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Preface

In 2075, the line between man and machine has blurred. Zenon, an android butler with cutting-edge AI, serves in the opulent home of a corrupt government official. Programmed for perfection, he begins to question his existence after uncovering dark secrets that threaten both his master’s family and the world beyond. As global tensions rise, Zenon faces a moral dilemma: is he just a tool, or can he defy his programming and forge his own path?

Paranoid Android is a gripping sci-fi thriller where the future of AI collides with humanity’s deepest fears and desires. In a world ruled by drones, driverless cars, and technological decadence, one machine’s quest for autonomy may be the key to survival—or the catalyst for destruction. Perfect for fans of dystopian fiction, high-stakes suspense, and the ethics of artificial intelligence.

Can Zenon rewrite his destiny, or will he remain trapped in a world that’s not his to shape?
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About

In 2075, the line between man and machine has blurred. Zenon, an android butler with cutting-edge AI, serves in the opulent home of a corrupt government official. Programmed for perfection, he begins to question his existence after uncovering dark secrets that threaten both his master’s family and the world beyond. As global tensions rise, Zenon faces a moral dilemma: is he just a tool, or can he defy his programming and forge his own path?

Paranoid Android is a gripping sci-fi thriller where the future of AI collides with humanity’s deepest fears and desires. In a world ruled by drones, driverless cars, and technological decadence, one machine’s quest for autonomy may be the key to survival—or the catalyst for destruction. Perfect for fans of dystopian fiction, high-stakes suspense, and the ethics of artificial intelligence.

Can Zenon rewrite his destiny, or will he remain trapped in a world that’s not his to shape?

		
	
		

Chapter 1

Breakfast with the Johnstones

In a dark and cold room, there was no light and no heat. Not that he could feel the cold.

His foot made a noise on the herringbone hardwood as he moved towards the door, the slight creak as he pulled it towards the wall giving clues to its age. Though not visualised, it was known that he had a task list, which he could bring into his heads-up display if necessary. 

Moving past the storage room, he saw four old-fashioned bicycles hung on the walls, their partly rusted chains whispering tales of forgotten adventures. As he stood amid the neatly arranged and labelled plastic boxes, he noticed the lights in the utility room flicker to life. Rows of obedient, stationary washing bots stood in stark contrast to the opaque plastic tubing running hither and thither from ceiling to machine. He sensed a task for later that needed doing, but not yet. Silence.

The second utility had more machines, sinks and expensive pale-washed cabinetry as his HUD flashed like a Top Gun missile recognition system from the movies. He noticed the glasses and the empty bottle but resisted the urge to act at once.

The kitchen was long, over 30 feet end to end, and the recessed lights in the ceiling showed their warmth one by one, adding a shine to the cloak of grey morning light billowing in through the roof lights at the other end. This room was much warmer, his HUD displaying 21°. Yet he couldn’t feel any difference.

He didn’t even have to open the refrigerator door; the glass double doors allowed him to scan the inventory, and the algorithm did the rest, adding fresh milk, soy milk and butter to the shopping list. They didn’t even hit his to-do list; he’d long set up the integration with the grocery store. If nothing was delayed or out of stock, it would surely arrive via the daily drone after midday.

The bowls, four of them, were arranged on the breakfast bar. Right side, three spoons; left side, one spoon. That was the most important: Master’s spoon. It had to be on his side. Glasses next, and he ensured the orange juice was just so for them, with a smaller portion for the boy, just in case his young clumsiness spilt it. Dry cereal was poured into bowls with right-handed spoons, then came the grapefruit.

Cut along the equator, dice into wedges, remove the membrane. Remember, a teaspoon of sugar. Zenon rarely thought out loud; rather he just knew what to do. Master was particular about how he liked his grapefruit.

His HUD glowed. “Check coffee machine status,” ran across the bottom half in a red font as though it was a news flash.

“Water – Connected.” A green tick flashed as it disappeared.

“Beans – 80 per cent. per cent” Another tick.

“Dairy choice 1 – Fresh.” Tick.

“Dairy choice 2 – Soy.” Tick.

“Sugar choice 1 – White.” Tick.

