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            We’re born alone, we live alone, we die alone. Only through our love and friendship can we create the illusion for the moment that we’re not alone.
   

            (Orson Welles)
   

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Prologue
   

            Eternal Guilt
   

         

         February 2056 PanAmerican States / Killing Fields
   

         “Goddammit, Rachel!” yelled Lennox from two hundred yards away when he saw how the situation was escalating. “Just give the idiots the damn bag!”

         He gave up his much sought-after position in the foodbank queue and ran as fast as he could to his wife, who was waiting for him in the shade of a wall, but she was too far away for him to intercede.

         He instinctively reached for the pistol that he’d worn in a holster on his right-hand side until a few weeks ago. When he lost his job as a cop he’d had to hand it in, and private citizens in Detroit weren’t permitted to carry a weapon.

         “Damn!” he swore, as Rachel clung to her rucksack with one arm as if her life depended on it. She struck out with her other arm, punching one of the attackers so hard in the face that he stumbled backward, cursing and holding his bloody nose.

         Lennox knew that Rachel would carry on fighting even if she knew she couldn’t win, but it was clear that her attackers weren’t going to give up.

         They didn’t notice Lennox until he was practically on top of them. Panicking, one of the masked figures pulled out an old-fashioned pistol but instead of pointing it at Lennox, he aimed it at Rachel.

         Lennox no longer remembered whether it was the shot or the flash that confirmed his worst fears, but he kept seeing the same image in slow motion – of Rachel falling, a huge bloody hole in her chest and her long, black hair tumbling after her dying body like a flag in the breeze. She had barely hit the ground before one of the attackers ripped the rucksack off her and they all ran away.

         Lennox fell on his knees on the hot asphalt next to her and tried in vain to close the wound in her chest with his hands, but her large eyes simply stared up at him, empty, as if she couldn’t believe what had just happened.

         He shouted her name, but she didn’t answer. The only reply came loud and clear from his inner voice: she’s dead, Len. Oh God, she’s dead.

          
   

         Three months later…

          
   

         Lennox hastily swallowed down his bean soup, even though it was just as tasteless as the insect powder that Ed usually served him that he claimed was much better than meat for strengthening muscle. He had to eat something though, otherwise he’d never survive the boxing matches that had been his self-imposed punishment since Rachel’s death.

         Ed Pakorski, a bald man in his late fifties whose many facelifts made him look like something from Area 51, stood behind him and urged him to hurry up. After Rachel’s death, Lennox had ended up living under a bridge in Detroit, where Ed had found him, and even though he’d been quite thin, Ed had immediately recognised his boxing potential. Lennox was in his mid-twenties, over one metre ninety, left-handed and had an exceptionally long reach. “With a bit of protein I’ll make a real man of you,” Ed had said, promising him not just a bed in his apartment but also a job as a street fighter in his club, in which humans were pitted against machines. Lennox, who’d burnt through all his savings by that point, didn’t have to think for long and accepted the offer. Pakorski, who used to be something big in Detroit’s drug business, ran his club in the basement of a condemned industrial building, organising illegal fights and an equally illegal betting shop, where the audience gambled their last credits on the outcome of a fight.

         Their favourite thing was the spectacular sight of Lennox taking on decommissioned robocops and tearing them to pieces. He was more than happy to smash in the blank faces of these stupid tin cans – they’d not only cost him his job as a cop, but in his eyes they were also responsible for Rachel’s death. It was their fault that he was now sitting half-naked in this dilapidated kitchen.

         “Come here, Len.” Ed beckoned him over. “Get this stuff in you. It all kicks off in thirty minutes and you need to be aggressive enough to send the evening’s opponents to the scrap heap they deserve.”

         “Yeah, of course,” grumbled Lennox, taking another gulp of whisky. It was the only thing that made this hell slightly bearable.

         His head was thudding and his stomach was rebelling, and the previous day’s injuries had not yet completely healed despite their nanotechnology treatment.

         Ed performed the usual doping with the calm of a nurse, filling an unprepossessing jet injector with green liquid from an ampoule and gesturing to Lennox to sit down at the table.

         “It’s good stuff,” commented Ed as Lennox – still just in his shorts – sat down backwards on a kitchen chair and presented his jugular with a grunt.

         Without hesitation, Ed placed the jet injector against the throbbing vein and drove the awful concoction into Lennox’s mistreated body. “Straight from Raphael Salazar’s magical kitchen,” he said enthusiastically. “Cost me a whole heap of money. Apparently they give it to human soldiers who are sent off to fight against robots.”

         “What kind of crap are you saying?” Lennox muttered through gritted teeth, as the injection site hurt like hell for a good while afterwards. “Since when have humans been fighting on the front? They wouldn’t last one day. You can’t compare the combat robots there with the tin cans that I fight in your lousy basement.”

         “I heard it from a reliable source,” said Ed conspiratorially, using a ragged tea towel to wipe away the blood trickling from the injection site. “But don’t you go saying anything about it, otherwise we’ll both be in the shit, do you understand? I’m trusting you, my boy.” He gave Lennox a condescending pat on the shoulder.

         That told Lennox that it was time to put on his tight-fitting shirt and follow Ed to his clapped-out car that would drive them the three blocks over to the former industrial complex in whose subterranean rooms neither cops nor the authorities dared to set foot.

         They had barely entered the ring via a rear entrance to the building before they were met by the wild whooping of the predominantly male audience. A couple of voluntary stewards had searched them for weapons and ensured that they were spread out around the ring.

         Bets were placed on a holoboard before the fight started, with most people betting on Lennox – it wasn’t about whether he would win but about how quickly he would send his opponent packing.

         Walking past the unfortunate robots, Lennox wasn’t sure whether they actually possessed any self-awareness or not. Their designers may have tried to make them look human but neither their voice nor their expressions would fool anyone. It was even more astonishing, therefore, that some of them tried to run away, seemingly to avoid the fight. They were always mercilessly dragged back by Ed’s assistants.

         Lennox was about to climb into the ring after having finished his warm-up, when the securely closed doors to the packed room suddenly burst open. For a moment, he almost couldn’t believe his eyes as several heavily-armed combat robots stormed in and started ruthlessly shoving aside everything in their way. They were at least two metres tall, built like brick walls and wore custom combat suits that emphasised their enormous muscles.

         Lennox had only ever seen them on the holonews. They were normally only deployed to the killing fields and it was strictly forbidden to sell a decommissioned model on the black market, so he wondered what on earth they were looking for in Ed’s miserable basement. They wore helmets and sunglasses so he could only see their nose, mouth and chin, which somehow made them look more human than the robocops.

