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            Prologue
   

            November 2056, Hunter’s Lane, Canadian wilderness
   

         

         Rebels
   

          “What did I tell you? The guy’s developed a new model that leaves all previous robots in the dust.” Silver’s eyes narrowed as he and his boss analysed the recordings from a tiny spy drone – holographic images taken in a secret military lab that was part of the MacIntyre Group. The facility was located somewhere beneath the Nevada desert and produced a steady supply of incredibly human-looking combat robots.

         “Get closer!” said Cathrin. As the leader of the Hunter’s Lane rebels, she was responsible for hundreds of resistance fighters. Most of them were combat robots who not only looked human but had also – contrary to their programming – developed a human consciousness. They’d been deployed by the PanAmerican Alliance to fight in the war against the PanAsian Front and were among the few who’d managed to escape the horrific slaughter. It was a senseless destruction of robots and military resources aimed to both demonstrate technological supremacy and entertain the masses, who were charged vast sums in taxes for the privilege, especially as the loser of a battle had to pay for the winner’s costs plus a financial bonus.

         Under the leadership of Cathrin Porter, the rebels were fighting for the immediate end to this war. Their headquarters lay hidden in a former uranium mine, deep in the inaccessible Canadian wilderness, and formed the base for a revolution against this insanity that – sooner or later – would drive the whole of humanity to destruction.

         The flow of people whom Cathrin had helped to escape from the PanAmerican government’s recruitment teams had recently increased, as it seemed that at least one of the two warring parties had come up with the magnificent idea of replacing expensive combat robots with cheap human cyborgs.

         Since then, unbeknown to the public, more and more people were disappearing from the deprived areas of PanAmerican Alliance cities – aided by the MacIntyre Group – and being turned into fighting machines.

         It was the MacIntyre Group who profited from this, earning unimaginable sums from the production of military robots, manufactured in their hundreds every day in the Group’s secret facilities. Meanwhile, large sections of the population suffered appalling poverty in both urban slums and rural areas.

         And now there was a new problem. One that could prove far more destructive to humanity than any war.

         “You realise we’ve never been this close to Mac 2?” said Silver triumphantly. “This is the first time we’ve managed to get into his newest research lab.”

         Cathrin put her hand gently on Silver’s well-developed shoulders and let it rest there for a moment. “And this is all thanks to you.”

         Her simple words of appreciation meant the world to Silver. As a robot, he possessed acute sensors that told him the physical state of anyone he was with, whether they were a human or a machine. Right now, his sensors were picking up the increasing tension in his boss’ body and her raised heart rate, but he didn’t need them to see how nervous she was. He noticed how she kept tucking an errant silver strand of hair behind her ear – it had escaped from her perfectly cut bob and was clearly just as rebellious as its owner.

         As the drone continued on its unobserved path across the enemy’s lab, Cathrin focused on a human-sized glass box containing a highly complex 3D bioprinter. “Get closer,” she ordered. “I want to get a better look at the robot manufacturing pod.”

         Silver steered the tiny flying object through the vivid high-definition image of the lab and stopped directly in front of the transparent structure that Cathrin had seen. It contained cell material created using biotechnology that produced a 98% match with human tissue. This was then woven into a robot that looked identical to a human being, apart from the fact that its musculature was generally more developed, and its intelligence significantly sharper, than most humans.

         Cathrin was one of the most gifted robotics engineers of the 21st
       century, and her response was genuine. “I’m really impressed,” she whispered as she took in the image of a flawless young woman, whose supple, athletic body and brunette, waist-length hair could give any professional model a run for their money. Her internal technology was impressive, too.

         “The R9 series is said to be significantly smarter and more powerful than the previous models,” said Silver, looking slightly worried. He was unsettled, not just because he was fascinated by the beauty he saw before him, but also because he was one of the infamous R8 series – the previous model – that was one of the most skilled fighting robots of its time, and he was now faced with significant competition. “If Mac 2 puts her into action, Jack and I will need an update,” he stated soberly. “Otherwise we’ll have a hard time going up against her.”

         “You’re not afraid of her, are you?” Cathrin looked in mock horror at her blond, two-metre-tall robot and gave a subdued smile. “I don’t think you need to be worried,” she added reassuringly. “You and your colleagues are the best my lab has ever created. I can’t imagine how this new model could be more advanced, particularly as she’s based on the same design template as all the R8 models.”

         “It’s not fear I’m feeling, it’s respect.” Silver corrected his boss, keeping his voice even and finding himself unable to tear his eyes away from the sight of the flawless female model. “I’m just thinking about how Jack and I would handle her if she attacked us. After all, Mac 2 wants to introduce her as the First Lady’s bodyguard and use her to kill the First Lady and replace her with an identical robot copy, just as he did with her sister and her sister’s family. He wants to do the same thing to the President of the PanAmerican Alliance, too. At least, that’s according to the plans our spy program found on MacIntyre LLC’s central computer.”

         “That’s what we concluded after our last mission,” stated Cathrin firmly. “And it’s why I need you to come up with an idea quickly about how we can stop Monty MacIntyre’s robot clone. We also need to convince the President of the PanAmerican Alliance that the danger to his office and his life doesn’t come from the rebels but from Mac 2, who people don’t realise has replaced the real MacIntyre. The question is whether President Junger will believe us – telling him that his closest ally and the largest weapons supplier to the PanAmerican Alliance has been replaced with an identical robot clone sounds like a conspiracy theory. And yet this clone not only holds the company’s reins; it can also determine the fate for the whole of humanity.”

         “It’s unfortunate enough that Junger has no idea who the real enemy is,” added Silver quietly. “Why should he know that Mac 2 also has his Defence Secretary and his family on his conscience when he isn’t even aware that Montgomery MacIntyre himself fell victim to his own backup copy? After all, MacIntyre purposely designed Mac 2 to resemble him right down to the last hair. He wanted to use an identical robot clone to protect himself against assassination attempts and almost certainly didn’t imagine that it would one day get rid of him.”

         For a moment, Cathrin looked into Silver’s sapphire blue eyes. They were as perfect as his silver-blond hair, which shimmered the same blue when the light fell on it. She knew only too well how difficult it was to tell such a robot apart from a human just by looking at them. And ultimately, it was she who bore the responsibility for the design of the first R8 models.

         She had been the one who, years ago, had developed the exceptionally handsome soldier when she was working in the robotics industry for Montgomery MacIntyre, designing combat robots for him. She’d never considered having children of her own. The robots had filled this gap in her life, with their designs based on her own preferences, resulting in them looking like real people rather than artificially constructed machines. The audiences who followed the battles on the killing fields on their holoscreens absolutely loved this fact, especially as Cathrin’s robot fighters acted like full-blooded heroes in a battle – fearless and undaunted, as if they were a cat with nine lives. In some ways, they were – unlike human soldiers, some of their parts could be regenerated, even after serious injury. In preparation for combat, their bodies were fitted with an ultralight titanium exoskeleton that encased their fireproof military fatigues and made their movements elegant, powerful and beguiling. And utterly human.

         Initially, making these robots hadn’t disturbed Cathrin – everyone thought they were just machines with no internal life. It was only after a while that she noticed that above a certain energy density, her robots – both male and female – clearly developed a consciousness in their highly complex quantum brains that was almost identical to that of a human. This consciousness enabled them to not only experience human emotions, but to feel pain as intensely as a human would.

         For those robots, who didn’t understand their sudden transformation, their lives became an unending nightmare, and if they showed even the slightest sign of having an individual personality, their military superiors ordered them to be destroyed on the spot.

         And it wasn’t just combat robots who were affected by this development; more and more escort robots working in brothels were no longer prepared to put up with their harsh treatment by humans and fled in droves.

         Once Cathrin began to see robots developing a consciousness, she realised the responsibility that she now bore for their creation. When her warnings to immediately cease production of these robots fell on deaf ears, she chucked in her job and went into hiding, determined to offer the robots a refuge and support them in their fight against amoral politicians and robot manufacturers.

