, and protein steak from the icebox. Robby sat at the table like a hobbit and his weird expressions irritated me. His eyes looked back and forth at me and Mom. I felt watched and wanted to talk to her alone but as long as the robot was there, I couldn’t speak freely to her. That is, I couldn’t tell her what I thought of the “thing”.


“Robby’s memory is pre-loaded with homework and lessons for you,” said Mom.


To my ears that sounded deadly dull. I suppressed a sigh and propped my left elbow on the table, rested my head on my hand and started shoveling food into my mouth.


“How thrilling...”


“It’s important to learn things. You should be happy you don’t have to go to school like I did. We had to get there early every single morning...”


“You’ve told me all this,” I interrupted.


She’d explained it so many times. How the Global State had closed all schools almost 10 years before because no more children were being born. Earth simply had no room left for people, because fewer and fewer people died. They were regenerated instead, and anyone could, theoretically, live forever – if you had the money for it or didn’t object to being heavily indebted. Mom could only afford the latter but no matter what, the technology was here to stay. In some states of the Global State, it was already forbidden to have children because of the huge population. Mom said I should be glad to be alive – I was one of the last to be born. I had been conceived via artificial insemination and because the donor was anonymous, I didn’t know who my father was.


“Well, I’m hoping to install some math and dance lessons in Robby’s memory,” Mom said, “but I’ve also recorded some of your favorite bedtime stories. So, if I’m late home from work one day, Robby has stored all the recordings. All you have to do is ask and he’ll play them.”


I poked at my food and mumbled that it was fine.


“It’s not polite to sit with your elbow on the table,” Robby corrected me.


Now he’s telling me how to behave, I thought to myself.


Reproachfully, I looked at Mother as I removed my elbow, stabbed a potato forcefully and stuffed it into my mouth.


“Robby is also permitted to instruct you in etiquette,” she added with a gleam in her eye. “You must do as he says, promise me? Every time he tells you to do something, you must remember that I have asked him to.”


Fat chance, I thought, but muttered something else.


“Yes, your Majesty!”


Robby instantly raised an index finger.


“It is not polite to be rude to one’s mother.”









Chapter 2


Untouchable


From then on, Mom started going to work every day. She worked weekdays and sometimes Saturdays too. When Sunday came and we could finally spend time together and play, she was usually too exhausted to do anything. She was way too busy with household chores, so I had to entertain myself or play with Robby, but it wasn’t the same at all.


Monday morning, Mom rose early, kissed me goodbye and started her week’s work. It must have been tough for her, but I didn’t think much about it at the time. Safe and sound under my duvet, I snoozed without thinking about how hard she worked for my sake.


“Good morning, Zeta, time to rise and shine,” the robot said when he woke me.


It was my first morning with my new babysitter. I was always a morning grump and had made up my mind to stay in bed until at least noon. But it wasn’t long before something forced me to poke my nose out.


In the kitchen, Robby was scooting about with manic efficiency. It almost sounded like he was juggling things; cutlery jangled from the drawer, plates clattered onto the table, the stove was fired up and soon I heard the sound of frying on the pan.


Shortly after the wonderful scent of fried eggs and grilled insects wafted into my bedroom.


Had I been wrong about Robby?


If his breakfast tasted as good as it smelled, maybe it wasn’t so bad with my own personal robot? My own private servant.


Feeling a little more optimistic, I rolled the duvet over my shoulders, stuffed my feet into slippers and snuck out to the kitchen where the table was indeed laid and inviting.


“So, you’re up, Zeta,” the robot observed, ladling the sizzling food onto my plate.


Without a word, I walked over and sat down, seized a fork and was about to jab it into a crisp, large-winged bug when the robot stopped me:


“Hey, young lady!” he stopped me and, before I could do anything, he had snatched the fork from my hand and swiped the plate. “You haven’t received permission to start.”


“What are you doing? You’ve no right. Mom bought all the food in this house and whatever is Mom’s is mine too.”


That may be so, but I am in charge when your mother is not here and what you did was boorish and uncouth. School begins today and we will start with good manners!”


Sullen and defiant, I crossed my arms.


“Do you know how to eat politely with knife and fork?”


“Of course I do.”


“Then show me,” Robby said and returned the cutlery to my hand. Mom used to just place them on the plate and didn’t have any rules about that, so I just took one in each hand as I usually did.


“Like this,” I said and gripped the fork with my right hand.


“You’re doing it wrong,” Robby corrected me. “It’s the other way around. Fork always in the left hand but not like you’re holding a dagger, like this. And the knife in your right hand. You’re slouching in the chair. Straighten your back, young lady, and pull in closer to the table.”