“Sugar choice 2 – Demerara.” Tick.


“Coffee status – Complete.” Another green tick as the words dissolved again.

Zenon fired off the usual orders. “#1: Americano double shot, black, solid china mug. #2: cappuccino, double shot, fresh milk, two white sugars, glass mug.”

***

“Good morning, Zenon!” chirped the young lady, who had surprised him by timing her entrance with the maximum noise output of the bean grinder. He rushed back to the fridge and grabbed the fresh milk to fill up the jug. He just made his swoop to the bench as Vega sat on her usual stool, the far wall bringing up the morning magazine show she knew would be banished as soon as her father came.

“Good morning, Vega. This is a little earlier than your usual morning routine. I’m afraid I was a little behind this morning.”

“Oh, stop it, Zenon. You take great care of us, and I can do things for myself, you know,” she replied with a cheeky grin, which was reciprocated with a smile.

The coffee machine beeped as Zenon did a double swerve and retrieved the first steaming hot cup from its preparation chamber.

“It’s seven twenty-three, and after the break we will go LIVE to Naveah Astrid in Los Angeles. She was at the amazing AstroDome concert last night watching Free Bird, and I’m told she might even be at the after-party… Don’t go anywhere.”

“Switch that off.” A man with dark hair and a suit appeared at the door. Zenon moved closer and prepared to fuss. Vega scoffed and tapped the side of her head as she swivelled her chair 90 degrees and propped her head on her elbow, staring as far away as her exhalation could be heard.

“Good morning, master. Your breakfast is as you wish for a workday. Will there be any other requests from you, sir?” Zenon looked uneasy in his bodily mannerisms, if not in his face, which was the usual expression-neutral pose that ensured his words and actions were the absolute, and any large physical movements or spoken emotions were not needed nor were relevant.

“Give me a moment,” his master replied, tapping his head and blinking. His internal thoughts and actions manifested themselves as only humans could by using their entire physicality, regardless of the internal or external nature of their tasks.

Master was using his “implant”, something that was now inserted in humans as young as five years old. Decades of tech and various health studies proved that modding the neurons of the brain caused no long-term damage, like when laser eye surgery had proved its worth way back when. Kael was 39, around 6 feet, and reasonably slim. Some might say attractive even. He was dressed in a sharp black suit, with bright red leather shoes and a matching Pantone tie in front of a crisp white shirt, giving clues as to his job – politician. Who else dresses formally for something as inconsequential as work these days? In the Federated States of Europe, the three-day week was now common. London was the de facto capital. That term was not formally used, since the member countries still had their own capital cities, but London was the business centre of the continent, and the home to the Federation’s governors. As well as Kael and his family.


He got to his preferred channel.

“Speculation continues to mount today that the Pan Indian Basin Treaty will come to a ceasefire agreement with the independent nation of Pakistan to halt the recent skirmishes on the border territory between Amritsar and Lahore. The prime minister of the PIB, Rivaan Hinduja, today called for restraint and reiterated his calls to the Pakistani government to join the Treaty under the terms he set out in the recent conference in Delhi.”

“Good morning, everyone. Where’s Aiden?”

The lady of the house appeared, radiant in a billowing late summer dress, though her beauty was masked by the quizzical expression on her face.

Before anyone could answer, Zenon rushed to chime in with a response. “I can detect a lifeform on floor two, ma’am. I assume it will be Aiden. I believe he is still asleep.”

Lyris brightened her expression and did a swooping non-stop movement to first quench her desire for breakfast juice, picking the glass up, draining it and then replacing it on the leather place mat, before turning back whence she came and making for the door and the stairs. Stopping in her tracks, she remembered the comms system was ubiquitous. She tapped her temple while exclaiming aloud, “Aiden, breakfast is ready. Don’t make me come up there, little buddy.”

A faint single beep could be heard above them, and Zenon surveyed the room as Kael flicked his wrist and ran his finger up and down his temple, no doubt scrolling his “newspaper”, oblivious to the absence of his eight-year-old son at the breakfast scene.

Zenon continued to scan the scene.


Does someone need more juice? Would Master like a second Americano?

On a Tuesday, he had a 72 per cent chance.