         Silver was one of the ones that Cathrin had saved from a gruesome fate – like the other robots who had fled to her rebel hideout, he had been designed for brutal wargames, played out on huge, artificially-created killing fields.

         He had fled to Hunter’s Lane more than a year ago and since then had worked for Cathrin and her mission to make the world a better place. He mainly took on delicate tasks, particularly those relating to spying on government organisations or – like this one – when their deadliest enemy Mac 2 was planning a new attack, his sights set on global domination.

         “I’ve set up a meeting this afternoon with Jack, Lennox and Max,” said Cathrin, looking at the holographic drone images now showing incomplete robot clones that Mac 2 was clearly designing to replace the President of the PanAmerican Alliance and the First Lady, as well as clones of senior government officials. All of them would be killed and then replaced with identical robots.

         “Damn,” she hissed. “I didn’t think Mac 2’s plans had got this far. We need to do something, and fast. It would be criminal to wait even a day longer.”

         “I’ve been studying the First Lady’s life closely,” said Silver. He’d already come up with a plan and now showed Cathrin a couple of holographic recordings showing some of Patricia Junger’s activities. “Her life doesn’t seem to be very different from that of her murdered sister. The only difference is that she has no children and is still married to her husband. PJ – as she was called as a student – puts up with her husband’s sexual escapades. Fidelity seems to be an unknown concept to him, although he never betrays her in public. He sleeps with his staff and then pays for their silence. Patricia is an attractive woman – slim, pretty, with few lines despite being fifty and she’s blessed with silky brown shoulder-length hair. People might think that she’s had a bit of cosmetic surgery but that’s actually not the case.”

         “Does she have friends or a lover?”

         “Not that I can see. Since her sister’s death, she’s mostly withdrawn from society. She lives with her dog and an eccentric housekeeper in a villa not far from the White House. She’s chosen to keep her distance from her husband by moving out of their shared apartment in the White House. Clearly, she won’t put up with her husband constantly cheating on her.”

         “And now the President is going to get a toy from his would-be murderer with no idea that it’s going to remove his wife before turning on him? What do you call that? The irony of fate?”

         “Who knows?” replied Silver thoughtfully. “Maybe Jonathan Junger is on the lookout for a replacement for his wife.”

         “I wouldn’t put it past him.” Cathrin took one last look at the female robot that stood awaiting completion in its glass manufacturing pod. Her beauty was so flawless that the First Lady would find it difficult to compete against her, despite her own attractiveness. At least when it came to her husband’s preferences for young playmates.

         “By tomorrow morning, we need to have persuaded Patricia Junger to let one of us into her household,” stated Silver, his expression optimistic. “I thought we could bombard her with advertising for her own personal trainer. She’s incredibly sporty and has been looking for the right coach for a while. Maybe I could try my luck with her. She’s fired several already and refuses to hire any women, but her search history shows that she likes blond, athletic men.”

         Cathrin looked pleased. “What a coincidence. So what are you waiting for?”

         “If she hires me, I’m keen to see what happens when Junger presents his new female robot to her. And how he’ll react when his wife responds by showing him her new male fitness robot.”

         “It’s important that you realise how dangerous such an undertaking will be. And that the plan for this mission needs to proceed even more smoothly than usual. You’re poking a hornets’ nest – and you’ll be up close to its queen.”

         “Then it’s a good thing that insect stings don’t affect me,” joked Silver.

         Cathrin’s expression was doubtful. “In any case, we have no choice but to get control over the women – whether that’s Patricia or the new robot. It’s the only way we’ll get close to President Junger and warn him of the immediate danger that’s threatening him.”

         “I’m sure we’ll manage,” replied Silver confidently. “You know that you can rely on me and the others. We’ll keep you constantly informed about how our plans are going.”

         “Don’t take too long,” Cathrin warned him, getting up from her chair. Before she left, she placed her hand back on the shoulder of his jumpsuit where his Hunter’s Lane code was attached. It replaced the QR code that was tattooed deep into the robots’ shoulder tissue when they were in the MacIntyre production facilities. The tattoo was the first thing that was removed when robots arrived at the base so that they couldn’t be identified as former government property when they undertook missions against the people who had tortured them.

         “I’m relying on you,” she said, giving him an encouraging nod.

         “Yes, Ma’am!” he assured her before she left the meeting room.

         There was time before his colleagues arrived for him to take a closer look at the holographic image of the female robot. He examined in detail her symmetrical features – delicate eyebrows, almond-shaped eyes and long eyelashes that lay like black feathers on her high cheekbones. Her full mouth was seductive and her slim neck seemed to invite kisses. Silver may have been a robot, but he appreciated a female’s physical shape whether she was a human or a robot. When his consciousness had unexpectedly developed it had brought with it not only a flood of pain and emotional chaos, but also the drivers of lust and love, and he was still able to control his feelings better than a human could. Gazing upon this stunning, albeit incomplete creation, however, he felt an unexpected surge of protectiveness. Whatever Mac 2’s plans for her were, Silver would be damned if he would allow her to be made into Mac 2’s submissive instrument, putting her own future at risk.

         He was not only going to protect the President and the First Lady from being replaced by identical robots, he also wanted to ensure that this unsuspecting beauty gained her own consciousness, giving her a life filled with self-determination and independence.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter
       1
   

            November 2056, Washington D.C.
   

         

         Power Games
   

         “Montgomery MacIntyre is on line two, Sir.” The holocommunicator’s formal voice startled the President of the PanAmerican Alliance from his thoughts. The sudden death of his Defence Secretary and brother-in-law, Ashton, had affected Jonathan Junger more than he wanted to admit, particularly the circumstances under which the whole family had been obliterated – including his sister-in-law and his beloved niece Emma, who’d been like a daughter to him.

         “The fact that my security people were unable to prevent such an outrageous assassination is utterly humiliating for our military capabilities,” he said to his best friend Montgomery MacIntyre via a holocommunicator that was making his friend’s features appear extremely plastic. The CEO of MacIntyre LLC, the largest manufacturers of combat robots in the western world, had short, carefully styled black hair that made his image look like that of an ageing teenager. His normally restless dark eyes were strangely cold and they now shot a look of warning at Jonathan.

         “I’ve been advising you for ages to stop using human security and rely on my combat robots instead,” he stated in a detached tone. “I can program them so that they look and act exactly like human bodyguards, just more efficient. If you want to protect yourself and the First Lady properly, you have no choice but to change your security plan. I mean, the rebels have some of your family on their conscience. Cathrin Porter and her people are not sitting back – they’re everywhere and have first-rate technology. And they always seem to be one step ahead of your Secret Service agents. When it comes to inflicting harm on us and our country, they have no scruples,” MacIntyre added flatly.

         “Yes, you may well be right. Patricia is a nervous wreck,” agreed Junger. “Emma was like our own daughter. She had a glittering career ahead of her. I still can’t grasp the fact that she’s dead. And we miss Jill and Ashton more every day. I’ve done everything to ensure that my Secret Service agents track down Cathrin Porter and her rebel scum and destroy them. I won’t rest until we’ve found them and eliminated all of them, right down to the last man and woman.”

         “I understand how you feel,” said MacIntyre sympathetically. “Don’t forget, I lost Rochelle the same way. And Emma was a very special person to me. She was a gifted robotics engineer and had incredible potential. She would have been a worthy successor to me. I’ve put everything I have into this new robot to honour her. You can be certain that it won’t just protect your wife, it will also avenge the death of Emma and her parents as soon as it has the opportunity.”

         “Thank you, Monty. I really appreciate that. But I’m not sure whether it’s the right decision to have a robot like that in my private household. Particularly not at Patricia’s side.”