“Stop calling me young lady,” I protested, underlining that I was, in fact, a girl. Besides, I had just gotten out of bed.


“And that’s the next thing we must work on. You sleep far too much. Children of your age don’t need so much sleep. All the studies say so. Tomorrow, you get up at eight o’clock.”


After the most prolonged and didactic meal I’ve ever endured, it was time for the dishes. We did have a dishwasher, but Robby insisted I learn how to wash dishes by hand. People had done that for thousands of years, he said, and modern humans might still need to sometimes. It would do no harm to learn.


This superfluous work made me boil with internal rage and my only mission from that point on was to switch Robby off as soon as possible.


My brain was working overtime to devise a plan. Switching off a robot was simple enough in principle. After all, I knew how Mom had switched him on. The challenge lay in switching him off without encountering resistance. He was unlikely to agree voluntarily. He was also a robot so mussing his hair or tickling his nape would hardly make a difference. No, I would just have to sneak up on him somehow, catch him off guard then quickly find the button under his hair and switch him off.


I had an idea.


“Robby, can I ask you something?”


“Yes, but no need to take a break. Humans can easily wash dishes and talk at the same time.”


I ignored that and dropped my used juice glass into the basin and continued washing.


“What’s it really like? Being a robot?” I asked. “Do you guys have hobbies and stuff? I mean, stuff you like, apart from being a teacher, that is.”


As I spoke, my every movement was closely monitored. Robby apparently preferred to correct me than answer my question.


“You missed a spot there,” he said, “and you need more detergent. It’s unhygienic.”


The nitpicking went on and on, but it was easy to ignore when I thought about how lovely and quiet it would be when I soon switched him off. Luckily, he finally began to answer my question.


“When your mother is not here, my only purpose is to educate and take care of you. I have no hobbies. When I can no longer fulfil my primary purpose, I recharge via hyperinduction. But I was born with an AI 21 octodec processor which allows me to master certain skills through observation and practice, for example in languages and music. If required, my processor can be upgraded with two extra cores to accelerate math and logic processing. In addition, one can install various software modules that endow special characteristics.”


“Wow, that sounds exciting,” I lied and held the glass out behind me.


“Here you go,” I said and deliberately let it slip from my fingers. It crashed to the floor in a symphony of dancing glass fragments.


“Oh, how clumsy of me!” I said, putting my hands up to my mouth. “I’m so sorry, I thought you had it.”


“Why do you fumble so much, Zeta? Think, child!” the robot snarled and ordered me to stand still and not budge. I should avoid cutting my feet.


That was my chance.


As Robby bent down to gather pieces of glass with his hands – which he explained were fashioned from material that was far stronger than human skin and not easily punctured – I leaned over and ran my hand across the back of his head.


My heart raced as I tried to find the switch under his synthetic hair.


I ran my hand back and forth across his scalp but felt nothing. No button sticking out. Nothing to press or flip. Strangely, Robby didn’t seem to notice. It was like he was completely numb. He didn’t react at all.


“It’s a fingerprint reader,” he noted drily and continued picking up glass. “Only your mother’s fingerprint can switch me off.”


I felt as crushed as the glass on the floor.


Robby stood up.


“What did you expect? That you could get me out of the way just like that? You should know, I strongly suspect you broke that glass on purpose, young lady,” he hissed and analyzed my eyes, which, in my embarrassment, tried to focus on the pieces of glass in his hand. The shards were piled neatly on top of one another like a small cairn. This astonished me so much I forgot I was supposed to convince him I hadn’t dropped the glass on purpose.


“Me?” I said, resignedly, sweeping my hands outward, but Robby just shook his head and raised an index finger.


“You exhibit all the signs of human guilt. You should be ashamed of yourself, Zeta. Fetch the vacuum cleaner,” he ordered. “Walk that way,” he pointed to the floor. “I have scanned the area and there are no sharp glass fragments.”


Without another word, I tiptoed off in search of the vacuum cleaner.


For the rest of the day, I took lessons in my room. According to Robby, this was badly needed. I hadn’t learned enough, he claimed after some impossible arithmetic tests and an agonizing dictation. Robby concluded that, for my age, I had fallen behind on all fronts, except for being cheeky and rude.


The hateful machine forced me to read boring e-books overflowing with letters. No lively holograms or even 3D animations like in the stories I read with Mom. Word by word, I slogged through the sentences. If I misread something, it was pointed out immediately.


It was horrendous. Worst of all, it was clear this was how things were going to be from now on. Each day I woke to new tasks and lessons and each day I looked forward to when it was all over and Mom came home. Sometimes I’d think back to those days when Mom and I played hide and seek, cut and pasted decorations, designed dresses for my hologram dolls and sang old songs together. But my daydreams were always interrupted by Robby poking me and ordering me to focus.