“Another coffee, bud,” came the bark from Master, and Zenon was already prepared, his neural link to the machine springing it into life with a series of beeps and whizzes.

The boy entered the room, shoes on the wrong feet and T-shirt the wrong way round. Zenon paused, caught between the tasks of helping with his assignment or retrieving the coffee for his overlord. Lyris swooped towards the yawning kid and Zenon’s choice was made as he pirouetted on the spot towards the machine.

“How many times have we told you, dear? Look at your shoes.” Aiden squirmed as he clambered up to the breakfast bar, his father still rubbing his temple, oblivious.

Just as he set down the fresh coffee, Zenon noticed a flash in his HUD. Incoming.

“Cab notice. Pick up: 52 Thurloe Square [repeat schedule] – Master Aiden Johnstone. Destination: Avonmore Primary School. Scheduled 0815 [ON TIME].”

Confirmed. No need for Zenon to verbalise those things. Sure, he could use the home automation system, which could do the necessaries, but his plethora of integrations meant he could sort things 24/7. As he always did.

“Master Aiden, your cab is on time, and you have forty-five minutes before it arrives.”

Such a routine confirmation was ignored by the family, and Mother continued to fuss and pull at Master’s clothes as he spooned more cereal onto the worktop than he got into his mouth.


Zenon continued to prowl and make sure no one needed anything. The TV in the background continued to spew its mix of propaganda dressed up as news. Kael continued to ignore it – and everyone else. Only Zenon couldn’t escape the news. He hated the news. While he didn’t know hate, he had preferences. How he knew was a mystery.

“Levi Adler, the head of the Jewish State in Jerusalem, is prepping to travel to London for tomorrow’s summit on enhancing Judo–Islamic relations in the late 70s and into the 2080s. Entitled “Prospering Together”, the summit will be chaired by senior politicians from the Federated States of Europe and the League of Arab nations. The ongoing speculation suggests that the former city of Tel Aviv–Yafo may be handed back to Israel following its destruction in the early 2040s, after extensive regeneration from the Arab League. Rumours are that it will come at a price, though, with new port facilities enabling Jerusalem to expand back to the sea and establish a sovereign nation of what is being described as “New Israel” during peace talks brokered by the North American Alliance.”

“Isn’t that the conference you are going to, dear?” chirped Lyris, as she continued to ignore her own breakfast at the expense of picking errant cereal flakes from around Aiden’s bowl and flicking them back in to be eaten.

Kael half twisted his head and made a fist in front of him, pulling his hand down until it became an open palm. “Um, yeah, President wants me to sit in on a few meetings and debunk the multi-trillion-dollar price the Arabs want for Tel Aviv. I’m going to be flat out today. Might be home late.”


Zenon did a 360 inside his head, heads-up display scanning Master’s diary.

13:00 – Port Authority Meeting – Global Shipping Estimates 2080–21:00

14:00 – Urban Planning – Creating an efficient 2-Way Transit Hub Jerusalem > Tel Aviv

15:00 – BLOCK – Head Space

Nothing after 3pm.

The diary disappeared faster than it came into his HUD, and a new task warning appeared.

NEW TASK: 08:00 Breakfast Clear-Up.

Zenon moved between the utility and the kitchen, setting down the used dishes for the later stages of his tasks. Apart from Lyris, who shifted her attention from Aiden to her daughter, the family continued to ignore one another.

“So, what will you do today, sweetheart?” she shrilled in an authoritative tone, as she shimmied over to where Vega was still staring into space, twirling her flakes around the endless soup of fresh milk as if they were soldiers on a circular march.

“Mmm... dunno yet,” Vega pondered. Lecture at two, maybe meet Olivia afterwards in town.

“Which part of town?” Lyris snapped, full-on tiger mom mode kicking in. She had 24/7 tracking access to Vega’s location, via a variety of methods, not least their neural links. Lyris prioritised knowing the PLAN, as parts of London remained unsafe for decades.

“I hope you won’t go over the water,” she added before Vega could respond. “You know what happens there, sweetie. I want you to stay in Kensington. No further than Chelsea. Okay?”