         “Cathrin Porter has assembled a considerable contingent of R8 robots,” continued MacIntyre. “This woman wants a revolution, Jonathan! And she is snapping at our heels. I am certain that she will do everything she can to have you killed, and won’t baulk at harming Patricia, either. So what do you say?”

         Doubt was clear on Junger’s smooth face. “I respect the hell out of your robots. But what do we do if one of these machines snaps and kills me and Patricia instead of protecting us? I mean, I’ve issued a ban on combat robots in our household. After all, they are the most amoral killer soldiers that we’ve ever made. An unarmed human wouldn’t stand the slightest chance against them. How am I supposed to tell Patricia that one of these creatures is now going to be in control of her day-to-day life?”

         “I thought you might respond with an argument like that, so I have an interesting offer for you that I’m certain you won’t be able to refuse. I’ve designed the new robot specifically to your needs. It’s a female robot – tall, with a fantastic body. And in addition to her special combat mode that’s programmed to suit her role as a bodyguard, she also has a few extra abilities that, as a man, you will appreciate. In short, she’s a rocket in bed and will anticipate your every wish – once you’re alone with her, of course. When she’s looking after Patricia, she’ll behave like a perfectly respectable member of the household.”

         “A female robot?” Junger grinned. “OK, can you show me the model?”

         “Of course,” replied MacIntyre smoothly, displaying the 3D version of his latest design on the desk in front of Junger.

         Junger’s jaw dropped as he looked at the rotating image of a stunning brunette with long legs, full breasts and waist-length hair. She had a slim, muscular figure and an exceptionally pert bottom. Her face resembled a modern Nefertiti, with almond-shaped, amber eyes like a cat and a slim nose that emphasised her lush mouth.

         Junger deliberately suppressed the idea of this woman being a professional killing machine, preferring to imagine her straddling him, riding him until he begged for mercy.

         “So?” MacIntyre’s voice suddenly broke into the silence, startling Junger. “Does she meet your requirements?”

         “And then some,” croaked Junger, licking his dry lips. “After Rochelle’s death and the takeover of CRU, I thought about combining the female escort robot business and the combat robot business. And this is the result. It’s absolutely perfect. And you’re certain that she wouldn’t attack me? I mean, Rochelle’s male robot cost her her life.”

         “We learned from that,” MacIntyre assured him. “I’ve built in some solid security features so that the robot can’t assume a life of its own and act against you. It’s programmed to focus on protecting you and Patricia. Dr Tanaka and I tested her ourselves. You can trust us!”

         “OK. I’ll take her. After all, I don’t want you to have done all that work for nothing.” He would persuade Patricia that the robot was harmless and that he would simply borrow it occasionally for his “fitness sessions”, as he called his secret meetings with female employees, which Patricia was suspicious of anyway. And in the broadest sense, this robot would be the kind of employee that as his wife, she wouldn’t have to feel jealous of. And the rest of the time, she would be Patricia’s daily bodyguard.

         “Does she have a spy mode?” he asked Monty. “So, can I access her iris camera on my computer so that I can see what my wife is up to at home?”

         “Of course, you can view all the data in real time on your screen.”

         “Perfect.” Junger nodded happily. “Does she have a name? Or do I need to think of one?”

         “Dr Tanaka named her Soul, even though she obviously doesn’t have one. But she acts as if she does. Essentially, she looks and acts just like a human woman, apart from the fact that she’s always willing and never complains.”

         “Now I’m even more curious,” replied Junger with a leer.

         Due to the costs involved in manufacturing MacIntyre’s robots, they had one of only two uses – a soldier on the killing fields or a human-looking escort for a few hours of pleasure that only billionaires could afford. It wasn’t new to have a robot that combined these uses; before her violent death at the hands of one of them, Rochelle MacIntyre had commissioned a similar version of a male combat robot. However, it had been an abject failure as – according to the results of the investigation – her own escort robot had snapped her neck.

         “I suggest,” said MacIntyre with a patronising air, “that Patricia tests the robot first. If she’s happy with her, then it will all work out. I’ll let you know as soon as the robot is ready for despatch.”

         “OK,” replied Junger, ending the conversation with a satisfied smile. He sat for a moment and thought about Montgomery “Monty” MacIntyre, who he’d known since their university days. When Junger had met Monty at MIT, fellow students had told him that Monty was only ever out for himself. At that point, Monty already had his PhD in Robotics and was the young owner of an ambitious start-up developing humanlike robots.

         The fact that most students spoke badly of him and some even warned Junger about this seemingly harmless young man, piqued his interest and that interest had not waned. Monty MacIntyre was just the kind of supporter that he needed to help him rise to political power. He was charming, ambitious and unfathomably wealthy, so his election campaign contributions were always more than generous. The fact that he would stop at nothing to achieve his aims was just part and parcel of doing business. Indeed, it was MacIntyre who had made it possible to go to war against the PanAsian Front – without him and his powerful combat robots, the PanAsians and their allies would have walked all over the PanAmericans a long time ago. It was thanks to MacIntyre and his chief engineer Dr Tanaka that the battle for technological supremacy on this planet had not been lost.

          
   

         “Have you lost your mind?” Patricia Junger cocked her brunette head and regarded her husband with a withering look. “What the hell am I supposed to do with a combat Barbie? She’ll bring her own clothing robot with her and she’ll spend the whole time changing her outfit.”

         “Monty has designed the robot so that she’ll always be appropriately dressed to accompany you to any event,” Jonathan assured her, trying to make his latest acquisition sound palatable.

         “Accompany you, you mean,” retorted Patricia. “With me standing next to you like an ugly duckling.” The fifty-year-old First Lady was still a beauty and her green eyes flashed with anger. “Or has she been designed more for you than for me?” She glared suspiciously into his close-set eyes, trying to work out what was actually behind his desire to buy this robot – he certainly wasn’t short of human women to choose from. Jonathan was what Patricia’s mother called a smooth-talker – he was a tall, athletic man who could wrap almost any woman around his finger using his devastating charm and, although he’d had several cosmetic procedures, he hadn’t lost any of his attractiveness as he’d aged. A man like that will never just be yours, her mother had warned her, urging her not to marry him. Especially not when he’s also a senior politician, thought Patricia with regret. She must have been insane to accept his proposal and walk down the aisle. It turned out to be the start of the gradual end to all her own hopes and dreams.

         “What are you talking about?” he shouted. “The President is hardly going to swap his First Lady for a robot! Quite apart from anything else, I have my reputation as a loyal husband to protect.”

         “Oh, really? As if that’s ever meant anything to you,” she sneered. “So what happened with Ashton and Jill? He was your Defence Secretary and left my sister for an escort robot. Did that do him any harm? As far as I know, nobody showed even the slightest interest in him – it was just Jill whose name was dragged through the mud by the gossip pages.”

         “What do I have to do with Ashton? My life is my responsibility. We’ll need to use robots more and more for our protection – human security forces are simply no match for the rebels’ robots. Why should we lag behind our enemies’ technology? Especially as we now have better models than them! Our machines are showing success in the fight against the PanAsians and as President of the PanAmerican Alliance, I should be able to trust our robots in my home, too.”

         “Says who?”

         “Monty MacIntyre. He thinks that we shouldn’t scrimp on our personal protection and that we should trust the support that he can provide us.”

         “Jonathan, I’ve been thinking. You need to end this war. It’s costing ridiculous amounts and the only person making anything out of it is Monty MacIntyre. And now he’s trying to lure you into using a female combat robot as a bodyguard. Isn’t it enough that you’re constantly getting it on with your female assistants? Do you have to have female robot soldiers replacing your wife in bed as well?”

         “This isn’t about me, it’s about you,” he replied, avoiding her question. “And this model is a new one with special programming that’s completely safe.”