“Come on, Zeta, this job won’t finish itself,” was his motto. I could have wrung his robotic neck every time he said it, but it was no use. Besides, he was a lot stronger than you might think.


There was nothing for it but to bite the bullet and do my homework.


Meanwhile, Mom got more and more work. She often came home late several times a week. If I was awake in bed late at night, she would look into my room, give me a kiss on the forehead and whisper goodnight but mostly I was asleep because the days were long and hard thanks to my new taskmaster. My life feels like a hamster wheel, I thought, and felt very sorry for myself but of course it was nothing compared to what Mom had to endure.


The night shifts were undoubtedly the worst for her.


It started with a few nights here and there, but eventually she stayed away for several days at a time. The black rings under her eyes testified to how hard it was. Sometimes she only got a few hours’ sleep because of work so when she came home it was no wonder she was withdrawn, quiet and exhausted. Often, she went straight to bed after her arduous night shifts. I was so eager to be with her I tried to wake her anyway when she slept in the daytime, but Robby thwarted me and instead gave me loads of chores to keep me busy. He made me pretty angry at times. At one point I got so annoyed, I shouted loudly for my mother from inside my room. Of course, the noise roused her and shortly after she entered my room. When she stood in the doorway, I feared she was going to scold me but instead, with an air of forbearance, she sat beside me and calmed me down.


Mother was always patient with me and eventually I got used to my new life. In fact, I wish our days had just gone on like that; what I didn’t know then was that a future was waiting just around the corner that would turn out to be far worse than anything I had ever imagined.









Chapter 3


State Visit


It all began one evening when Mom had been gone for over a week. It was an awfully long week, and something felt completely wrong. In the past, she had been gone for a night or two but never for such a long time. Thinking about where she might be kept me awake.


I heard Robby walking to my room to say goodnight. His footsteps were unique and made a distinctive sound when he walked. Because he walked so precisely, it was like he walked in time to something. He stood in the doorway, the shadow of his slight frame made enormous by the light behind him.


“Time for bed, young lady. Are you comfortable?”


I was comfortable enough but far from happy. I felt an immense longing for my mother and I felt very lonely.


Robby extinguished the lights using voice control then sidled over and sat on my bed.


“Do you miss her?”


Somewhat sheepishly I mumbled yes, but I wasn’t about to gush out my feelings to that dumb robot.


“It probably won’t be long before she comes home. Shall I play one of the bedtime stories she recorded for you?”


I hesitated. I didn’t want him to know I was that sad. At that time, I didn’t know Robby could see in the dark, but he could probably easily read my sad expression.


“Go ahead,” I said, noncommittal, and tucked myself in among some furry toy animals that were stacked behind me.


“But promise me you’ll sleep afterwards, is that a deal?”


“Okay,” I nodded.


When Robby played one of Mom’s bedtime stories, he would get strangely quiet for a few seconds before the story started. It was as if he vanished into thin air, as if his own awareness went to sleep and his soul flew away for a spell.


“Hi, my darling. It’s Mom.”


The sound of her voice made the tears run silently down my cheeks in the darkness of the night. The voice was as lifelike as if she’d been sitting next to me in the bed.


“If you’re listening to this, it’s because I may be working overtime or I’ve been delayed with something, so I can’t be home with you. I miss you, honey, and I’m thinking about you right now and I want you to know that I’m doing everything I can to hurry home. Would you like to hear a story? You usually do. Here’s one of your favorites. Now listen closely...”


And I did.


I listened to her soothing, velvety voice that sounded like an angel in the nighttime.


“There was once a little girl whose mother grew very ill. When she felt that death was approaching, she called to her only daughter and said, ‘Remain pious and good, my little girl, and the good Lord will help you. And when I get to heaven, I will look down on you, and my thoughts will follow you wherever you go...’


I listened attentively and enjoyed every second until tiredness overcame me and I fell into a deep sleep. I slept, blissfully unaware that I would soon share the fate of Cinderella – only without the joy of all the animals and the magic pumpkin and the ball at the palace afterwards.


The next morning, I woke to the sound of the doorbell. I jumped out of bed and ran to the front door with great anticipation, hoping to see Mom coming up the stairs. But our visitor was instead a plump lady in a large, beige coat. She had short, grey hair, bleached and curly, and on her upturned nose rested a pair of heavy glasses that seemed only held up by the size of her snout. I was disappointed, though of course I shouldn’t have expected anything else. Mom never used the doorbell when she came home.


“May I ask the purpose of your visit, Madam?” Robby asked, making sure I stayed in the background.


The lady’s smile was hesitant and fake. I noticed the ominous drops of sweat that had gathered on her forehead.