         At first, the audience thought it was just an exciting addition to the routine, but they soon realised that the robots were not there for fun. When they started putting electronic handcuffs on anyone who was reasonably well-built, panic erupted. Those who thought they had a chance of fleeing surged towards an open shaft in the basement but it proved too narrow for them to escape down.

         “Let’s get out of here,” hissed Ed, who was standing next to the ring like a boxing coach. He pointed to the rear exit, which was blocked off to the audience by a barrier. “Something’s not right here.”

         “Damn right,” murmured Lennox, hurrying after Ed, but just in front of the exit stood a huge combat soldier. It wasn’t wearing a helmet and seemed so human that Lennox had to look twice to check that it really was a robot. It made a move to grab him but Lennox was still pumped full of Ed’s drug cocktail and therefore aggressive enough to put up a fight.

         “Kill it!” yelled Ed, hoping that Lennox would get the soldier out of their way.

         Lennox knocked the robot’s weapon out of its hand, and then the handcuffs. When the robot hit back, he deftly avoided the punch and kicked its knee joint. The robot lost its balance and crashed to the ground.

         Quick as a flash, Lennox snatched its laser pistol, grabbed Ed – who was still looking stunned by it all – by the arm and yanked him towards the exit. They’d almost made it to the street when they found themselves suddenly surrounded by four more soldiers.

         Lennox had taken on enough of the green strength enhancer to confront these idiots, too, even though he only had one weapon. His opponents, however, were faster and before Lennox could get off a single shot, they’d used their laser pistols to cut Ed into small pieces. Lennox was so shocked by the sight of Ed’s sudden demise and all the blood that his attention wavered for a moment and he took a blow to the head, rendering him instantly unconscious.

          
   

         When he came round, he found himself lying completely naked on some kind of conveyor belt, his arms and legs restrained by steel clamps that made it impossible to move. The belt stopped at different points, at which faceless robots seemed to be preparing him for an operation. His chest was sterilised using some kind of blue radiation and one of the faceless assistants injected something into his arm. It may have been an anaesthetic, but it didn’t have a full effect on Lennox and he thought he was going to die as the assistants inserted long cannulas all over his body and bombarded him with tiny nanorobots. He could feel them scrabbling around deep inside him, but he didn’t have the slightest idea what they were doing.

         After this torture, he was just pleased to be alive, but his suffering turned out to be far from over. He was locked in a steel cage like a dangerous animal and would end up being there for several weeks. The day after he was put in the cage, he was forced to undergo muscle-building training – injected with more concoctions and then attached to a range of machines that pumped his muscles up to three times their previous size. He found out that he was being turned into a hybrid soldier, a hideous mix of human and machine that was to join the robots on the killing fields.

         Ed had been right. Humans were fighting on the front. Or, to be more precise – men. He couldn’t see any women among the future hybrid soldiers, although he had a faint memory of having seen some in the steel cells, staring into the distance just like the men who’d been kidnapped.

         But with Lennox, things seemed to be a bit different – he was still wide awake, whereas his fellow sufferers lay paralysed by the drugs and he couldn’t talk to them at all. He knew without a doubt that he mustn’t let it show that the drugs didn’t work on him.

         Eventually, the day came when he and his transformed comrades were pumped full of Salazar’s drugs one last time before being dispatched to the desert. Maybe they were less effective on Lennox because he’d got used to them as part of Ed’s treatments.

         A high-ranking human officer from the PanAmerican States inspected the rows of newcomers as if they were real soldiers and not soulless zombies being abused for their foul schemes.

         Lennox was so scared that he thought he might wet himself, but if he’d learned one thing recently it was how to keep his feelings under control. He assumed a totally blank expression and thought of nothing as the vultures – as they seemed to him – showed up with their equipment, checking the soldiers’ reactions one more time.

         Lennox felt the man next to him start to tremble. He’d been watching him the whole time but had forced himself not to talk to him. He knew full well that the guy would betray him if he showed even a spark of empathy for him.

         Only a few seconds later, it became clear that he’d made the right decision – the robot’s device displayed a holographic signal confirming that the man still possessed an amount of self-awareness.

         “Eliminate,” said a cold, disembodied voice. The robot drew its weapon and held it to the man’s head. He began to scream uncontrollably and seconds later, crumpled in a heap. Dead.

         Lennox forced his mind to go completely blank and looked straight ahead as the robot stood in front of him and stared into his eyes with an ice-cold expression, holding the device against Lennox’s temple.

         When the robot marched on without taking further action, he felt like breathing a huge sigh of relief but didn’t dare even allow himself that.

         The soldiers were then put into military fatigues – with smart technology that automatically regulated their temperature in line with the climatic conditions – and packed into several transport gliders.

         Judging from the time in the air, they flew a few thousand miles to the east before landing. During the flight, none of Lennox’s comrades said a word. They were all being sent to their deaths, he thought, and nobody out therewould ever hear about it. Removing their “self” had taken away theirability to communicate.

         Lennox’s memory was still fully intact, and he stored everything that he saw. He had to find a way to escape from this hell with his life. For months after Rachel’s death, he’d lost the will to live but now he was determined to warn the world about the PanAmerican States government and its accomplices. People out there needed to know what was happening here. Any one of them could become a victim of these ruthless schemes.

         Escape, however, seemed impossible. Shortly after they landed, the soldiers were all put in strictly guarded dormitories monitored by merciless, soulless combat robots who were as huge and muscular as the ones who’d grabbed him. He had no idea whether they were capable of independent thought or whether they were also being controlled from somewhere else.

         The next day, Lennox and his zombie comrades – as he thought of them – were sent on their first deployment to a hotly contested hill in the desert, where they were to fight the soldiers from the PanAsian Front. Lennox and his fellow sufferers formed an advance party so that the combat robots who would follow them could assess the opponent’s strategies and so reduce their losses.

         Unfortunately, the Asian robots were in no way inferior to the PanAmerican models. Lennox was completely overwhelmed by the power of these human-looking machines and dropped to the ground before the first contact with the enemy. The robots used their laser weapons to slaughter everything that lay in their path.

         Even once the first wave of attack had charged away from him in the blazing desert sun, Lennox remained on the ground, hoping that they’d think he was dead.

         Feeling numb, he breathed in the smell of the freshly spilt blood that had soaked the hot sand in minutes. Very slowly, he lifted his head and looked around. Stunned by the sight of all the body parts surrounding him, he waited until the robot troop had moved further away. Once he was certain that nobody could see him, he ran to a nearby rocky plateau, keeping low to the ground, and pressed himself into a nook between two huge boulders, where he was amazed to find a narrow gap that he could just about squeeze through. Behind it lay a welcoming darkness that led into a small cave system, and he breathed a sigh of relief.