         “How in God’s name is a female robot supposed to be different from the male versions? Apart from the fact that you can screw her whenever you like…”

         Jonathan rolled his eyes. Patricia smelled a rat. Feeling irritated, he sat down in one of the antique leather chairs. Along with the Persian carpets and marble tables, they lent the villa’s drawing room an air of deep luxury. Patricia had moved out of their White House apartment some time ago, preferring this large residence with its guest apartments and a wellness area and pool in the basement. There was also a private park dotted with sports equipment and the whole estate was protected by a special security team.

         “It’s like living in Fort Knox, anyway,” she complained, looking at him accusingly. “As soon as I leave the house, I’m surrounded by human agents and their constant presence really gets on my nerves. And now I’m supposed to accept a female robot looking over my shoulder as well? No way. I refuse. Do you understand? I’m not doing this anymore.”

         “What are you trying to say?” Outraged, Jonathan stared at her. “The other bodyguards would go – there would just be the one robot protecting you all the time. Human bodyguards are not one hundred percent reliable and besides, the difference in strength between a human and a robot is considerable,” he argued. “If we were attacked while on a public engagement, human bodyguards wouldn’t be able to do much against laser fire. So please, give the robot a chance,” he insisted. “Soul has a full range of weapons systems and, when it comes to your safety, she’s been checked down to her last cell. Monty has guaranteed that she’s totally reliable and is also the most powerful robot he’s ever built.”

         “Soul? Oh, I see! The monster has a name already! Well, get used to saying it – you’ll order her into your bed soon enough for a good spanking before you fuck her, and you’ll need to know what to shout in case she objects and you have to beg her for mercy. Given her abilities, that could backfire.” Her voice dripped with sarcasm.

         Patricia was seething at the thought that Jonathan would actually have the audacity to parade her robot replacement in front of her while claiming that he wasn’t thinking of himself. There were reasons why she no longer lived with him in the Presidential apartment, and his infidelity was just one of them. The other one was his sadism – he kept it hidden from the outside world but took it out on his lovers and she’d never had the slightest interest in it. He viewed these adventures as simply “slip-ups” that had nothing to do with their marriage – as he repeatedly told her when she caught him straying. As long as the public didn’t find out, he didn’t think his actions were a problem, but Patricia had grown tired of being humiliated and six months ago, she had decided not to let him torment her any longer. Not wanting to lose her dignity, she had insisted on separate residences as she was no longer prepared to carry on with things the way they were.

         “I don’t care whether you agree with my decision or not,” he retorted snippily. “This isn’t about your prejudices about robots or my alleged transgressions, it’s about your safety. The robot will be delivered here and will be by your side at all public appearances, whether you like it or not.”

         “I’m not one of your loyal minions,” she reminded him. “I know my own mind. If that doesn’t suit you, we can always get divorced.”

         “You know that’s not an option,” he replied coolly. “I would lose the next election and you would lose your First Lady status. That would be extremely unpleasant for both of us. Don’t forget that!”

         He hated being dependent on her for anything, but he knew he couldn’t afford the damage that a public separation would do to his clean Presidential image. “I need you, Patricia,” he implored. “For me and the future of our country. There are rebels lurking everywhere, just waiting for me to trip up. Do you want to be responsible for the downfall of our great nation?”

         “Oh my God,” she replied mockingly, giving a faint smile before finishing her gin in a single gulp. “What kind of country is governed by a man who can’t even stay loyal to his own wife?”

         “I haven’t betrayed you for a long time,” he insisted without missing a beat. “There is no other woman in my life. Just you. How many times do I have to say it?”

         “And to make yourself believe that ridiculous nonsense, you want to get rid of our bodyguards and replace them with a female security robot so that you can do with her what you’ve done with your female employees without your conscience bothering you,” she said disdainfully. “And I bet that Monty has designed this first robot to suit your preferences? Short, blonde and willing.”

         “Maybe you should take a look at her,” replied Jonathan, feeling both caught out and triumphant, knowing that the new robot didn’t look anything like her prediction. When the door buzzer sounded and the security staff announced the arrival of a delivery shuttle from MacIntyre LLC, he experienced a surge of mischievous pleasure.

         Patricia signed heavily and got up from her chair. Feeling disgruntled, she followed him, pushing back her long brown hair. Since the funeral of her sister and niece, it had felt significantly less luscious. On the way to the entrance hall, she passed a large 20th
       century crystal-framed mirror. This black trouser suit makes me look thinner than I used to, she thought, suddenly feeling utterly exhausted. She had already cancelled all her appointments – the days after Jill’s and Emma’s deaths had been horrific. Their personalities may have been very different, but her younger sister had always stood by her. Jill may have been the capricious one but she had been utterly resolute about ending her marriage, separating from Ashton as soon as she discovered that he had betrayed her with a robot. Jill would have told her that under no circumstances should she accept a female robot as a bodyguard.

         She was therefore extremely surprised when a security official opened the delivery crate to reveal an athletic-looking young woman who looked more like a martial artist than the busty escort that she had expected. This model had beautiful, symmetrical features that didn’t show a flicker of emotion. She certainly didn’t give the impression that she could simper and flirt. Her thick, black eyelashes emphasised her amber irises and a few pale streaks glistened in the long, brunette hair flowing down her back.

         She looked more like a predator on the hunt than a cute bunny that would bounce on her owner’s lap. She wore close-fitting, black military overalls, matching black combat boots and was at least as tall as Jonathan – who was a good six feet tall.

         Redneck, Patricia’s black cocker spaniel, wasn’t impressed – he yapped like crazy and kept growling at this terrifying humanlike machine.

         “Out!” Jonathan yelled. Redneck continued his attack, jumping up at this new enemy as if it were one of the robot couriers that occasionally appeared at the gate, each and every one distrusted by the small dog.

         The MacIntyre courier pressed briefly underneath the robot’s chin to activate it and the young woman took a few stiff, faltering steps across the white marble floor. Patricia instinctively moved backwards but burst out laughing at the idea of Jonathan using this robot to satisfy his sexual desires.

         Jonathan was in the middle of signing the holographic delivery note using the iris scanner and looked up in irritation, signalling to the security officials once the courier had left that they could return to their room next to the security gates. “May I ask what you find so funny?” he said, looking at her in annoyed confusion.

         “I’m just imagining her turning the tables and spanking you.” Patricia didn’t try to hide her amusement and grinned.

         “Well, if your devious thoughts cheer you up, that’s all right then,” replied Jonathan stiffly. He always kept his sense of humour in check, particularly when Patricia was making fun of him. Wanting to shut the dog up, he grabbed it roughly by the collar and pushed it into the next room. Its barks turned into howls, but gradually subsided.

         “It’s not the dog’s fault if you can’t take a joke,” said Patricia, her slim sculpted eyebrows drawing together in annoyance.

         “It’s not a joke,” he grumbled. “This is a serious situation. I don’t want you to end up like your sister or Emma.”

         “And what are you going to do if your pile of muscles here reacts like Rochelle’s robotic lover? She doesn’t look like protecting is her first instinct. She looks more like she’d want to break someone’s neck with her finger,” she stated in an ominous tone. “Or have you maybe commissioned her to get rid of me in the cheapest way possible?”

         “Dammit, Patricia, give it a rest!” he shouted. “I’ve told you why she’s here. She’s going to watch over you, day and night. Nothing else. Her programming is self-explanatory and you’ve seen how to switch her on and off. She’s programmed to obey you and to help you with whatever you request. She’ll accompany you everywhere – to the museum, to the opera and to lunch with your friends. If you like, she can even replace your housekeeper. She’s also programmed to be a personal trainer, so if you want to go for a run or need advice on your fitness training, she can help.”

         “I don’t need a female robot with the charisma of a doped-up zombie to help me with my fitness training,” retorted Patricia darkly.

         “Fine,” replied Jonathan sarcastically. “If you dislike Soul that much, then we’ll leave everything as it was and I’ll add her to my security detail. Maybe she can accompany me to the opera and you can hire your meddlesome housekeeper to be your new bodyguard. Her tongue is certainly sharper than my agents. And if the rebel robots ambush you, she can attack them with her rolling pin.”