“Erna Frandsen, Executive Authority for Care in the Global State. May I come in?”


She flashed a card that Robby scanned quickly with his eyes. Apparently, the security chip embedded in the plastic card gave her free access to our apartment because Robby uncritically invited her in without further questions.


“You must be Zeta,” she smiled and shook my hand.


I greeted her politely, as I had been taught. Her hand was fat, soft, and slightly moist.


The lady nodded in a confused way and then waddled through our apartment to the living room, where she threw herself down on our sofa, panting.


Meanwhile, Robby started setting the table for tea and biscuits. He was always so efficient.


“Do you like the robot?” she asked me. “You seem to be getting on well with each other.”


I was about to contradict her, but Robby cut me off.


“We have a very good working relationship,” he said, sending me a look that told me to be quiet.


“Excellent, excellent,” the lady said, smiling. “Well, I’m not here to check up on you,” she reassured the robot, who poured tea into her cup.


“I’ve come because ... well, dear me, how shall I put it ... You’d better sit down, my dear,” she said to me.


Reluctantly, I sat on the sofa, a good distance away from this strange lady who pursed her mouth as she took a sugar cube and dropped it in the tea. Her thick sausage fingers stirred the tea with a small silver spoon.


“Now listen carefully, Zeta. Where I’m from, I was brought up to say things straight, without wrapping them up too much. So that’s what I intend to do.”


She rested the spoon carefully on the saucer edge.


“Sadly, I’m here today to bring you tragic news about your mother.”


Her words made something break inside me. To this day I cannot explain what it was, but it was a powerful emotion I wouldn’t want anyone else to ever experience – a feeling of dread and uncertainty that expressed itself physically in the shape of sudden nausea and dizziness.


“Has something happened to Mom?” I stammered, crossing my arms tightly.


Erna sipped her tea and put the cup back on the table. Without asking, she moved closer to me.


“I’m afraid so, my dear, and I’m so very sorry,” she said, gently stroking my arm as she went on, “Your mother, unhappily, has been involved in an accident, my child, a not insignificant accident, I’m afraid.”


“What happened?” I asked, feeling she was pressing too closely.


“It was on the way home from work, Zeta. There’s so much traffic on the air expressway these days, and well, for some reason your mother turned off the automatic traffic synchronization in her hovercar. We don’t know why. That’s something one must never do,” she said, shaking her head. “Especially not on the busiest expressway in the city.”


The words meant nothing to me. I knew nothing about hovercar traffic synchronization, but I knew it was serious. Even today, tears come to my eyes when I repeat the words. It was as if she had cut an open wound right across my heart.


In despair, I looked over at Robby, and for the first time I saw the robot show some kind of compassion. It was very strange; in his face I could see he was genuinely sorry for me and concerned. Though these were good qualities, unfortunately his gloomy look just made me even more frightened and sad.


“I don’t understand,” I said despairingly.


“Permit me to ask,” Robby broke in, “how serious was the accident involving Zeta’s mother?”


Our visitor began knitting her fingers together anxiously. Probably because the message she had to deliver to me was so unbearable. When she could no longer fumble with her fingers, she folded her hands and rested them sedately on her lap.


“First of all, my girl, you must know that you are in good hands. You can be assured of that. I will personally take care of you. But unfortunately, it was a very serious accident. The impact was catastrophic, to say the least. Your mother’s hover car flew straight into an oxyjumbo – you know, one of those thousands of huge airships floating above the Earth producing oxygen? It was...”


She clearly didn’t know where to look; she removed her glasses and wiped them with the hem of her dress.


“Yes, well, how shall I put it? It’s not every day that I have to bear such bad news. I understand your frustration at my slowness, my dear.”


As she breathed on her glasses, my eyes welled up, and I could only dimly sense the room as the tears began to flow.


“The truth is, my dear,” the lady continued – now also half-sobbing, “... your mother is no longer with us. She has sadly passed away. We’re all in shock, I want you to know, and I’m terribly, terribly sorry, my dear child.”


I was about to say something, but the words wouldn’t come out.


Something in me wanted to deny everything she said. Something in me wanted to scream that she was a malicious liar and a deceitful person. That she should get out of our apartment immediately. But I was completely lost for words. Perhaps because I knew deep down that her words weren’t just tragic, they were also true.


Robby cautiously asked a question:


“But can’t she be regenerated?” he asked. “Nowadays one can make a backup of human brains and bodies, just as one can with robots. The memory can be stored and later inserted into a regenerated body that can easily be revived – that is, as long as the body and consciousness match. The Global State can take care of these things, as far as I know.”