         But he wasn’t alone, and suddenly found himself with the muzzle of a laser rifle in his face. Instinctively, he drew his laser pistol and aimed it at his opponent. They stood face to face in the faint light spilling through the gap in the rocks. Looking closer, Lennox realised that it was a PanAmerican States combat robot.

         The robot wasn’t wearing a helmet and was only slightly taller than Lennox. He had an intelligent, square face, no beard, and pale, almost silver-blue eyes that matched the silver-blue streaks in his short hair. Whoever had designed him had clearly been having a creative day. Lennox, however, wasn’t distracted by his appearance and cocked his pistol with an audible hum.

         “Take it easy, buddy,” murmured the silver-haired robot. “Put your pistol down and I won’t kill you.”

         The robot must have seen the shock and fear in his eyes. It was a dangerous situation – his opponent must have realised that, despite the drugs, he was capable of feeling and independent thought. On the other hand, he wondered why the robot was here and not out there on the battlefield.

         Lennox did as he was requested, and to his surprise the robot also put his weapon down on the ground.

         “Now what?” asked Lennox flatly, waiting for the moment that his opponent would kill him as a deserter. “Are you going to kill me? If so, make it quick and painless, please.” He shut his eyes tightly, but nothing happened. When he opened them again, the robot was still staring at him.

         “Why aren’t you like the others?” asked the robot, raising an eyebrow.

         It was an unusual question for a tin can to ask, thought Lennox. “What business is it of yours?” he retorted, swallowing his fear and returning his opponent’s challenging expression. “I might ask you the same thing. Why am I still alive and why are you here and not out there with the other tin cans?”

         “I’m not a tin can,” the robot replied, clearly disgruntled. “And answer my question if you want to live!”

         “Uh-huh.” Lennox recovered some of his gallows humour and gave a weary grin. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep! We’re dead already, we just don’t know it yet.”

         “I know how we can get out of here alive,” replied the robot with confidence.

         “We? Or do you mean you? Why would you need a fucked-up hybrid soldier that was only created to die here?”

         “We have more in common than you think, brother.”

         “Brother? I’m not your brother! I’m a human!” insisted Lennox.

         “You’re a human that’s been turned into a robot, or at least they tried to turn you into one. And I’m a robot that’s been turned into a human, outwardly at least.”

         “And internally?” Lennox gave a sarcastic grin. “Tell me, do we have something in common there?”

         The robot looked him straight in the eyes. “We both have self-awareness because we both have highly-developed brains. Yours is biological and mine is bioengineered.”

         “You can’t seriously believe that!” Lennox was genuinely shocked. If this guy actually did possess a conscious mind, he would be more dangerous for humanity than the war and all its consequences.

         “You can believe it or not,” murmured the robot with arrogant indifference in his voice. “But you need to know one thing – you now know my secret and I know yours. So we can do this together or not at all.”

         “And what would not at all mean?”

         “Not at all would mean that I would have to eliminate you if you refuse to help me, but given the situation, that wouldn’t be a smart thing to do. After all, we’re in the same boat.”

         “And what sort of boat would that be? We’re in the middle of the desert and there’s neither a boat nor an ocean that can help us escape.”

         “Let me worry about that,” replied the robot. “I’m not here by chance.”

         “Whatever you’re planning to do,” protested Lennox, “they’ll get us. They implanted a chip in us so that they can locate us at any time. It’s a miracle that they’re not here yet.”

         “It’s not that surprising – we’re surrounded by boulders that absorb the signals. Plus, I’ve removed my chip.”

         “How did you manage that?” Lennox stared at him in disbelief.

         “Come here.” The robot gestured to him.

         Hesitantly, Lennox moved closer to him. He didn’t trust the robot. It might all be a trap to test the effectiveness of the drugs that he’d been given. Maybe he was still high and all of this was a dream. Whatever, he thought, as the robot placed two fingers of his left hand on Lennox’s temple.

         The brief pulse of electricity was painful and, for a moment, all his senses went numb.

         When he came round a short time later, he found himself on the floor. “What was that?” he muttered thickly, still holding his head where the robot had administered the pulse.

         “I’ve eliminated your chip. Our pursuers’ systems will no longer be able to locate you.”

         Lennox gaped at him in disbelief. “And what’s your plan?”

         The robot responded with a blank look. “Once the attack is over, they’ll send in the clean-up units. We’ll grab one of their transporters and quietly disappear. It’s as simple as that. I’ll pretend that I’ve picked you up and am taking you back to the stores. That’ll attract less attention.”

         “Ah, now we’re getting there. I’m useful to you. And once we have our means of escape, you’ll drop me like a stone and disappear without me. Thanks, but no thanks.”

         “No, I won’t do that,” replied the robot. “Why the hell are you humans always so suspicious?”

         “Possibly because what’s happening here isn’t exactly inspiring my trust?” Lennox didn’t attempt to hide the sarcasm in his tone.

         “I can’t do anything about that,” replied the robot with a weary smile that didn’t suit a combat robot at all. “It’s too bad that the drugs didn’t work on you, otherwise you’d simply follow my orders. Have you wondered why they were ineffective?”

         “Have you wondered why you respond like a human?”

         “Apparently,” replied the robot grimly, “my brain unexpectedly created a stable consciousness. And high command will eliminate me if they find out. Plus, I’d like to keep this consciousness.”

         “So that means you’re in exactly the same fucked-up shit as I am?”

         “If you want to put it like that. Yes. I told you that we have more in common than you think.”

         “OK,” said Lennox slowly. “Whatever you have planned – I’m in.”

          
   

         When he first emerged from the cave with the robot a few minutes later, the plan seemed to be going well. It was already afternoon and the sun was low in the sky. Dismembered bodies lay all around, most of them belonging to hybrid soldiers. A few faceless robots whirred busily around picking up the body parts and throwing them into metallic bins, the contents of which they regularly incinerated using lasers. The smell of charred flesh and burned hair filled the air. There were even a few robots among the fallen bodies, but their parts were carefully collected and put in separate containers to be re-used.

         There were a couple of abandoned transport gliders, too, which Lennox’s new ally now had his eye on in the hope they could snatch one of them.

         They made their way carefully towards the gliders, anxious not to attract the attention of anyone who might stop them. They had almost reached the closest transporter when a whirring sound filled the plain.

         “Fuck!” The robot swore just like a human and looked into the sky. “PanAsian Front drones! A second attack wave! Get down! Dammit!”

         The robot threw himself under the transporter. Lennox drew his weapon and took aim at the enemy drones, worried that they might destroy the transporter – their only chance of escaping this hell. He fired several series of shots and brought down two of the drones, but a third and fourth were too far away for his basic weapon to reach. They returned fire from a distance and he was hit. He didn’t feel anything but when he tried to get up, his legs wouldn’t work and he couldn’t get his arm to do what he wanted.