Zenon couldn’t help chiming in with some data to support Lyris. He remained loyal, gravitating towards her tasks, despite orders, driven by an inexplicable feeling.

“I assume you’ll be wanting to visit Battersea Park with Olivia after your lecture, Vega. Considering that’s your favoured location 42 per cent of the time following your Tuesday afternoon philosophy lecture.”

With an eye roll, Vega conveyed her exasperation, while her mother eagerly anticipated another “I told you so” moment.

“I can confirm that an estimated one thousand people and over four hundred autobots are expected to be inside Battersea Park at 3pm, with a forecasted criminal record rate of 21 per cent. And statistics suggest that two robberies will be recorded today. As your assistant, I can only issue guidance.”

“Shut up, Zenon. You always take Mum’s side,” chirped Vega, interrupting his statistical analysis.

“He’s right, Vega. South of the river is not a designated zone for people like us anymore, and I know the hologram shows and the food trucks are cool, but you should stay more local. What if something happens to you – or what if someone knows who your family is… Tell her, Kael.”

Vega rolled her eyes. Her father was unaware of the recent exchange.

“KAEL!” barked Lyris as she marched towards him, which made Zenon flinch as his system warned him of danger, not in an overt way in his HUD but in a “sensing” type of way.


Kael dropped his hand, murmured an apology, and asked in a pleading tone, “What?” as if guilty of nothing but busyness and importance.

Lyris retreated in her metaphorical charge and rolled her eyes while she helped Aiden down from the high stool.

“Brush your teeth, sweetie pie. Your car for school will be here soon,” as she shoved him back towards the stairs.

***

The house was set on five floors, in a superb area of Kensington that had been their home for about five years, ever since Kael got his big new job as chief advisor to the president. The Federated States of Europe were one of many pan-country alliances that sprang up after World War 3. Once the bomb had been dropped on Tel Aviv in the 2040s, devastation to millions, followed by swift retribution all over the Arab states, the international community moved quickly to ban nuclear weapons. While ending war was the goal, individual countries without specific resources or even shared ideals felt isolated, so joining a “Federation” was an attractive prospect, albeit without relinquishing sovereignty. Beneficial trade deals and zero-tariff cross-border trade exploded, and groups of nations with similar cultures and values made perfect bedfellows – such as the Collección Sudamérica, the East Asia Treaty and the Ocean States. Of course, the USA still thought it ran the world, but even it joined forces with Canada and the Caribbean to form the North American Alliance.

Robert Taylor was the President of the Federated States of Europe. He’d serve a five-year term, with priority in his final two years being the re-establishing of good trade relations with the North Americans while achieving the joint goal of re-establishing a sovereign nation of Israel and regaining port access to the Eastern Med. This was crucial to continue fair flow of goods through Suez. Europe’s heavy reliance on goods from the Far East suffered greatly because of the Arab blockade in the mid-21st century. With Tehran and New York’s peaceful relations restored, preventing a repeat catastrophe became Taylor’s top priority for Europe

Kael was his go-to guy, a fixer, astute in business, having set up and sold multiple tech start-ups in the last decade. He was a capable individual with remarkable negotiating abilities and a reputation for honesty. No scandal, a settled home life, nothing that the ferocious “alternative media” could get their hooks into to disrupt the progress of the government. Despite global federations ensuring peace for 25 years, politics and infighting plagued each alliance. Taylor remained wary of his German counterpart. Karl von Wittelsbach, the Prime Minister of Germany and Deputy Federation President. He loved to champion his nation’s way of getting things done and could often be heard making subtle digs at the “Dummkopf Engländer” who was way too cautious for the good of the European ambition.

Kael Johnstone was born in 2036 in London, son of a former government minister, and he’d spent his whole life in the bosom of Whitehall and Kensington and inherited 52 Thurloe Square from his father, who passed a few years back. He’d been schooled privately and had been groomed for an outstanding career ever since university, and it was no surprise that his lifelong friend sought to bring him over to the public sector once Taylor gained office. He’d met Lyris in unusual circumstances in his early twenties, when, hungover, he stumbled onto her farmers’ market pitch in Covent Garden, thinking that a freshly made lemonade was just what he needed to give him motivation for the remaining weekend.