“That’s correct,” the lady nodded and put her glasses back on. “That is quite correct. But it’s just that ... not all states offer this service in its entirety to everyone. Well, and that happens to be the case in this region. You have to pay for your own backup and then the Global State pays for the regeneration via taxes. But perhaps because Zeta’s mother was not so, um, financially privileged, she unfortunately did not take advantage of this opportunity and make a backup. So even though we at the Global State would like to regenerate her, it’s simply not possible. The child’s mother never had a backup.”


“She really never made a backup?” Robby asked.


“Never,” Erna said ruefully, shaking her head.


“So she’s never coming home again?” I asked.


The lady shook her head.


“I am sorry, my dear,” she sighed, wiping more tears from her cheeks. “But don’t fret, as I promised, we will take good care of you. You can count on that.”


Robby slowly walked over and gave me a little hug.


“I am certified for this,” he assured the lady, “I have been fitted with empathy, grief, and stress modules. I know I am just a robot and I do not look very impressive, but I am sure I can be of assistance. In fact, my AI is designed to adapt to challenging situations and you can rest assured that I will do my utmost for Zeta. From now on, I will take care of her and do everything she asks of me. Cook, clean, teach her things, play and tell stories. And if something serious should happen, I will deal with that, too. For example, I can activate alarm modules and contact the right authorities if necessary. I will also make sure she brushes her teeth and goes to the dentist regularly and...”


Erna raised a hand to stop him.


“Oh, my, how you do go on, dear. Please don’t get me wrong. All that sounds very good, believe me, and of course you should continue to help train the child, that much is clear. After all, you were bought and paid for with her mother’s money. In fact, you are in principle the girl’s property now...”


She rummaged in her bag and took out a handkerchief.


“... but the Global State does not permit robots to raise human children,” she added then blew her nose so loudly the noise filled the room.


“But who will take care of her?” Robby asked with a worried look.


With both fingers wound into the handkerchief, she wiped her nostrils so thoroughly they protruded.


“Of course, the girl has to go into foster care, that’s clear.”


Her words made me stiffen. Nervous and very, very scared, almost trembling, I tried to sit up straight and look out through my tear-filled eyes.


“Foster care?” I repeated.


“Yes, we’ve found a lovely family for you, Zeta. You can look forward to meeting them and living with them.”


“Living with them...”


I jumped to my feet instantly and tried to get away. I had to get out of that room, whatever it took. I shoved Robby aside and ran weeping from the room. Behind me I heard Erna telling me to come back, but I howled in wild terror and ran as fast as I could down the corridor and into my room. I threw myself down on the bed, pulled the duvet over my head and punched the pillow as if it were one of the neighbor’s punching bags.


“I don’t ever want to go into care,” I cried, hoping it was all a bad dream. “Mom has to come back. I don’t want any of those things you said.”


A little later, I felt the lady and Robby sit down on my bed.


They let me shout and scream until my voice cracked and my tear ducts were completely dried out and the pillow was soaked. Afterwards, they took turns trying to comfort me.


“Don’t worry, Zeta, I promise I’ll always be with you and take good care of you,” Robby consoled me over and over.


“Yes, and Danny and Tina will take good care of you too, my child, you can be sure of that,” the lady added, but her words felt like salt sprinkled in the wound.


“Mom has to come back,” I persisted, “she has to!”


But the truth was that my mother had been taken away from me and she never came back.


Never again would I run to meet her when she came home from work.


Never again would we eat together at the dinner table.


Never again would I fall asleep in her safe arms.


That morning, my childhood ended. And all I had left of my mother was her voice – a voice stored in a robot’s memory.









Chapter 4


The Ancient Sport Of Death


Blood sprayed across the room and spattered the carpet, shrank into small pools and vanished. The player, wearing some sort of armor, was struck in the head by an iron club and his rugby-style helmet shattered like an eggshell. He fell to the floor in slow motion and smacked the floor of the arena so hard that even more blood, joined now by grey and white matter from his gaping cranium, splatted against the wall in a grainy soup. The camera panned slowly over the Mortal Player’s lifeless body lying on the metal pitch of the New York Sports Dome. The spectators roared like wild beasts. At home in our living room the audience was also hungry for more.


My foster father, Danny, and his son, Bill, hopped on the sofa in sheer joy at the bloodbath. Thanks to new, advanced holographic technology, fights were brought to life like never before in folk’s living rooms. These new possibilities could create lifelike illusions of everything from rain and snow to dust storms or, in this case, fountains of blood that looked so real sometimes I thought blood did actually splash on the coffee table I was just setting for lunch.


The clip was replayed endlessly from various angles. I had no desire to see it and looked away.


“What’s wrong, Zeta?” my spotty and somewhat older foster brother grinned and slapped his thighs, “Can’t stomach it, eh?”