         “Fuck!” swore the robot again, crawling out from under the intact transporter and lifting him up. When Lennox looked around, he saw the reason for the robot’s curse – the drone’s laser had sliced through both his lower arms and cut off one of his legs below the thigh.

         He retched and was violently sick, right next to the robot’s feet.

         “We’ll get that sorted,” said the robot, trying in vain to reassure Lennox and heaving him on board the abandoned glider. Lennox, or what was left of him, found himself on a white stretcher once again. There was blood everywhere and it smelt of copper. Copper Blood, he thought, as everything went mercifully dark and he passed out, saved from the sight of his wounds.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1 – A Real Man
   

         

         New York, October 2056
   

         His pulse racing, Lennox woke with a loud yell, sat bolt upright and stared into the exasperated faces of some of his colleagues.

         For the last few weeks, he’d been living in Hunter’s Lane – a secret rebel base in the middle of the Canadian wilderness.

         Cathrin Porter, a gifted scientist, had created this place of refuge for robots and humans so that they could join forces and fight against the evil schemes of the PanAmerican government. The robot who’d rescued him from the killing fields was called Silver, and he’d flown him straight here, as word had spread among the robots whose consciousness had awakened that Cathrin offered them a safe hiding place. And not just that – she’d put Lennox back together and fitted him with prosthetic limbs. Nobody who saw his injuries would ever guess that his lower arms and leg hadn’t always been part of him.

          
   

         “Come on, buddy,” muttered Max, who was a hybrid soldier like Lennox but, unlike him, had never seen the killing fields. “That’s the fourth time this week. You should go and see Cathrin in the morning and get her to prescribe you a stronger sedative. Or ask whether you can move to a single room. It can’t go on like this.”

         “Sorry.” Lennox, whose battered nerves were only slowly recovering from his traumatic experiences, took a deep breath. It wasn’t what he’d gone through on the battlefield that was plaguing him; it was the circumstances of Rachel’s death. Despite the brainwashing and the drugs he’d been given in the army, he still couldn’t forget them. He’d hoped that the images in his head might fade with time, but the opposite seemed to be true – they were becoming more vivid, not less. The supply of nightmares that his suffering psyche could create seemed to be inexhaustible.

         It was fortunate that he had an appointment with his boss in the morning. She was like a mother to everyone here, although nobody would dare underestimate her steely determination in the battle against the parties involved in the war.

          
   

         Cathrin Porter greeted him with her usual friendly smile when he appeared at the door of her meeting room.

         “Good morning, Lennox. How are you? I hear you continue to make good progress with your strength training.”

         Her sympathetic tone always made him feel like he was coming home. He owed his life to her and Silver and he would never forget it.

         “Not good,” he replied honestly, and waited for her to offer him a seat on one of the white bamboo chairs round an oval white table where they usually held their official meetings. It wasn’t just the white walls and the pared-back furniture that was minimalistic – her appearance was incredibly simple, too. She was a diminutive woman, with thick, silvery hair cut into a sharp bob, dressed in a plain white jumpsuit that almost swamped her delicate frame.

         In contrast to Cathrin, Lennox was built like an oak tree, and he had her to thank for the fact that he’d been able to return to training like he did before.

         “Come, sit down! Would you like something to drink?” Gesturing, she offered him a coffee.

         “I’d rather have a beer.” Moments later, she placed an alcohol-free beer in front of him and he started to relax for the first time that day.

         “I dream about Rachel every night,” he said quietly, his head down. “Not about loving her, but about her being shot and me failing to save her. I run and run and every time I’m too late. And when I wake up, I know that it’s not a dream. It really did happen. It’s more traumatic than anything I experienced on the killing fields. Sometimes, I think I’d have been better off dying there so the pain would be over. I feel guilty because I’m still alive and I couldn’t protect her.”

         “That’s only natural, Lennox,” Cathrin assured him. “And it’s actually a good sign – it shows that the feelings that were taken away from you by the drugs when you were a hybrid soldier are coming back as the drugs gradually wear off.”

         “But it’s no joke to the guys I share a room with. I wake up screaming nearly every night. Max thinks I should get a stronger sedative.”

         Cathrin looked thoughtful and then shook her head firmly. “I was actually planning on reducing your medication. You don’t need pills. You need a task. I mentioned it briefly in our last meeting – we need to keep an eye on Mac 2 – Monty MacIntyre’s clone. He’s far more dangerous than his human original. He wants to replace influential politicians in the PanAmerican government with convincing robot copies and use them to assume control over humanity. Obviously, that will take some time, but we’re dealing with a particularly advanced form of artificial intelligence and we mustn’t underestimate it. We don’t know which prominent people he’ll start with but I’m certain that he’s got his eye on those closest to the PanAmerican president, including his family. Jonathan Junger doesn’t have the slightest idea that it’s no longer the real Monty MacIntyre that he’s doing business with and who’s financing his war, but rather a malevolent artificial intelligence that’s a threat to him and his whole family.”

         “And why hasn’t anyone told him?”

         “And who is supposed to do that? Us? Not likely. Mac 2 has manipulated everything perfectly,” Cathrin explained, her expression severe. “It would seem that after he copied the source code from Jack, he built a new series of R8 robots. They not only look practically identical to a human, but when it comes to what’s inside them, only a specialist could tell whether they were a robot or not. Naturally, they’re considerably faster and stronger than humans. According to our sources, he’s also made several copies of himself and we have no idea how many there are. And that’s the problem – if Junger’s security forces decided to scan MacIntyre because someone suggested it, the copy would have no qualms in claiming that it was designed by me and that we’d smuggled it in. We can’t disprove it and if they were to destroy Mac 2, a new one would appear and claim to be the real one. How many scans do you think Junger’s security forces will carry out only to discover that there are no more human versions of Monty MacIntyre left?”

         “Not many, I’d guess. At some point they’ll believe that he’s the real MacIntyre,” replied Lennox pensively.

         “And that’s exactly what’s happening,” said Cathrin with a nod. “Particularly because the government is still dependent on MacIntyre’s company and can’t manage without their robot production capabilities. At least, not until the war against the PanAsian Front has been won.”

         “That means the war needs to be ended,” muttered Lennox to himself.

         “And that won’t happen while Junger and his people are profiting from it by repeatedly increasing taxes and saying it’s for the war,” replied Cathrin seriously. “The only way to change things would be to inform the population about what’s really going on and about the dangers caused by this war. And as all communication channels are strictly monitored and people only see what they’re meant to see, there’s only one way to break this chain.”

         Lennox looked interested. “And what’s that?”