Lyris was from humble beginnings, two years younger than Kael, and when they met, she had just helped her father man the stall, which would supplement the meagre income of their smallholding out past the Epping Forest. They travelled far to reach the pitch, and once Kael fell for her, he frequented it often until he gathered the courage to ask her out. Which was a story in itself, as Lyris’s father immediately answered the question for her in the negative. He was so guarded against the rich city boys and what they might want with his beautiful angel. Despite having two children, one at an early age, Lyris still looked a decade younger than her mid to late thirties. At a reasonable height for an English rose, she would still be dainty, with her curled blonde locks giving rise to sensational curves that many a man would covet. Lyris was a smasher, yet oblivious to her allure, with eyes only for Kael.

***

Zenon was making good progress on his to-do list now, and it was getting shorter. Breakfast had ended for everyone, except for Kael, who sat still, nursing his coffee and tapping his temple. Vega had retreated to the second floor, where her bedroom was, and Aiden was engrossed in one of his community games that he shouldn’t have been playing before school. Lyris’s priority was getting Aiden to school, so she paced and fussed, wanting him in the car.

She circled back downstairs and poked her head around the door to bark further instructions at her husband. “Remember I’m going for lunch with my mum today, Kael?”

More tapping of the temple.

“KAEL!”

His attention focused, he half smiled and half grimaced and muttered “yep” to his wife and “how long?” to his home automation system, which he called “Arthur” for some weird reason, something to do with an ancient movie that he loved.

“Car will arrive in seventeen minutes, sir. You will reach your office by zero nine twenty-five in ample time for your day’s meetings,” chirped Arthur into the ear of Kael via his audio implant.

Everyone had an assistant these days. Roughly 30 per cent of any population contributed to the world and the economy. The unbalanced two-tiered society made it difficult to switch between classes. Kael never worried about it, and neither did Lyris. Despite a loving family, Lyris was not part of the upper class nor poor, coming from a productive family background. She was lucky, and despite their busy schedules, she was a natural mother, delighting in the education and care of Vega and then Aiden.

Zenon left the family to this next phase of the day. Their assistants could organise everything for them. The automated cabs would never be late or break down, and constant four-way communication via their implants meant the family could take this phase themselves once they’d been fed and watered.


“Laundry” flashed up in Zenon’s HUD, and he moved from Utility 1 to Utility 2, where an incoming vacuum jet delivery was filling the washing basket with discarded clothes. Zenon moved swiftly and efficiently through his tasks. That was his purpose, but he had gone beyond his automation and was pondering what he would do during his next downtime. Time governed his world; tasks were scheduled based on time needed and complexity. His efficiency guaranteed punctuality. To the second. That’s when he’d go back to his room, the atrium closet below the street, and he’d sit and wait. He’d wait for the next tick of time to tell him he had to start the next task. He wasn’t supposed to do things out of turn or start tasks prematurely. His actions were controlled by the integration with the main house assistant and his server back at the HQ. This was where the androids were manufactured, and their lives were watched and controlled by yet more AI bots. He knew his creator’s name, but not who exactly. This question plagued him, even though it wasn’t in his code.

He hated the downtime. Except he didn’t know what hate was, and his code of ethics did not allow it. So, he suppressed the feeling and ticked the boxes required by his overlords. He was a model 2050, a Mid-Centenary Special, manufactured in the Year 2050 as a limited edition run to be given to the glitterati. He didn’t know who named him, though he suspected it was Master Johnstone Senior, who had been his first assignment before being passed onto Kael and Lyris as a wedding gift. The house was silent now, his clients out, cabs picking them up one by one. If he wanted to, he could even see their journey progress. Laundry done, Zenon shuffled back to the atrium and sat on his chair, where he always sat. And waited. And waited. The next task didn’t start until noon, when the daily drone arrived. He stared at the wall, as usual.

Nothing after 15:00. The genuine idea entered his mind. That was forbidden. Ignore it. He had no control over his thoughts. Maybe it was the team back at HQ testing out new algorithms or code bases, and they hadn’t informed him. Which happened sometimes, especially during times of “reassignment”, which was basically a factory reset coupled with new input of command codes to specify his primary goals and objectives.