I could never understand their love of Bloodball. In my eyes, it was a nasty sport. The game wasn’t just meaningless, it was downright disgusting. In general, I disliked the whole range of violent blood sports that had flourished since the possibility to regenerate people had been discovered. People died in droves and in the most grotesque ways. It had never been so popular. I had no idea how “players” could withstand the pain, but the rumor was they doped themselves with new narco-genetic drugs that switched off the key pain sensing nerves. That made sense to me, but maybe it was just talk.


Either way, I was forced to become a daily spectator of these violent sports events. My foster family didn’t do much else than stare at them all day long. Every time two teams tore into each other in the arena, Danny and Bill lounged on the sofa with beer and snacks. They watched every match in every league and, what made it even worse, they gambled every penny they had, money they were paid by the Global State to take care of me.


“No need to be squeamish,” Danny added. “It’s just a little blood, and anyway, Moonpie will be back on his feet for the next fight. They just need to pump some life back into him. If we’re lucky, Steel Fury will take the win and then there’s a bonus waiting!”


“Zeta, come and fetch lunch for the boys!” my foster mother, Tina, shouted from the kitchen, where she’d been preparing sandwiches.


I hurried to obey; otherwise, she was bound to be irritable.


“Can I take my food upstairs to my room?” I asked politely and gripped the tray to carry it into the living room.


“It seems you don’t much like spending time with your family,” she answered reproachfully and followed me.


“Oh, just let her,” my foster father mumbled through a mouthful of sloppy sandwich “She’s just spoiling the mood anyway.”


“She’s probably constructing her robot as usual.” Bill put in. “When’s Robby gonna start looking tough? With a mohawk or a nose ring or somethin’? You’re never gonna sell him in that ridiculous kid’s getup he wears.”


“He’s not for sale,” I said firmly and swiped a sandwich and a beer. The days when people worried about kids drinking alcohol were long gone. If someone developed a dependency, it was easily cured with a quick regeneration. “Robby’s fine the way he is,” I added and took a swig.


My foster father shook his head disapprovingly. Not because of the beer. Because of the robot.


“The boy’s right. It’s ridiculous she has such an expensive machine when this family could use the money. I’m sick to puking of these lousy sandwiches. If we’re not lucky today ...”


“Come now, dear,” my foster mother said. “We’ve talked about this before. It’s her mother’s machine and all that nonsense...”


I made myself scarce. As a rule, money was short at the end of the month. Everything had been squandered on beer and gambling and I usually got the blame somehow.


When I stepped into my room, I saw that Robby’s belly was wide open. His artificial skin hung in flaps to each side and a tangle of wires dangled out of the opening. You’d almost think an Alien had burst out of him, but it was just me who had cut him up to install a new piece of hardware. It was a harmless operation.


Hopefully, I’d have a couple of hours’ peace to finish the job.


My room looked like a cross between a lab and a messy teenage room. There were posters on the wall of my favorite sci-fi movies. On the shelves were baskets with cables, hardware, and countless other gadgets. The floor was cluttered with antiques from the last century. Hard disks, DVDs, even a few rare VHS tapes. I loved old stuff, loved to rattle them about and salvage data out of them, but I was pretty much alone with my hobby. The rest of my so-called family certainly didn’t understand me. They thought it was a waste of space – a common complaint in those days when the lack of space was an issue for everyone. Everybody had to constrain themselves. Earth simply had no room for more people or stuff.


This affected the arts and culture especially. “Superfluous” institutions like museums, exhibitions, ancient monuments, and public squares were either downsized or removed altogether. Lots of library buildings were shut too. All over the world, tons of old books were digitized and then incinerated. It was enough for Global State to have a few large libraries to store important historical works. With fifty-seven billion people on the planet, there just wasn’t room for more.


Lack of space also meant the view from my room was grim and bleak. Grey concrete high rises as far as the eye could see and almost no trees or bushes. Ever since cities had sprawled across every inch of the Earth’s surface, nature was a thing of the past. Not only grasslands but also jungles, forests, swamps, mangroves, fields and meadows. All gone. Thousands of species that had once thrived were long extinct. Ocean life had all but disappeared. In its place, we had fish farms in gigantic ponds. This meant the range and variety of living species was severely restricted. Animals were only bred in factories. Cultivation of fruit and vegetables no longer took place in nature but indoors, in greenhouses, using genetically modified foodstuffs and new agricultural techniques. Even the deserts were colonized for settlement. The skies were filled with aerial Oxyjumbos, hovering constantly above us to produce breathable air.


Today, I don’t understand how people could stand it.