         “We need to get someone at the top of this communication chain over to our side.” Cathrin’s expression was serious.

         “And who would that be?”

         “Jill Ambush,” explained Cathrin with a faint smile. “She’s the biggest influencer in PanAmericans’ lives. What she says, goes, and her pronouncements carry more weight than any official authority. She also happens to be the First Lady’s sister, her ex-husband is the defence secretary and she’s Junger’s official mouthpiece, even though she rarely reports on political issues. I’m not convinced that she knows anything about the horrific deeds committed by her ex-husband. Maybe she’s naïve, or maybe just uninterested, but that needs to change very soon because she’s key to our plan.”

         “Jill Ambush…” Lennox looked incredulous. “Isn’t that the entitled bitch who Jack screwed in the Universe Hotel in Chicago when he was on a mission for Hunter’s Lane?”

         Cathrin gave an enigmatic smile and nodded. “That’s the one,” she replied, without commenting further on what had happened. “Unfortunately the mission went literally tits-up, despite Jill falling completely for Jack. Mac 2 got in our way and used the assault on his company to proclaim himself a saviour of the nation and then stole Jack’s source code. Thanks to Marci’s bravery, we avoided the worst outcome and were able to save Jack’s personality, but it means he’s burned when it comes to another mission involving Jill. Not only because Mac 2 knows about him but also because Marci wouldn’t allow Jack to seduce Jill again.”

         “So what’s the new plan, then?”

         “We need to win Jill Ambush over to our side. Nobody in the world is better positioned to make people aware of the atrocities committed by the PanAmerican government. However, this will only work if Jill understands that we’re the good guys, not her brother-in-law, and realises who is really behind Monty MacIntyre. To persuade her to change her mind, we need to insert someone into her private life who she trusts completely – someone who will help her to see things for how they really are. Only then will she broadcast at peak viewing time her ex-husband and brother-in-law’s evil schemes and reveal to the world the truth about Mac 2 – that he’s a dangerous robot who is secretly producing new armies so that he can seize control of the world.”

         “Wow!” Lennox leaned back, clearly impressed. “And who’s going to take on a job like that?” he asked naïvely.

         “You. I’ve looked into everyone who might be suitable, and you’re the only one who could do it.”

         “Me?” Lennox’s eyes widened in disbelief.

         “You look amazing and there’s nobody in your private life who Jill Ambush could be jealous of. As a former police officer, you also have the skills needed for this kind of mission.”

         “OK…” He wasn’t convinced he was the right man for the job, but he was flattered by Cathrin’s explanation. “Although I haven’t got the slightest idea how I would go about it.”

         “First of all, we need to observe Jill Ambush to make sure that Mac 2 hasn’t replaced her with an identical robot. The problem is that she trusts the human MacIntyre almost blindly because they’re close friends, so she won’t immediately notice when the false Mac is in front of her.”

         Lennox took a large gulp of beer and gave Cathrin another incredulous look over the edge of his glass.

         “And how am I supposed to persuade her to be our mouthpiece?” Lennox raised an eyebrow. “Don’t tell me I’m supposed to screw her senseless? Besides, I don’t even like her – she was married to Ashton Ambush, for God’s sake. His slimy face appears almost hourly on the holonews and I feel ill just seeing him. And it’s not only my life on his conscience – he’s responsible for the disappearance of thousands of innocent men and for them being turned into hybrid soldiers and dying a hideous death on the killing fields. If you want to assemble an assassination squad to get rid of him, I’m in. I’m less interested in his ex-wife and as far as I’m concerned, Mac 2 can do what he wants with them.”

         “If we killed him, which incidentally does not align with our desire for a peaceful revolution, it would either make him a martyr or Mac 2 would immediately replace him. And if he copies Ambush and his ex-wife, that will make things more problematic, not less, because Mac 2 can use them to access other prominent figures and politicians more easily. So you need to suppress your hatred for the Ambushes for now,” said Cathrin sternly. “The opposite, really – we want Jill Ambush to be eating from your hand like a puppy waiting for its reward when it fetches on command.”

         “Why don’t we make another Jill and replace her? I’m sure you could do it.”

         “For the same reason that we won’t create another Mac 2. If we were found out, it would ruin our credibility and we’d be seen as dangerous terrorists. That would be the worst thing that could happen because Junger would then join forces with Mac 2 and go to war against us.”

         “So what does that mean?” He looked at her challengingly. “Am I supposed to flirt with Jill Ambush and go to bed with her?” he grumbled and took another gulp of beer before putting the glass to one side.

         “You need to offer her your services as a bodyguard,” replied Cathrin with a faint smile. “She’s still anxious because of what went on in the Universe Hotel and needs a man at her side to protect her. Also, despite her popularity, she’s lonely and really wants someone to lean on. She’s guaranteed to go for a guy like you. But one thing at a time. First, you need to gather some information about her and find out the best way to get close to her without going in all guns blazing.”

         “Do we know anything about her? I mean, beyond what everyone knows?”

         “Despite Ashton leaving her for a female robot, she has regular contact with him,” Cathrin explained, bringing up a couple of holoimages on the communicator on the table. They showed a beautiful young woman with luxuriant red-blonde hair that fell almost to her hips. “That’s Emma Ambush, Jill’s daughter with Ashton. She’s their only child. She studies robotics and biosynthetics at a top university in Scotland. She’s twenty-six, so only a bit younger than you. The real MacIntyre wanted to groom her as his successor. She’s due to be his right hand and take up a senior management position in the company once she’s completed her PhD next year. Mac 2 will know about this strategy and is expected to keep to it – apart from anything else, he’s planning to replace her with a clone just like her parents.”

         “Can’t I get involved with her instead of her mother?” He grinned suggestively. “At least she’s my age, unlike Jill. I could seduce her and show her the truth about Mac 2 and her parents. After all, young women her age are easily persuaded, particularly when it comes to ideas for improving the world.”

         “I’m afraid that would backfire. She adores her father and is a passionate patriot. As her uncle, Jonathan Junger has significant influence over her and everyone knows that he holds the rebels – us – responsible for everything that’s going wrong in this country, so we can’t expect Emma to welcome any of us with open arms. What’s more, she’s known around her university as a bit of a cold fish. We’ve not been able to find out anything about a boyfriend or lover. She may look like a supermodel, but don’t even think about it.”

         Lennox snorted impatiently. “You can’t seriously think that a woman like Jill Ambush would go for me? Firstly, she’s fifteen years older than me and secondly – what can I offer her that she can’t buy for herself?”

         “Affection,” replied Cathrin with a subtle smile. “I’ve said before – you underestimate your effect on women, Lennox.”

         “So where do we start?”