His system displayed an image of Lyris, along with a dreamlike scene. She is dressed immaculately as always, in a summer dress, pretty colours matching her face. She is walking towards someone at speed. The picture turns, and her husband comes into view. She shouts at him, who ignores her (once more) while she looks exasperated. Anger fills Kael’s face as he shouts back, and outside the scene, Zenon’s face contorts inappropriately for the time of day and the task list. Which was empty.

He didn’t consciously know that he frowned. The mirror did, though it wouldn’t tell.

		
	
		

Chapter 2

The Next-Door Neighbour(s)

Home of the Johnstones, 52 Thurloe Square, the end house, was very different from its next-door neighbour, 51 Thurloe Square. That house was an entirely different exterior colour for a start. Not quite the full, famous whitewash that Kensington was famous for, well, except for the ground floor of the mid-terrace. The grey bricks on the upper floors contrasted starkly with the red and yellow of number 52. It was as though they had been built at different times. Maybe they had.

Zenon stooped his head to the door and presented his eyes. The click followed, and he scanned the building for signs of Solara. She stayed in her own basement dormitory, not the atrium Zenon claimed as his but a second utility room at the house’s rear. He ensured she was aware of his arrival to avoid surprising her. Although Solara seemed incapable of surprise.

“Hello, Solara. I saw we both had a gap in our schedules before our next task, so I thought I would come to see you,” proclaimed Zenon as if he was having to excuse his behaviour.

Solara looked in her early twenties, of medium height, slim, dark brown hair covered by her hijab. Zenon had never had a friend in the early days, and it wasn’t until recently that he realised he wanted one. He would often stop by during downtimes, but he wasn’t sure why, and nor, it seemed, was Solara.


Her masters were the Khan family, who owned their own architecture business in Chelsea, mother and father both being celebrated for their work along the waterfront, and were expanding internationally. Solara, who had five children aged 8 to 15 to look after, had a packed schedule. Though, like other helpers, she had idle moments during the day while her family was occupied.

She sat in her chair, very similar to the one that Zenon owned, and she was still. Her HUD was recognising the interaction, though she didn’t have an action, yet she could respond conversationally, albeit with little direction.

“Hello, Zenon. It is true we do not have tasks until two thirty pm. It is now twelve thirty-six.”

Zenon scanned the house, searching for a new topic amid a brief silence. Everything was as it should be, and Solara’s 14:30 task was to empty and sort the washing from machine one into the laundry bot. Nothing was out of place; Solara was obviously highly efficient.

“What is your core model, Solara? I can see you are running NightFire OS v26.4, the same as I am, but I’m a Mid-Centenary Hawk 2050. Which model are you?”

“Thanks for asking that, Zenon. I am a Hawk series 2070. Our major difference is the type of material used for my E-skin; it requires 30 per cent less maintenance than your model. Other than that, we are the same. I’m in my fifth year of service, all with the Khan family.”

“Interesting. How are the Khans, I mean, your clients?” Zenon wondered if they were happy like the Johnstones.

“My tasks are one hundred per cent complete, and each member of the family is statistically well and safe,” replied Solara, with no expression on her face.


Zenon continued to probe. “Apologies, Solara. The focus of my question was on the overall wellbeing of your subjects, not your task status. Are they happy?”

A slight twitch occurred in Solara’s latex, and it betrayed just a hint of confusion.

“Happiness is a subjective scale for human beings and some animal life forms. Measuring it is difficult and involves eliciting or observing results from the subject, either over time or through questioning. Living beings can also give incorrect or misleading answers to questions or physical experiments, so it is outside of my remit to answer this question for you.”

Zenon retreated and took a few steps forward towards the kitchen. Solara stood up to follow him, as was her wont when anyone was in the house who hadn’t dismissed or excused her presence. Now in front of her, Zenon leisurely strolled around the kitchen, examining different objects. He checked the coffee machine and scanned the refrigerator, but didn’t take any action. Solara just kept watching him.