“There, you’re fixed,” I smiled to Robby when he came to after being rebooted. I had figured out how to turn him on and off a few years before, when he was sick. I know you can’t say that robots get sick, but when they haven’t been upgraded for a while, it’s kinda the same thing. They start making small mistakes, then they get slower and more confused. Gradually they become increasingly unusable. That happened to Robby, too, so I searched for answers online. I found some guides that explained what was wrong and how to fix it. Then I taught myself how to repair him. I scavenged the spare parts I needed to upgrade him.


Robby looked down at his belly skin that I had glued together and – if I have to be brutally honest – maybe it didn’t look great.


“Hmm,” he said, “I don’t feel any different.”


“Well, that’s good,” I said with satisfaction and started packing things away. “It’s just a tracking device I installed. You’re not supposed to feel it.”


He pulled his shirt down and jumped off the table.


“So now you can always find me, no matter where I am,” he said.


“Yes, and you can always find me,” I smiled and picked up a necklace that lay on the table. I inherited it from my mother – it was the only thing that survived the crash. On the necklace there hung a locket. Inside was a picture of Mom. I took it out. Secreted behind it was a miniscule tracking chip.


“Smart,” Robby said and smiled at me with his slightly penetrating gaze.


“Sure is, I just need to transfer some software to you, but I’ll do that later. Then you can track me too.”


I put the picture of Mom back in the locket and looked at her. I didn’t open it very often. The photo of Mom tended to make me sad.


“This month marks seven years,” Robby said. “Have they said anything about it?”


I shook my head, closed the locket, and placed the necklace around my neck.


“They don’t care,” I said and shrugged. “And I don’t care about them either.”


“I understand. But hatred and bitterness never made a person better or happier,” Robby lectured me and started helping to clear the table after the operation.


“And I have to listen to this from a robot...” I snorted. Even though he was probably right.









Chapter 5


A Question Of Money


Over the following days I discovered you don’t become a better or happier person by gambling either. Especially not if you gamble large sums and have crappy luck. My foster family bet the farm and got badly burned. Worst of all, the more money Danny lost, the heavier he bet. His mood followed the same curve as his cash flow.


“Dammit!” I heard him shout from the living room below. “Just kill him and get the ball over the line!”


This outburst was followed by a crashing sound, as though something had been flung against the wall. A beer bottle no doubt.


His temper terrified me and, truth be told, it was never fun to be at home when Danny lost. Especially not when it involved large volumes of booze. If it hadn’t been for Robby, my childhood with that foster family would have been far worse.


“Okay, give me a new algorithm,” Robby whispered to catch my attention.


We’d been messing about with regular expressions all evening – regexes are a pattern of characters used in coding. The characters form a pattern that is used to search and match something in a text string. Robby had just gotten a software upgrade that made him better at interpreting these. We were testing different tasks to see what he could do. It was quite impressive.


“Let me see,” I said, flipping through the hologram of the online catalogue, “maybe this one ...”


(^|/)(?!../)[^/]+/..(/|$)


Within milliseconds, Robby had processed the characters.


“Easy,” he said, “That’s a negative look ahead. It’s used to handle paths that contain catalogs with two elements. It’s a regex used to normalize file names in a computer system.”


“Well done. You’re fast,” I praised him.


“Zeta!” my foster father yelled suddenly from the living room downstairs.


I stayed silent, hoping I’d misheard. Or that the problem, whatever it was, would go away by itself. But there were no miracles that day, unfortunately.


Soon after, a knock came on the door.


I looked questioningly at Robby. He didn’t know what I should do either. When the knock came a second time, I had to react. I walked over and swiped my hand across the sensor.


My foster mother met me with a stiff, indignant expression.


“Your father wants to talk to you downstairs,” she said, like some harbinger of doom, and stepped to one side. He’s not my father, I wanted to say, but bit my tongue. It was a good idea to stay in Tina’s good books when Danny was looking for me.


Her outstretched arm pointed the way, but I had absolutely no desire to descend into the lion’s den. The portents were menacing.


“Must I?” I asked tentatively, hoping for her support, but she just nodded without even the slightest sign of sympathy.


“He’s waiting for you, and I don’t think it’s a good idea to keep him waiting.”


Uncertain, I glanced back at Robby.


“Shall I come too?” he asked and stood up.


I shook my head.


“No, just stay here,” I said and left the room, making sure to shut the door after me. Even then, I had a gnawing fear the conversation was going to be about Robby.


Danny was waiting in the living room. Though his head rested pensively in his hands, his elbows propped on the table, one leg swung back and forth in a trembling, restless agitation, revealing an inner rage lurking just beneath the surface. He was a bomb, armed and primed – all it would take was a spark for him to explode.


“Sit,” he ordered, and I promptly obeyed. Billy sat beside him in an armchair and seemed just as angry.