         Patricia pinched her lips in annoyance. Jonathan wasn’t taking her seriously and he certainly wasn’t showing her any respect. But then, he never had. “Fine. I’ll keep the robot. But if I find out that Monty MacIntyre has built a similar model for you to have your fun with, there’ll be consequences.”

         Jonathan pretended not to hear her threats and looked pointedly at his holobracelet. “I need to go. I have a meeting at three with the PanEuropean Ambassador.”

         When he’d finally left, Patricia felt like hurling something at the wall. Instead, she just let out a loud scream, like a karateka about to smash through a concrete block.

         Mrs Beardle, her housekeeper – who Patricia valued far more highly than any domestic robot – came hurrying out of the kitchen. She was dressed in a snow-white apron and wore an impeccably straight cap on her jet-black hair. “What happened?” she cried, striding towards Patricia and stopping in front of her, confusion clear on her face.

         Patricia was certain that she had overheard her argument with Jonathan. Mrs Beardle – Edith – had ears like a bat and very little escaped her notice. Apart from Patricia, she was the only human in the house and had taken over unbidden the management of the service robots, who helped her with any tasks that needed doing. Patricia was therefore going to delegate management of Soul to her, too.

         “That!” Patricia pointed reluctantly to the latest acquisition. “She’s moving in with us and you will be in charge of her schedule, like with the other robots.”

         Edith raised an eyebrow and nodded in confusion, uncertain what to make of her colleague.

         “She looks like a monster,” she puffed, eyeing the tall robot with suspicion. “Will she be taking on work around the house, Ma’am?” Her normally confident expression suddenly became concerned. “What if she takes over my job and I become superfluous? I hope you haven’t forgotten that I have eight mouths to feed back at home.”

         “Don’t worry,” Patricia assured her, patting her fondly on her bony shoulder. “Allow me to introduce you. This is my new bodyguard that my husband has just forced upon me. She certainly won’t be competition for you. Quite the opposite. When it comes to dangers lurking in the house, and outside, I trust you far more than this humourless machine. She’s simply going to accompany me to public appearances like the opera, theatre or charity events and make sure I stay safe. So really, whenever I leave the house. Even though I’m not certain whether I can trust her abilities or whether she’ll inadvertently kill me instead of potential attackers.”

         “Is that why she wears a soldier’s uniform and prowls about like a panther on the hunt?”

         “Exactly, Edith. She’s a combat robot, albeit a female one – visually, at least. I’m not sure about her personality just yet.”

         Edith looked at Patricia in concern. “I thought that combat robots were banned in private households? Or does the President make an exception for women?” The housekeeper glanced warily at the tall robot. “To be honest, she frightens me a bit, and I’m not usually easily intimidated.”

         “Jonathan has assured me that she will fulfil her protective duties better than any human bodyguard and that she presents no risk to us at all. I’d still recommend you to be cautious, though – keep an eye on her and don’t let the dog near her. He doesn’t like her and she might not be as harmless to Redneck as she allegedly is to us.”

         “As you wish, Ma’am.” Edith’s expression made it clear that she shared Patricia’s opinion – it was a strange decision by the President to introduce this robot into his wife’s daily life.

         “Does she have a name?”

         “Soul. Her name is Soul.”

         “Soul?” Edith rolled her eyes and grinned. “Good God, who came up with that? Robots definitely don’t have a soul. Does she know that’s her name?”

         “We’re about to find out.” Patricia sighed in irritation and stepped closer to the robot. “Soul,” she said, raising her voice.

         The robot turned its head towards her and gave her a penetrating stare. “How may I serve you, Ma’am?” She had an amazingly soft, almost erotic voice. It didn’t surprise Patricia – it merely confirmed her suspicion that Monty MacIntyre had designed this robot for his male customers.

         “Mrs Beardle will show you to your apartment and sort out your bags. Follow her and stay there until I tell you to do something!”

         “I will follow Mrs Beardle to my apartment,” repeated the robot in a strange mechanical tone.

         Patricia raised an eyebrow. “We’re going to have to work on your conversation skills,” she said, “those monotonous repetitions will drive me crazy.”

         Edith was clearly unsettled by the new robot – she walked faster and faster, while Soul marched calmly behind her. By the time they reached the end of the corridor it looked like the otherwise unflappable housekeeper was running away from the robot.

         Patricia was watching them disappear into one of the guest apartments, puzzled by her housekeeper’s behaviour, when a loud, drawn-out yowling attracted her attention. What was she supposed to do with Redneck, who was now scrabbling at the door, desperate to be let out of his prison? She could hardly shut him away all the time, just because he didn’t like her new robot.

         After thinking about it for a moment, she let the dog out into the garden. He ran around excitedly under the willow trees, sniffing everything and clearly full of energy. It was a good thing that he slept on her bed at night as he would alert her if the robot appeared in her bedroom. Edith went home to her family in the evenings so Redneck was her only living company in the house at night. Until now, she’d not minded being alone with the basic domestic robots, but Soul was different.

         A while later, when it was already dark outside, Soul almost frightened Patricia to death by appearing in the drawing room – not the effect that a bodyguard should have. Patricia was settled in a comfy chair by the fire with a glass of gin, watching a romantic film that she’d streamed that afternoon onto her interactive home cinema system. Edith had already left and Patricia had almost forgotten that she was still under observation.

         “What are you doing here?” asked Patricia harshly, getting up from her chair. “Didn’t I tell you to stay in your apartment and wait for further orders?”

         “I wanted to check whether everything was OK, Ma’am,” replied Soul calmly, standing to attention.

         “It’s fine. You can go. I’m OK on my own,” said Patricia, irritated.

         As if it hadn’t heard the order, the robot remained in place.

         “I said, you can go now.”

         “I’ve been ordered to protect you,” repeated Soul, not moving an inch.

         Patricia briefly considered giving in but then stood up, curious to see whether the robot would follow her if she left the room. She put her glass down and walked straight to the reception hall, off which there was a guest bathroom. When the robot looked like it was going to accompany her into the bathroom, Patricia stopped and raised her hand firmly. “Stop!” she cried. “You can follow me anywhere, but not to the bathroom. There are some places where people prefer to be alone.”

         “As you wish, Ma’am,” replied Soul evenly.

         Patricia was unnerved by this excessive attention and practically barricaded herself in the bathroom before sitting on a stool next to the shower. She then considered how she was going to manage this stubborn robot.

         Looking through the manual on her holowatch for R-956590 – Soul’s official serial number – Patricia discovered that the robot could use her inbuilt infrared scanner to see through walls, so despite the closed door she could even watch Patricia when she was on the toilet. What has Jonathan done? thought Patricia. It wouldn’t surprise her if her husband immediately passed the data on to his surveillance team.

         Feeling indignant, she shook her head and decided to stay in the bathroom in order to get some peace and quiet. There was a large holoscreen on the wall providing ample entertainment and she activated the romance channel using a voice command. She needed to take her mind off things and the best way to do that was to finish watching the romantic film that she’d started. As the three-dimensional images appeared in front of her, they were interrupted by an advert for a new personal trainer and daily companion, whatever that was. Even though Patricia definitely wasn’t in the mood for another robot, she listened as the company’s sales manager – a friendly-looking guy in his late thirties – told her about the advantages of their latest model. A really special robot, he stated confidently. It was as big as one of Monty’s robot soldiers but, fortunately, didn’t come from his company but from a young, dynamic start-up that produced robots in neutral Singapore and specialised in non-threatening male companions for all occasions. Just like Soul, this robot looked astonishingly human.

         Mesmerized, Patricia stared at the huge blond figure, whose youthful smile attracted her almost more than his naked, muscular chest and shoulders and his pert buttocks, encased in tight jeans.