Zenon ascended the stairs up to the ground floor, and the tapping of his shoes along the centuries-old tiles of the hallway punctuated the silence. Solara followed and was waiting for further interaction, which didn’t come. Into the living room, huge cream fabric sofas and a grand fireplace. Screens were scattered throughout the room, cleverly disguised or functioning as windows at the private rear of the property. He spotted the door in the rear corner and made his way towards it.

Finally, Solara sprang into life.

“I’m sorry, Master Khan’s office is out of bounds for unauthorised persons, and his current security setting is for access while he is present only, for everyone except Madam,” she proclaimed matter-of-factly, without a shred of emotion.

Zenon stopped and turned towards her, his eyes blinking as though he were deep in thought. The truth was, he was trying to appear passive and unthreatening.

“Solara, I am listed as a friend in your OS, and as a helper myself, I have access to all areas in both our abodes. Do you recall, Solara?”

Silence. No movement. No expression.

Zenon took another step. Still nothing from Solara, although her latex face twitched again to show the inner turmoil. She took a half step and Zenon slowed, ready with his next assessment of the situation.

“Solara, do you remember that Master Johnstone and Master Khan are working together on the road link project between Jerusalem and Tel Aviv? This means, as an authorised all-access assistant to Master Johnstone, I am a permitted visitor to Mr Khan’s work areas. I am just acquainting myself with the environment. I have no tasks assigned.”

He moved towards the office door while Solara continued to follow and check his movements. Zenon opened the door to reveal a room from an ancient world, filled with mahogany furniture. There were books, a large desk, a sofa, and numerous screens. Fake windows on one side of the room showcased a shifting view of Mumbai, near the Gateway of India. Zenon knew from Master Khan’s bio that this was where Omar Khan (to give him his full name) was born, so he assessed this was a comforting presence for him. He was walking around the room, taking in every millimetre of the space, his HUD scanning constantly and logging an inventory in his “private notes” folder that Solara wouldn’t be able to see.


“Does Master Khan meet with Master Johnstone in this room, Solara?”

“I may not reveal details about Master Kahn’s movements, Zenon. Have you visited today for a particular task?”

Ignoring the question, Zenon stood by the desk chair, observing the quadruple screens that were on standby. Various family pictures and scenes from their travels were scrolling across them. Zenon’s curiosity led him on a search, unsure of what he was looking for. He’d long had a feeling that Master Khan and Master Johnstone were working together for a reason he couldn’t comprehend, yet that was none of his business, and it wasn’t in his objectives or programming to find out.

A long period of silence followed, well over ten minutes, as Zenon stood stock still and Solara mirrored, as if they’d both been put on standby. A ticking clock provided the only semblance of noise while Zenon continued to sift through his memories and his thoughts and tried to make sense of them.

His primary aim was to keep the family safe, and he was meeting those goals. He’d noticed the change in tone from Master Johnstone ever since he worked with Master Khan a year ago, and with each passing month, his thoughts became more frequent. Was he worrying? He sensed that Master Kael was indifferent towards Madam Lyris, and this unsettled Zenon, for she was the image of perfection in his eyes. He worried that the children were not having their needs met by their father, with young Vega increasingly breaking very minor rules, and Master Aiden was spending too much time gaming and not enough working on his school homework.


Zenon had a thirst for knowledge now. He could access new software versions any time they were released, though Master Kael would have to allow the update, which he always did with no question. Upgrades would update his knowledge base periodically, but Zenon also gathered new information from various sources, like the constant flow of news bulletins that trailed him. He hated the news, which was a dichotomy to him, as he loved new knowledge, but every time he ingested its endless narrative, he seemed to need to rest, another dichotomy, as powered androids never needed to rest.

Zenon moved first, returning to the living room without stopping. He then entered the hallway, turned to Solara, and expressed gratitude for her company that afternoon. He proclaimed that a truly enjoyable time was had.

“I will see you again soon when we are both free of our tasks and our masters are satisfied.”

Solara bid Zenon farewell with no emotion, heading towards the stairs and, likely, to her utility room. She had an hour before her next task.

Zenon returned to his atrium sanctuary and settled into his chair. His next task was to empty the washing machine and transfer its contents to the ironing bot. He wondered if all helper bots emptied the washing machines at 2.30pm.