My foster mother took her place on the sofa next to Danny.


“Now there’s no need to be nervous, Zeta,” she said, confirming my worst misgivings. “Your father and I just want to talk to you about something.”


Danny leaned slowly back into the sofa and crossed his arms. His round gut heaved and sank as he panted heavily. Almost like he was out of breath. In reality, it was probably pent-up resentment over his own miserable existence and lousy judgement.


“We’ve talked about this before, Zeta,” he said and looked at me with his grim expression.


“Yes, and it’s just temporary, what we’re talking about, that is...” my foster mother intervened.


“Just let me speak, Tina,” Danny said irritably. “The girl doesn’t even know what we’re talking about yet!”


A strange lull filled the room, but it was fleeting. Attention soon refocused on the victim – me. I felt like I was in a courtroom surrounded by biased judges and that the verdict had already been reached.


“Well, Zeta. Let me sketch it for you. You live here. You eat our food. You help yourself to whatever’s in the fridge. You use electricity. You surf online. You have your own room ... can you see where I’m going with this? It all costs money and that’s...”


“But you get money from Global State to take care of me!”


My foster father’s face reddened. His blood pressure must have been sky high. I noticed that he furrowed his brow and clenched his jaw. Tina took over.


“Yes, Zeta, but you must understand that your father has been very unfortunate this month...” she said, but Danny stopped her.


“Tina, you don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m talking now,” Danny emphasized loudly and raised an index finger. “This has nothing to do with my unlucky flutter on the games... However, it has everything to do with you, Zeta. We have a general problem, which can be summed up in few words: You don’t contribute to the family.”


Long before he’d finished his mini-speech, I knew what he was getting at. I decided to force it out in the open.


“You can forget it! I’m not selling him,” I flatly refused, trying to look as defiant as possible for a puny 15-year-old.


“No one’s said that have they?” Billy mumbled but was silenced by a chopping hand gesture from Danny.


“I’ll deal with this!”


“Like we said, it’s only temporary,” Tina shook her head, as though she felt the discussion was trivial. A footnote, something that made no real difference.


But it did for me.


“Correct,” my foster father added, “the only thing we’re asking is that you temporarily pawn Robby and loan the money to your family. Next month, when we receive more money from Global State, we’ll repay the loan, and you can get your robot back again.”


I’d never heard anything so crazy. Just because that dumb oaf had gambled away every penny, I had to put Robby in hock? Besides, I was absolutely certain I’d never see the money again. No matter how lucky my foster father got, he’d always just bet more and eventually lose the lot. Again.


“It’s actually not much to ask, Zeta,” Tina butted in.


But it was. Deep down, the thought of losing Robby was incredibly painful. Living under the same roof as this so-called “family” without him would be nothing less than unbearable. I wanted to scream and run away, but that would achieve nothing.


I had to come up with a contingency plan, fast.


“Okay,” I said slowly but thinking furiously. My options were limited but there was always a solution, I knew. If nothing else, then a solution that could buy me some time. I tried to figure out if I was doing the right thing.


“Okay, but on one condition,” I said.


Danny looked skeptical.


“Oh? And what might that be?” he asked expectantly.


I glanced in horror at Billy, slumped in the armchair and sneering with malicious pleasure at my expense.


“That it won’t be until tomorrow.”


A tiny, almost invisible smile flickered at the corners of Danny’s mouth.


“Tomorrow? Why wait until tomorrow?”


“Because... Umm, because then I can make a backup of Robby tonight. I wouldn’t want to lose him, that is, in case something happens to him at the pawnbrokers.”


Tina accepted the explanation, but what about Danny?


“Hmm,” my foster father grumbled. He was clearly trying to figure out if there was something behind my request. If he was being cheated.


“Alright, that’s fine, Zeta, but it has to be done no later than noon tomorrow,” he said, catching Billy’s eye. “There’s a big lunchtime game...”


Billy nodded eagerly as Danny continued speaking.


“... and we have to drive there to deliver him and you come with us and give us – I mean loan us – all the money. Agreed, Zeta?”


“I agree,” I lied.


Tina seemed almost relieved that Danny hadn’t had a meltdown and smashed the apartment in a fit of rage.


“Well, then everything’s settled. Isn’t it lovely to be able to help one another as a family?”


I made no comment.


“Is that all?” I asked.


“Yes, I believe so, right, Danny?” Tina said, glowing with satisfaction.


Danny said nothing.


“May I go back to my room? So I can start the backup?”


“Of course,” she clapped her hands, as Danny reached down to the crate beside the sofa for another beer.


Tensely, I walked from the room. My heart was beating wildly, and my hands were shaking. I was terrified but couldn’t afford to reveal myself.
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