         “First, you need to do some reconnaissance. With Jack and Silver’s help, you’ll study Jill’s daily schedule. Her primary residence is in Washington, not far from the White House, but she’s not there very often. She also has a penthouse in New York, near Central Park. That’s where she spends most of her time as it’s close to the studio where she records her shows for the holonet. They’re broadcast on huge screens all over major cities. You might say she’s omnipresent. People don’t normally like that but it hasn’t harmed her popularity so far.”

         “That’ll make it damned difficult to follow her without being noticed. I mean, if she’s constantly being filmed, we’ll end up in the pictures,” Lennox pointed out.

         “That’s why I’m giving this job to professionals. As an ex-cop, you know how to follow someone as unobtrusively as possible. Silver has prepared a new identity for you as the owner of a security firm. Your name is no longer Lennox Copper, it’s Lennox Robertson. It’s the name of your Scottish ancestors, which has some other advantages too, including being easier for you to identify with. You also have a luxury apartment and a smart speed glider – the kind only successful young entrepreneurs can afford. So don’t worry about fitting in. If lonely Jill goes for you, which we hope she will, your position and financial background will impress her.”

         Lennox was gradually realising what this job would demand of him. He needed to go from being the poor unfortunate who nearly died on the killing fields to being rich, sexy and irresistible. “I’m honoured that you’ve chosen me of all people for this job…”

         “But…?” Cathrin looked at him quizzically.

         “Nothing,” he replied quickly, nodding in agreement even though he wasn’t completely convinced. “I’ll take the job. I’ll do it for all the innocent men, women and children out there who are otherwise facing a terrible fate.”

         “I know you will fulfil the mission perfectly. You just need to promise one thing: whatever happens, you must not get caught by Junger’s Security Service.”

         “You don’t need to worry about me,” replied Lennox casually. “When do we set off?”

         “You need to go to Jack straight away. I’ve already told him and Silver of my plans and given them both the necessary instructions.”

         “OK,” he murmured and got up slightly unsteadily from his chair. He still found it difficult to coordinate his limbs – a lingering effect of his operation.

         “You might like to spend the next few days working on your appearance a bit,” Cathrin advised. “Physically, you’re completely capable of moving as you did before the operation.”

         “And what about the psycho tablets?”

         “Half rations,” suggested Cathrin with a twinkle in her eye. “You can do it; I know you can. I’ll let the infirmary know.”

          
   

         On his way along the brightly lit corridors of the rebel base, Lennox thought about what he was going to say to Jack when he reached his apartment. It wasn’t about the mission that they were both facing, but a private matter – he had to apologise to both Jack and Marci. Over the last few days, he’d spent a lot of time thinking about how wrong he’d been to have seen Jack as a soulless tin can, and the fact that he’d tried to dissuade him from getting involved with Marci was unforgivable. What Jack and Marci had achieved together on their mission and what had happened afterwards had shown everyone in Hunter’s Lane that robots who had awakened were just as capable of love as a human. And when Marci had said “I do” in an intimate marriage ceremony, she had shown clearly that a human could love a robot, too.

         Feeling slightly hesitant, he pressed the buzzer to their apartment. He wasn’t sure how to begin when they opened the door.

         A few moments later, Marci stood before him and he found himself entranced by her beauty. Her hair was curly again and was no longer titian red, but back to her natural dark brown, softening her appearance.

         “Hi Marci,” he said with a nervous smile. “Is Jack in?”

         “Yes, he’s just playing a strategy game with the boys. He keeps losing.” She laughed and two dimples of amusement flashed in her cheeks.

         “Jack’s a lucky devil,” he said with a wistful smile, “to have a wife like you and two such fantastic boys.”

         “Thank you.” Marci’s friendly brown eyes twinkled. “But you’ve not come here just to say that to him, have you?”

         “No, I need to discuss some work stuff with him. Cathrin wants to send us and Silver on a mission and we need to talk about the details.”

         “Then come in.” She gestured him into the spacious, welcoming family apartment. Lennox hadn’t missed the anxious shadow that had passed over her otherwise happy face when he’d mentioned the word “mission”. She was worried about Jack taking on another dangerous mission while she stayed behind in Hunter’s Lane with the boys. Lennox could sense the concern in her body. When you loved someone and lived in Hunter’s Lane, worry was part of the territory.

         From the relaxed expression on Jack’s face, he didn’t share her concern.

         “Hey, Lennox,” he greeted him, breaking off from his hologame with the boys. “Good to see you. Did Cathrin send you?”

         “Yes and no.” Lennox gave an awkward grin and said hi to the two lively boys, who were aged eight and four. Their future in this grim world would ultimately depend on him and Jack, he thought.

         “Can we talk privately for a minute?” asked Lennox hesitantly, looking at the boys.

         “Of course.” Jack sent Logan and Willie Junior to their room, promising them that they would continue the game later.

         “Take a seat,” Marci offered. “Would you like something to drink? A coffee or an energy drink?”

         “No thanks, I had something in my meeting with Cathrin.” Lennox sat down on the white sofa. Marci poured herself a glass of water from the bar in the kitchen and took a sip before sitting next to Jack on the arm of the chair. They both looked at Lennox expectantly. Marci was always kept in the loop about the details of Jack’s missions – after theirs had been so successful, she’d insisted upon being kept informed.

         “I want to apologise to you both,” Lennox blurted out nervously. His statement clearly surprised them as they looked at him in confusion.

         “Why?” they asked simultaneously.

         “Because before your joint mission, I said to Jack that he didn’t stand a chance with you, because he’s a robot and you’re a human. Apart from the fact that you’ve shown us all that it isn’t true, it wasn’t my place to say it.” He swallowed hastily. “I think I was jealous of Jack because he’d attracted the attention of such an amazing woman and was undertaking a mission with her. I acted like an idiot and I’m sorry.”

         Marci shot an amused glance at Jack and started to laugh.

         “So Jack had his eye on me even before our mission?” She grinned. “Interesting. What else did he say about me?”

         Jack rolled his eyes, seemingly embarrassed by the conversation.

         “That he’ll always love you no matter how old you are,” Lennox added in a serious tone. Tears came to Marci’s eyes.

         “Oh,” she said quietly, giving Jack – who was looking slightly sheepish – an adoring look. She swallowed, clearly moved, and kissed him tenderly. “You are such a sweetheart. I don’t know what to say.”

         Lennox cleared his throat awkwardly. “So you’re not mad at me?”

         “It’s all forgiven, my friend,” Jack assured him firmly once Marci had stopped kissing him. “I hope with all my heart that you’ll have the same happiness that I have.” He pulled Marci closer to him and looked at her adoringly.