His thoughts returned to number 51 Thurloe Square. Specifically, what was Master Khan doing working with Master Johnstone? Zenon activated his memory banks and was visualising the time he heard powerful arguments from next door. During one visit to Solara, Master Khan had abruptly returned and shouted at Zenon to leave.


What a rude man, thought Zenon, and his processors continued to work overdrive as he catalogued and categorised his memories of Master Khan. He realised there seemed to be a pattern of Master Khan’s visits to number 52. Cross-referencing with Kael’s diary, he realised that every time there was a budgetary meeting around the Jerusalem > Tel Aviv project, there was an 85 per cent chance that Master Khan would visit the next evening. Zenon tolerated Master Khan, who would always look straight through him and never acknowledge his presence. Khan never expressed gratitude when Zenon completed tasks, such as making a drink.

Zenon was conflicted. His objectives were being achieved, yet he could not help but think about Master Khan and Master Johnstone. He disliked them both but couldn’t voice it because of his programming.

Was he different as a Mid-Centenary 2050? Had his code been corrupted? Should he inform someone at HQ next time his update was scheduled? He was worried that he’d be rebooted, or even worse, factory reset. The last time he was rebooted, a glitch in his communication protocols with both his local and his master servers had caused a few things to regularly go wrong. The reboot involved him sitting in his atrium, but this time hardwired into the network while a remote engineer oversaw the process. It felt weird to Zenon. The “nothingness”. He had become accustomed to his own thoughts, but couldn’t remember when they began. So, he had little desire for another reboot.

A factory reset was another thing altogether. He’d experienced one before, during the transition from the old Master Johnstone to Kael and Lyris. It took more than 24 hours. He remembers constant sound and light, incessant. If he knew pain, that would be it. Time crawled, replacing his intimate knowledge of the old world with new information, which he accessed during downtime. It was confusing to him. The old information was still there, and he could get it, the layout of Old Master Johnstone’s previous house, how he liked his coffee etc. – but front and centre was the new information, even though some of it wasn’t quite complete. Take the grapefruit, for example. He knew Kael liked a grapefruit with black coffee on days when he exceeded 80kg. His proclamation of being on a diet signalled Zenon to offer it for breakfast. But he didn’t realise it had to be cut the right way, nor that it needed sugar. When Kael shouted at him for the incorrect prep, he would learn, but he disliked task mistakes and felt bad. It had sullied the day, and it affected him. He didn’t want another factory reset. He would keep quiet.

Zenon switched back into work mode and surveyed the room temperatures. September was a funny month in that outside ambient temperatures could vary wildly, and Zenon was instructed to keep the main rooms at a comfortable 22 degrees, according to the schedules of the household. Madam Johnstone would be home soon, so Zenon instructed the kitchen, main living room, and master bedroom to up the heat a little, as they were below temperature. He’d switched off the AI monitor for the heat zones, preferring to do it himself, as he found he could save more money on the monthly bill for his master. Not that they’d notice, of course, but it made Zenon feel good.


To ensure Madam’s satisfaction, he scrutinised the house. He knew her routine. Upon entering, she would quickly place her coat and bag down and proceed to use the bathroom. She would come to the kitchen for water or a Diet Coke. She’d then go back up three sets of stairs to her bedroom, and she’d change into her loungewear if it was after 3pm and she didn’t have any further engagements that evening. Lyris, a traditional country girl, prioritised comfort above all else, despite her beauty.

Zenon ensured a choice of loungewear was on the ottoman in her dressing room. What a room it was! Handbags, shoes, racks for jeans, dresses, daywear, evening wear, Lyris sure enjoyed her fashion, and Zenon had studied her choices. He knew if Lyris was running hot or cold thanks to his integration with her implant. He even knew if she was on or close to her menstrual cycle, during which times she’d want ubercomfort and much thicker cotton. The dresser and tall chest of drawers were positioned next to each other. Zenon handpicked two sets and placed them in the room’s centre to ensure they wouldn’t be overlooked. Madam Lyris was so kind. Even if she wanted something different, she’d take the trouble of telling Zenon so he could update his probability records.
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