         “Not only will he join in with any sports, he’s also a reliable protector. He’s extremely articulate and skilled at helping women relax at the end of a busy day in the office,” explained the advert’s handsome presenter with an engagingsmile.The 3D animation then showed the robot with a beautiful woman on a luxurious fur rug in front of a roaring fire. Smiling adoringly at the woman and gazing at her with intense blue eyes, the robot handed her a glass of red wine and then kissed her bare shoulders, making his intentions clear.

         At the sight of this romantic encounter, Patricia felt a sudden surge of rebellion. For so long now, she had yearned for a handsome man who would fulfil her every wish and would always know what she wanted. Jonathan had failed miserably in this area. So why should she wait any longer, particularly if this fantastic offer could be delivered right to her door? It was almost as if the holonet had not only analysed her browser history but had also read her thoughts. It did seem a bit strange that this offer should appear on her screen at this precise moment, but getting one of these robots would be a great opportunity to rebel against Soul’s arrival.

         This daily companion would enable her to kill two birds with one stone – firstly, the robot fulfilled all her fantasies of a hot, young lover and secondly, it would protect her from Soul, just in case her circuits fried and she attacked Patricia.

         She knew it was a crazy idea to introduce yet another robot into the household but she was keen to see Jonathan’s stupid face the next time he came to the house when she introduced him to her new assistant.

         In a sudden burst of enthusiasm, she issued a command to her virtual purchasing manager: “Order.” She then authorised payment of the first month’s rent on her credit card using the iris scanner. The rental cost was much lower than the total purchase price, which was only payable if you decided to keep the robot, so she could send it back at any time. It felt like a bit of a bargain and risk-free, too, just in case the robot turned out to be unsuitable, which she didn’t think it would. Jonathan could have his pleasure with Soul if he wanted to – she would do the same by treating herself to this amazing robot.

         Are you sure this is sensible? her inner voice queried, reminding her clearly that she was the First Lady and the robot could be just as dangerous as Soul – or worse.

         Fleetingly, she thought of Rochelle and her sister Jill, who had apparently both fallen foul of a similar robot. But – she reassured herself – the one that she’d just chosen wasn’t a combat robot, even if it looked like one. At least, that’s what the sales manager had said repeatedly. And seeing the expression on Jonathan’s face when he saw her latest purchase for the first time was worth a little bit of risk. And if it did turn out that she’d made a mistake, then it really didn’t matter which of the two robots ended her life – Soul or this blonde Adonis, whose pronounced six-pack and sapphire-blue eyes would at least make her final moments slightly sweeter.

         A brief message sent to her holocommunicator by the company’s information service confirmed the delivery, due the following day and at no charge, plus a guarantee and proof of the safety checks that all robots not produced by government companies had to undergo.

         “The robot’s name is Silver,” the company’s call centre announced. How romantic, she thought. Nerves fluttering in her stomach, Patricia left her temporary refuge and ordered Soul – who was still waiting patiently for her in the corridor – to head back to her own apartment. She had to repeat the order twice before the robot followed the order and marched away. Something wasn’t right with it. But at least reinforcements were now on their way.

         Feeling relieved, Patricia went to bed, making sure that the security doors to her bedroom were locked. With Redneck in her arms, she then snuggled down into her pillows and allowed herself to enjoy a delicious sense of anticipation.

          
   

         “Yes! She took the bait!” cried Max Fullerton triumphantly in the rebels’ headquarters, slapping his thigh with a grin. He was sitting in a darkened surveillance room with his three colleagues and a member of the medical team. He was a huge cyborg in his late thirties with short, dark hair and russet stubble that framed his flawless smile.

         “There’s no going back now,” Silver reminded him. “Hybrid soldier Max Fullerton is now the owner of Max Taylor Ltd, based in Singapore and specialising in the rental of male escort robots.”

         “I can’t believe that there are women who fall for this rubbish,” said Janet. A pretty blonde, she normally worked as a theatre nurse in the Hunter’s Lane robot hospital and had helped her colleagues put this campaign together. “And the First Lady, of all people. It’s astonishing that these people are in charge of the world.”

         Silver had asked her to appear in the marketing videos with him on a digitally generated fur rug that he’d added into the scene along with the wine and the fire. The only thing in the video that was genuine was the affectionate look that she’d given him. They’d waited for an opportune moment to show Patricia the advert, unsure of how she might react. Everyone involved was astonished that it had worked so quickly.

         “Typical humans,” said Janet, shaking her head in amusement and rolling her eyes. “When they really want something, they lose all sense.” She packed her stuff away and said goodbye to Max, Lennox and Jack. She paused next to Silver and, looking at him, queried: “Are we still meeting up this evening?”

         “No, sorry, if everything goes to plan I need to leave tomorrow morning for a short mission.”

         “OK, that’s fine, let me know when you’re back.” She shrugged without waiting for him to reply and left through the sliding doors.

         “She likes you,” Max commented with a grin after she’d left.

         “Name one woman in Hunter’s Lane who hasn’t fallen for our silver-blonde genius,” joked Lennox, who’d recently had his dark blonde hair cut short. Like Max, he was a cyborg and not so long ago, they’d both been sent against their will by Montgomery MacIntyre and his associates to die on the killing fields. It was only with Silver’s help that he’d managed to escape to Hunter’s Lane, where he’d found safety and the woman of his dreams. Like the others, he knew just how much he owed to Cathrin and her organisation.

         “Patricia Junger is lonely and has low self-esteem about her appearance,” commented Jack, defending the First Lady’s gullibility. He and Silver were both highly capable R8 robots. “And she really shouldn’t. She has a better degree than her husband and would have had a glittering career as a lawyer if Jonathan Junger hadn’t persuaded her into a rash marriage. And then he goes and adds this deadly surprise into the mix. I can understand why she wants to get back at him. It certainly confirms our suspicion that something isn’t right in their marriage. It was already apparent when Junger accepted MacIntyre’s offer. No wonder she went for Silver straight away.”

         “I’m sure she’d find alternatives,” chuckled Lennox. “There are plenty of attractive women whose husbands don’t appreciate them enough and who end up making poor choices.”

         “Hey, what’s that supposed to mean?” Silver, who’d been inwardly congratulating himself for coming up with the whole idea, spun round in his chair with affected indignation.

         “Anyway,” cut in Jack as he zoomed in on the image of Patricia. “She doesn’t deserve to be deceived again, but I’m not so certain that she’s really as naïve as she seems. Maybe she is aware of her husband’s crimes.”

         “Didn’t you screw her sister?” Max looked at him quizzically. “From what I remember, she didn’t know about anything either, despite being the ex-wife of the Defence Secretary. The two women look really similar, don’t they?”

         “Looked,” grumbled Jack. He didn’t like thinking about his experience as an escort robot, particularly as he was now married to Marci. “Jill is most likely dead, even though her body still hasn’t been found. And I wasn’t the only one to have the dubious pleasure – Lennox was also briefly her lover. Jill was insatiable and knew exactly what she wanted, but she clearly didn’t know anything about MacIntyre’s schemes and the government’s horrific plans. With Patricia, I’m not so certain. She seems more conservative than her sister – she doesn’t have a lover and so currently doesn’t have a sex life. Not even with herself, from what we’ve been able to ascertain.”

         “She’s slim and she’s got great tits,” enthused Max, watching Patricia’s elegant movements with admiration. “It’s no hardship watching her.”

         They continued to discuss what they were going to do next. For several weeks, Silver had been using a tiny drone no bigger than a fly to follow the First Lady of the PanAmerican Alliance. In most of the surveillance videos that Silver had stored, Patricia wore a smart black trouser suit – probably due to her sister’s sudden death – that emphasised her gentle curves, and high heels that made her look more delicate. Her shoulder-length brown hair had a silken sheen and her slender face, green eyes and pretty mouth all suggested a sensitive soul, but one with an automatic sense of entitlement that came with her role as First Lady. Max may have been almost twenty years younger than her but she had a certain appeal that fired his male fantasies, even if her husband was one of the planet’s biggest assholes. After all, it was the President of the PanAmerican Alliance himself who was to blame for the fact that Max and his colleagues had nearly met their deaths at the PanAsian Front.