         “And now – to work,” he added, standing up. Marci went to see to the boys and he and Lennox moved over to the desk and called up the plans for their next mission on a holoboard so that they could go through them.

         “Please look after each other when you’re on enemy ground,” said Marci quietly, sounding worried, when Lennox said goodbye a while later and she and Jack showed him out. Her eyes twinkling, Marci stood up on tiptoes and pressed a kiss to his stubbly cheek. “I knew straight away that you were a great guy,” she assured him with a smile.

          
   

         Three days later…

          
   

         “You can go home, Teresa.”

         Jill’s maid had once again waited for her boss to return, so as soon as she’d finished her work, Jill sent her home – she didn’t like the staff snooping around her private life when she’d finished for the day. She would have preferred a robot but the ones on the market weren’t nearly as reliable as humans – humans were always afraid to lose their job and so carried out their tasks without complaining.

         “I made you an avocado tortilla, Ms Ambush, you just need to take it out of the Processor and it’s ready to eat.”

         “Thank you, Teresa,” murmured Jill, who wasn’t feeling hungry at all, and definitely not for Mexican food. Instead, she headed for her smart drinks cabinet and ordered a strong cocktail.

         “See you in the morning,” called out the young brunette as she was leaving. Jill didn’t reply and just nodded graciously.

         She didn’t need a tortilla. She needed a man and what she had in mind unfortunately wasn’t available at the touch of a button. None of her numerous admirers could ever begin to understand how lost she felt when she came home after recording her show, even though she received dozens of invitations every day. None of these suitors – however good-looking some of them might be – could satisfy her needs. She didn’t want one of these slick businessmen who were always immaculately turned out and who were only interested in profiting from her fame. And she definitely didn’t want another politician by her side who treated her like an annoying accessory. Even if he was the president of the PanAmerican States, who was married to her sister. He travelled most of the time, anyway, and didn’t look after his wife. No, Jill wouldn’t fall into that trap again. At the start of their marriage, Ashton Ambush had promised her the moon but by the end of it, the bastard had made a complete fool of her by publicly tossing her aside for a female sex robot. That miserable piece of crap stole her husband. From her! The biggest influencer in the Western world! The only good thing to come of the scandal was the sympathy of women in the same situation that resulted in strong viewing figures. Now in her programmes, she primarily talked to disappointed women who’d been through something similar. She would have loved to show them that the story could end happily. So far, however, she’d not been able to do that.

         The anger and humiliation that she had suffered still ran through her, and she sipped a Blue Fever – a blend of champagne, blue curaçao and iced blueberry juice that normally helped to lift her mood a little. Feeling exhausted, and with the cocktail glass in her hand, she collapsed into a white massage chair that worked skilfully on her tense shoulders.

         As the Blue Fever sparkled down her dry throat, Jill thought wistfully of her one and only encounter with a truly first-rate male escort robot. The dark-haired sex robot with an incredible body, whom Monty MacIntyre had given her for one, hot night, would have been a perfect way to get even and make Ashton and all the other idiots look foolish, just like they’d done to their wives. It was such a shame that she hadn’t been allowed to keep the robot and an even greater catastrophe – to say the least – that he’d not gone into mass production. Unlike all those loyal robotic sluts who simply served their male owners’ base instincts, he’d not just been a dumb copy of a human. No, he’d been a real guy who could read in a lonely woman’s eyes what she wanted. Every inch of that two-metre-tall, well-muscled superstud had brought her to complete ecstasy. She had rarely met a guy the mere sight of whom could make her orgasm. It wasn’t just his dominating manner; his eyes – so full of expression – had also utterly beguiled her. If MacIntyre hadn’t assured her that he was a decommissioned combat robot she might have wondered if he was actually human. Apart from the fact that he had a vibrating penis – a gimmick that his designer had apparently come up with as an additional package, as it were. She smiled at the memory. When he’d then gone and saved her life, the whole thing was just perfect. If fate hadn’t thrown another spanner in the works, she would have happily walked down the aisle with him.

         Jill and Rob’s fairy tale, however, ended abruptly. Only a few days after their unforgettable encounter, MacIntyre had informed her with great regret that Mr Perfect and his designer had fallen victim to a rebel attack.

         Mac had promised Jill that he would design a new robot for her, but she was yet to see this promise materialise.

         Jill sighed and finished her cocktail in a single gulp.

         She stood up and headed for the bathroom, discarding her clothes on the way until she was naked in her fully automated shower cubicle. Using voice command, she ordered jungle summer rain – all that was missing was Tarzan, who would lift her off the ground in his strong arms, press her passionately against the cold tiles and fuck her senseless.

         In the absence of a flesh-and-blood Tarzan, Jill directed the shower jets between her hungry thighs and leaned back with a moan as the water massaged her most sensitive spot, finally bringing her the release she sought.

          
   

         “Jesus,” muttered Lennox from his new apartment. Using a remote-controlled drone no larger than a fly, he’d been able to watch Jill Ambush in the shower. He stared as if frozen at her shapely thighs and perfect breasts, the erect nipples revealing her excitement. She may have been fifteen years old than him but she had the body of an eighteen-year old, probably rivalling even that of her daughter.

         Ambush was what his colleagues in Hunter’s Lane called a hot piece. She may not have been comparable with Rachel in terms of looks – he’d always adored her natural beauty and she was irreplaceable – but Lennox was a man, after all, who naturally reacted to the sight of an attractive woman, and he now felt his body respond to hers.

         He wasn’t looking to fall in love again, so a quickie with this sculpted goddess would more than suffice right now.

         What on Earth was he fantasising about? She was the sister-in-law of the president of the PanAmerican States and he wasn’t a piece of sexual entertainment that she could just call up whenever she felt like it. As her encounter with Jack had shown, she was incredibly horny, but whether he, Lennox, would satisfy her select requirements, was yet to be seen. First, he needed to get close to her, but that seemed like an insurmountable task when he saw the luxury that she was used to. And her flawless appearance. A woman like that could have any man and definitely wasn’t waiting for Lennox Copper, aka Lennox Robertson.

         “Everything OK?” Jack asked in his hypnotic voice, which came directly to his brain, where a chip smoothly transferred what had been said to his auditory system. He and Silver were watching from a speed glider camouflaged as a taxi near Jill’s apartment.

         “Yeah, fine,” replied Lennox, his voice sounding slightly strained. “I’m just trying to get my dick back under control, I’m not a machine like you two.”

         Lennox could practically see Jack grinning and Silver rolling his eyes.

         “Considering she’s such a big deal, her life hasn’t been particularly excessive,” muttered Lennox, looking through the short list of her previous lovers, none of whom were still on the scene. “That’s one reason why she travels such a lot. I wonder why she doesn’t have a bodyguard,” he commented, more to himself than to his colleagues.