         “Regardless of what she looks like,” said Silver, watching what was going on around Patricia, “Mac 2 will have no problems replacing her with an attractive robot copy.”

         “I’d really like to know what actually happened with Jill and her sister,” mused Max as he watched another recording, in which – dressed in just a tiny bikini – Patricia went down into the wellness area to do a few lengths of the pool.

         “We don’t even know whether the bodies that were laid out at the White House funeral ceremony were human corpses,” said Lennox, who had first-hand experience of what Mac 2 was capable of. “When I think about this woman being followed everywhere she goes by this super-robot, it worries me. It reminds me of Jill and how she was nearly drowned by Mac 2’s killer robots and we only just managed to save her.”

         “In the end, it didn’t help,” interjected Max, who only knew what had happened from watching the recordings. He’d only recently joined the team and this was the first mission that he’d worked on with Silver.

         Jack had rescued him from the fake Monty MacIntyre’s laboratories before he could be turned into a far more dangerous robot copy and despatched to the killing fields. In his previous life, Max had been an IT expert, working on quantum computers, until he’d been superseded by artificial intelligence robots that had rendered him unemployed. It was shortly after that the government’s recruiters had kidnapped him from his modest home and turned him into a cyborg in MacIntyre LLC’s labs.

         “And if we’re not careful, it’ll be Jill’s sister’s turn next,” added Jack bitterly. “I’m surprised that Patricia hasn’t fled by now and left her husband. She seems more sensible than Jill.”

         “It would seem that the First Lady and her husband have reached some kind of agreement. I don’t think they have much left to say to each other,” added Max.

         “That says a lot, doesn’t it?” grinned Silver. “You heard what Janet said – anyone who’s interested in me must be reasonably desperate.”

         “I’m sure she didn’t mean it like that,” said Jack, giving his enormous colleague a reassuring pat on the shoulder.

         Silver was responsible for coordinating all domestic and overseas communication systems from the surveillance lab in Hunter’s Lane. Where possible, he hacked into them and manipulated them in the rebels’ favour. Ignoring his colleagues’ teasing, he focused intently on a special quantum computer that he controlled using a holoboard and adjusted the mini drone via which they’d observed the female robot being delivered. He’d previously bypassed the White House’s security systems, which monitored the whole area for enemy drones. He now directed the drone towards Patricia’s bedroom. In silence, the men watched the sleeping woman in her silk nightdress, her arm around the dog like a loved one. It was a charming sight.

         Max noticed how she snuggled up to the animal and seemed to be smiling gently in her sleep. “I’d like to bet that she can hardly wait for you to replace the dog.”

         “What wouldn’t I do for Hunter’s Lane?” replied Silver stoically. “Still, despite this picture, I’m under no illusions about what this mission will demand from me.”

         “Maybe she’s just looking for someone to walk the dog with,” added Lennox reassuringly. “Or someone who’ll deal with the woman with the disapproving expression. That would speak to her good judgement. After all, we know why the robot is in her house.”

         “I don’t think the female robot looks that bad,” commented Max. “To be honest, I wouldn’t have thought Mac 2 had such good taste.”

         “If there wasn’t so much riding on it, I’d be as enthusiastic as you,” replied Silver seriously. “Cathrin’s fears are correct – the robot that Jonathan has presented to his wife is a killing machine, and I’m certain that she won’t hesitate to get rid of the President and the First Lady as soon as their clones are available. That means that you need to deliver me to Patricia as soon as possible. Ideally, tomorrow.”

         “It won’t be as easy as it looks,” said Max thoughtfully. “Jonathan’s agents will check every last detail of both my and your résumé. Before we set off, we need to have a watertight cover story plus the right kind of background.”

         “That’s nearly done,” Silver assured him.

         “Then we just need to inform Cathrin of our surprising success,” said Lennox.

         Jack raised an eyebrow. “What are we waiting for?”

          
   

         “Given all the doubts that I normally have around this type of mission, I think this version is the best,” said Cathrin a short while later to her four elite fighters in a meeting in her office. “You’ll get everything you need. Money is no object. I want to avoid any unnecessary risks,” she confirmed to the four of them. They were all considerably larger than her and were sitting on comparatively small chairs, arms folded, as their leader strode up and down like a restless spirit. “It would seem that your plan really hit the mark, otherwise the First Lady wouldn’t have placed her order so quickly. These robot companies specialising in male robot escorts are becoming more and more popular, so Mac 2 – and even the President and his Secret Service – will find it difficult to see any immediate difference between our company and those already established in the market. However, that doesn’t distract from the fact that this mission is damned risky. Not only will Silver be under PanAmerican surveillance, but Mac 2 could really throw a spanner in the works by attacking us directly, even if only in the form of this female super-robot,” she warned. “Max – once you’ve delivered Silver to the villa, you need to find an apartment close by so that you can stay in close contact and get him out if there’s an emergency. Lennox and Jack will provide you with support and remain close by in a camouflaged speed glider. If Silver has to leave the villa, you two must follow him everywhere. We all realize that this is an historic opportunity to stop Mac 2 and foil his plans, but we don’t yet know how quickly they’re advancing and how we’re going to convince the President in time that he and his wife are in grave danger.”

         “We have to get close to them first,” Silver reminded them, thinking about the time and effort it had taken to slip their data into the PanAmerican surveillance system so that it would stand up to any checks. They’d had to not only adjust their DNA; their social media presence also had to be completely flawless. Websites, professional history, customer feedback – they all had to be utterly convincing and not cause the slightest doubt as to whether their company really existed and was already profitable. There had to be no gaps or inaccuracies in the data that could be uncovered by a government agency anywhere in the world, and everything had to be verifiable, with surveillance parameters finding only a spotless record. Every human and every robot within the PanAmerican States was constantly monitored by cameras and satellites and it was only possible to escape this system by erasing all the data or going to ground somewhere with no surveillance. With one exception: if you could hack into the government servers and amend the data without being noticed, like the Hunter’s Lane specialists had done. Silver could do it. He’d been responsible for IT since the beginning as Cathrin had ensured that his core knowledge banks received regular updates on the latest news and technology in the security market.

         “I’m relying on you completely here,” said Cathrin earnestly. “If I’ve understood correctly, Max will play the human role and introduce himself to Patricia as the boss of our company and deliver you to her tomorrow.”

         “That’s the plan,” confirmed Silver.

         “Sounds like it.” Max gave a faint grin. “I hope it’s just a delivery and not a sacrifice.”

         “Patricia’s not the problem,” Silver reassured them. “The first thing I need to do is get close to the female robot and alter her programming. I’m certain that her visual recordings are all sent to Mac 2. That means that I need to re-program her iris camera and modify her memory banks so that my presence is deleted from the reports. I’ve already taken care of the house’s surveillance module settings so that we remain invisible to Mac 2.”

         “Don’t forget, Mac 2 has implanted a female hormone system in the robot,” Cathrin reminded him. “That makes her more unpredictable than a male robot when it comes to manipulating her.”

         “Don’t worry,” Silver grinned. “I know my way around women, whether they’re robots or humans.”

         “While you’re on this mission, the whole base will be on high alert,” said Cathrin calmly. “We’re assuming that not only will Junger intensify his search for us, Mac 2 will also be hot on our tail, particularly after what happened with Emma. And don’t forget – if this damned MacIntyre copy manages to replace the President with a clone, we’ll have a real problem.” She furrowed her brow and her blue eyes darkened.

         “Don’t worry,” repeated Silver, whose deep voice generated a natural trust in his abilities. “We’ll get it done.”