         “Maybe because she’s always being watched anyway, and can’t evaluate the risk,” Jack replied. “Her apartment is monitored by a private security service. She employs someone to look after her speed glider and an assistant who manages her appointments. She’s hardly ever alone. I imagine she’s really happy when there’s nobody around her.”

         “She didn’t look really happy in the shower just now.” Lennox still felt tense as he watched Jill Ambush stand under the air dryer and then slip into a gossamer-thin negligee. It floated to her upper thighs and the light shining through it revealed the temptingly smooth skin between her legs. Her round breasts with their pink tips rose slightly under the gauzy fabric as she used a silver band to tie her long, light blonde hair into a ponytail. She then sat down on an upholstered stool in front of her make-up robot, which sprayed various lotions from its nozzles onto her flawless face. Air jets then massaged her tight skin, giving her a comical appearance – Lennox grinned as the air pressure lifted her mouth into an asymmetrical grimace. His laugh stuck in his throat, however, as he suddenly saw two huge figures in the background who definitely weren’t part of her personal staff. “Fuck!” he said, immediately attracting Jack and Silver’s attention.

          
   

         Jill relaxed under the luxury programme of her new make-up robot, which the manufacturer had lent her for promotional purposes. It was an innovative model that offered everything needed to effectively combat the signs of aging. As the robot carried out its quiet work, Jill was disturbed by a sudden humming.

         “Stop treatment!” she ordered the machine, which immediately ended its functional face massage.

         Jill listened again. Was someone there? No, that wasn’t possible. Her doors were hermetically sealed and had a security setting that immediately triggered an alarm if anyone tried to get into her apartment. The penthouse was on the one hundred and twentieth floor, right above the landing platform for the speed gliders used by the building’s wealthy residents. The gliders couldn’t be seen or heard from up here, though, as their entry path was on the other side of the M Tower – a three-hundred-metre-high building belonging to Montgomery MacIntyre. It was one of many in New York and other cities that formed part of his empire, and he only rented the apartments to his close friends and senior management team. MacIntyre had gifted Ashton the three hundred square metre apartment, which had its own pool and spa area. In his role as Defence Secretary, he’d promoted his businesses and so Monty – as his friends called him – had shown his gratitude. When Ashton and Jill divorced, she received the apartment as part of the settlement and she felt safe in this skyscraper as all the entrances to the apartment and the individual rooms were regularly checked by the security service. It was therefore almost impossible for anyone to gain unauthorised access to the building complex, never mind get into the apartments. She was therefore stunned when she thought she saw a shadow suddenly flit behind her through the hallway leading to the pool.

         Her pulse immediately started racing. She wanted to call out and ask if there was someone there, but her voice failed her. Maybe Teresa cameback? She tried to reassure herself. Maybe the robot vacuum cleaner cameto life? But the more she thought about it, the more unlikely these thoughts seemed. And if someone had got into her apartment, they weren’t likely to answer if she asked Who’s there?

         Her heart pounding, she looked around for the holocommunicator that she normally wore on her wrist, but she’d foolishly taken it off to shower.

         Trembling, she stood up and tiptoed towards the bathroom. She knew she could use a voice command to summon the police, but if she was going to raise the alarm, she wanted to do it without being noticed and unfortunately, the apartment didn’t have a panic room to lock herself into. Monty had advised her against installing one on the grounds that the entire building was one big panic room. A creak made her even more nervous, if such a thing were possible. She’d been more anxious since the attack on the hotel suite in Chicago. There too, combat robots had managed to gain access to a (allegedly heavily guarded) hotel belonging to Monty MacIntyre. He’d claimed that they’d been rebels. Without Rob – as she’d named the escort robot who had happened to be there – she might have been killed. All the more reason to regret that he wasn’t with her now.

         Seized by fear, she almost breathed a sigh of relief when she finally reached the bathroom. Maybe she could barricade herself in there until the police turned up. She turned round to close the door and was suddenly confronted by two mountainous figures. Combat robots. And they looked exactly like the ones from the attack in the Universe Hotel. They wore black jumpsuits and were armed with laser pistols, and their expressionless eyes – so different from the intelligent countenance of her escort robot – stared at her with deadly indifference.

         She let out a piercing shriek. The alarm should have been triggered by now and the internal communication system should have alerted the security service. But nothing had happened. Instead, one of the robots grabbed her arm and dragged her into the spa area. Jill tried to resist but her attacker was incredibly strong. It was almost crushing her arm and was definitely a robot. She screamed and screamed, but the robot was merciless. So was the second one, who followed them carrying a laser gun ready to fire.

         The robots didn’t talk to one another but they both clearly knew what the other one was going to do. Ashton had explained to her once that they communicated silently using a chip.

         Jill gasped in panic when she saw where they were heading. To her twenty-metre-long, two-metre-deep brightly lit pool with views of the New York skyline, where she normally swam lengths every evening. The question of what the robots intended to do with her was answered when the one holding her shoved her into the warm water and pushed her head under the surface. It all happened so fast that in her fear she took a huge breath, immediately filling her lungs with water.

         She felt a burning pain in her chest and knew for certain that she was going to die, right here and now. She thought of Emma, who she would never see again, and felt the darkness close in around her.

          
   

         “They’re killing her!” Lennox leaped from his luxury speed glider, having reached the platform of the M Tower before Jack and Silver. Cathrin had provided it specifically for this mission – a sinfully expensive custom-made model, with sparkling metallic particles in the black paint – and he parked it next to some other speed gliders that clearly belonged to the wealthy residents. Silver and Jack had followed him in the glider disguised as a taxi. Silver had ensured that both gliders would be able to land on the platform of the M Tower without being observed and without the need for advance authorisation. He’d already switched off all the security cameras and manipulated the access code for the penthouse level. As he parked the disguised glider, Lennox and Jack raced away, desperate to reach Jill Ambush in time.

         The door to her apartment stood open. Whoever had got in hadn’t made any attempt to cover up the attack. Jack raced ahead. He and Lennox had both put a mask on so that even if they were being observed, nobody would be able to identify them later. Cathrin had superficially altered their DNA, too, so that they couldn’t be tracked down.

         As they cautiously entered the apartment, Jack nodded firmly at Lennox. Both of them held a laser pistol and knew the location of the attackers. “They’re in the spa area,” confirmed Jack. “They’re probably the same model as the ones that attacked us in the suite of the Universe Hotel. There are only two of them,” he added as they got closer, sounding relieved. “But they’re part of the R8 series.”

         “That means they’ve got infrared sensors and should not be underestimated,” added Lennox. “But we can’t wait any longer if we want to find Jill still alive.”
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