          
   

         Feeling a mixture of nerves and anticipation, Patricia stroked the skirt of her grey suit as the doorbell rang the following midday and a friendly voice announced “Max Taylor, Personal Coaching” over the holographic intercom system. She’d chosen black patent high heels and black hosiery and taken more time over her morning routine, styling her hair into soft waves and selecting a bolder make-up palette on her cosmetics robot.

         Seeing the smartly dressed man who appeared on the holoscreen, she wondered whether her red lipstick was too bold and her dark eyeshadow too dramatic. The man had a strong, square face, framed by short, wavy brown hair and a short russet beard. He was broad-shouldered and despite his dark suit he reminded Patricia of a Canadian lumberjack. His nut-brown eyes looked honest and she thought he was at least as handsome as the robot that she had ordered. Unfortunately, this man was human and not part of the offer.

         “I’m delivering your new daily companion. I’m waiting at the security gates. May we come in?” he asked.

         It was the same melodious voice that she’d heard on the advert. He seemed nice, and not at all like a potential assassin. “Why are the checks taking so long?” Patricia asked her security team, who were responsible for the entrance gate and the area around the villa.

         “This is an unannounced visit and the man has a robot with him that required authorisation,” replied the security officer on duty via the intercom system. “We need to check his permits before allowing him into the house.”

         “I’ve already checked them,” Patricia explained to the head of her security team. “I didn’t find anything of concern. And as you should know, as a qualified lawyer I have the skills to evaluate whether the necessary requirements have been fulfilled. So don’t make this difficult and let them in!”

         “But the President ordered…”

         “I don’t care what the President ordered, this is my house, Mr Sanders, and I’m the First Lady, so if you wouldn’t mind…”

         The security officer huffed with displeasure but opened the gate and let the two arrivals through into the main entrance.

         “Who’s that?” sounded a female voice behind Patricia as the two men entered a glass corridor that led to the entrance hall.

         Patricia turned around with a start and looked into the face of her female bodyguard, Soul. Who else could have crept up behind her unnoticed?

         “Your competition,” replied Patricia with a grin, giving her new watchdog the cold shoulder when she started to ask another question.

         “You can come in, the security gate is open,” announced Patricia with an air of irritation that was aimed not at the supplier and his robot, but at Soul – who sensed she was being ignored.

         “But…” she started to say in a lecturing tone that Patricia didn’t like.

         “Off,” ordered Patricia, touching the concealed spot under Soul’s chin that immediately made her go still.

         As she did so, Edith came hurrying out of the kitchen and looked at her in astonishment when she saw the two huge men by the security gate, waiting for Patricia to let them into her sanctuary.

         “Apologies, Ma’am, I was just getting everything ready for afternoon tea,” she said dramatically. “You didn’t say that we were expecting visitors.” Edith was normally responsible for letting visitors in and assumed a forbidding expression reminiscent of a fierce watchdog.

         “It’s OK, Edith,” Patricia reassured her. “I actually wasn’t expecting them until later. Please set the table in the dining room for three people.”

         Edith’s irritated gaze alighted on Soul, towering over her. “Why did you switch the robot off?”

         “She talks too much. It was annoying me.”

         Edith’s eyes narrowed fractionally – she talked too much and felt as if she were being reprimanded. She suddenly noticed that Soul had changed her outfit and was now wearing a yellow Chanel suit. “Forgive me for commenting, but she looks like she’s been invited to tea with the British royal family. Is she going to join you at the table, despite her talkativeness?” she asked cautiously, looking doubtfully at the stony face of the robot. “I wonder whether she can actually eat tea and sandwiches. Robots aren’t normally designed to do that.”

         “I hadn’t really considered it,” replied Patricia, clearly annoyed. “But even if she can, I don’t want her there.”

         “So why all the effort with the new clothes?”

         “I thought if I dressed in my late mother’s suit, she might not look quite so terrifying. She was a famous supermodel in her youth and I’d kept the suit to remember her. I don’t know whether I’ve mentioned it before.”

         “No, you hadn’t mentioned it. But I knew anyway.” Edith gave a subdued smile. “But who gave her the 1970s hairstyle and make-up?”

         “I put her in front of my cosmetics robot and downloaded the relevant program.”

         “A futile attempt to turn a warrior into a delicate nymph,” said Edith brusquely, rolling her eyes. “And who are they?” she asked, pointing to the two men who were now coming into the entrance hall.

         “You’ll find out soon enough. Now, please go and get the tea ready, we’ll need it soon,” said Patricia firmly.

         “Of course, Ma’am.” Edith nodded obediently and headed off towards the kitchen.

         Patricia considered whether it was appropriate to greet the robot that she’d ordered as if it were human. There was no question that he looked like a real man, but essentially he was no different from Soul. She suddenly felt doubts about whether she’d made a mistake that she couldn’t remedy by having ordered a guy who was physically more powerful than her new female bodyguard.

         My God, Patricia, what is wrong with you? cried her inner voice. You never make hasty decisions like this. What are you going to do with a guy like this, anyway? She was almost embarrassed about the intense fantasy that had gripped her when she’d seen the attractive robot in the holographic advert, compelling her to order it without thinking. Edith would certainly have expressed her opinion if Patricia had asked her about the potential new resident.

         The security gate’s glass door slid to one side and the two huge men entered the room, immediately making it feel darker and causing her heart to thump wildly with uncharacteristic anxiety.

         At the sight of her guests, she squared her shoulders and attempted a confident smile as she held out her hand to the company representative. He wore a dark grey suit and a black collared shirt, neither of which seemed appropriate for his athletic aura. Patricia prided herself on being able to tell when she first saw a man whether he preferred wearing smart or casual clothes. The boss of the robot hire company definitely belonged to the latter category. He seemed slightly shy – charmingly so – and tried to look around unobtrusively, probably thinking that she wouldn’t notice his curiosity.

         “Max Taylor.” His handshake was firm, but not too firm. It felt warm and comforting. He held her hand for a second too long and looked so intently at her that she could see the golden streaks in his iris. “We’ve already had the pleasure of talking over the holocommunicator,” he reminded her.

         “Welcome,” she cried, slightly too exuberantly. “It’s great that you were able to deliver so quickly, I’ve been so excited about it.” Excited? Why had she said it like that? What would Max Taylor think of her now? He probably thought she was a desperate nymphomaniac, just like her sister after she walked out on her cheating husband.

         Sex hadn’t been mentioned as part of the offer, but she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about whether the robot might be capable of it. After all, the advert featuring the loved-up couple clearly suggested that the guy had more to offer than just fitness and conversation.

         A quick glance confirmed that the robot was at least as attractive as his boss – he wore a black jumpsuit similar to the one that Soul was wearing when she was delivered. His impressive musculature was clear to see under the close-fitting, smooth fabric.

         … Jesus! He really did look like the fairy-tale prince who she’d dreamed about when she was a little girl, with the only difference being that he was larger and more muscular than her childhood fantasies. She was wrong – he looked even better in the flesh than he had in the video. Max Taylor simply couldn’t compete. This robot was absolutely perfect. His short, silver-blond hair complemented perfectly his expressive, blue eyes, slim but square-jawed face and soft, neatly trimmed stubble. Patricia found his straight nose and strong-willed mouth even more attractive than in the holographic advert. It would be incredible to be kissed by him.

         He smiled at her as if he could guess what she was thinking, making a couple of tiny creases appear in the corners of his eyes. In combination with his flawless teeth, it made him even more irresistible than before. And unlike the sales manager, he’d look completely comfortable in a suit, too.

         “Is that him?” she asked Max, her voice quivering slightly. She intentionally left out the word ‘robot’, and hated the fact that she blushed like a teenager.

         “Yes, this is Silver,” replied Max, as calmly as if he’d just delivered a new clothing robot and not a completely lifelike guy who was bursting with sex appeal. “I hope that he meets with your approval.”
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