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            It matters not who you love, where you love, why you love, when you love or how you love, it matters only that you love.
   

            (John Lennon)
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         The Killing Fields

         Alashan Plateau, Gobi Desert, April 2056

      

   


   
      
         
            True Love
   

         

         Out of nowhere, a fleet of automatic PanAmerican drones sounded over the Alashan Gobi Desert, instantly covering the high plateau in a huge cloud of fine sand.

         Dammit, thought Jack bitterly, if only these idiots had turned up an hour earlier, things could have been very different. Instead, their arrival now only intensified the catastrophe by hurling the surrounding dirt into the wounds of the injured.

         The advancing troops of the PanAsian Front had rapidly transformed the plateau into a place of slaughter, and slaughter was the only word for it – the wreckage of destroyed tanks and anti-aircraft guns lay everywhere and among them, the mortal remains of fallen soldiers for whom rescue had come too late. Jack sharpened his senses to penetrate the yellow fog in which some human-hybrid soldiers from his unit were stumbling around as if trapped in an invisible maze. Even though their human bodies had been fitted with a whole host of robotic technology, they were still far more prone to injury than Jack who, as a full combat robot, had some advantages not available to a hybrid soldier. These included highly sensitive visual electronics implanted in his brain; they were more reliable in extreme situations than an artificial system and gave him reasonable visibility across the five-hundred-metre-high dunes, despite the manmade sandstorm.

         It looked like he was the only one in his unit to survive this disaster, but this was more due to coincidence than his considerable military abilities. In this attack, however, none of them had stood a fair chance, whether they were a combat robot or a hybrid soldier.

         Not for the first time, Jack wondered which knuckleheads in high commandwere calling the shots. It was bad enough that they were now recruiting humans to fight, and against their will, too, but to make matters worse, they were falling back on human instinct rather than using artificial intelligence, and increasingly using airstrikes instead of traditional ground fighting simply to make it more exciting for the clueless audience out there. Drone strikes may have always provided spectacular images but they made no sense when the strategy was supposed to be all about pitting man against man.

         He hurriedly checked the internal and external sensors that showed him whether his two-metre body and any of its 120kg of muscle mass had suffered any damage. Visually and physically, if you disregarded his impossibly perfect physique, he was practically indistinguishable from a human. As a robot, he also had the advantage that virtually any component of his body could be replaced by a spare part, grown using biotechnology. Even the nerve centre in his head was replaceable.

         The highly complex quantum processor, structured exactly like a functioning human brain, reported a slight burn just above his right calf. He’d been hit by an overheated sliver from a fragmenting grenade and the heat-resistant material of his fatigues had melted.

         Nothing to be particularly worried about, thought Jack before moving off to look for soldiers more seriously injured than him who he might be able to help before it was too late. As he tramped through the mountains of debris, he heard the groans of his human comrades everywhere. Robots didn’t do that – they suffered in silence, as he knew from his own experience. Some of the humans were crying, even though before the mission they’d been pumped full of pain-relieving drugs that were supposed to suppress any human emotion. 

         Jack searched through all the human bodies on the ground for one specific man, whose life he had already saved once, and who he now called his friend. It was this man who had given him his human name, as Jack didn’t have a real name. Even though combat robots were built to have a unique human appearance, they only bore a serial number visible under a special laser. Hybrid soldiers also had a number in the same place that registered their physical data. Not knowing where to start looking for his friend, Jack activated his built-in scanner so he could read each soldier’s QR code, even through their uniform. He had a vague idea of where the man he was looking for had been before the attack; he was part of his unit and he had seen him and wished him a safe return at morning roll call. Later on, he had met him beneath the huge dunes where most of his men had gathered for safety, albeit in vain.

         When he finally saw him lying on the ground, he initially felt relief, but a second look immediately extinguished this. His human comrade’s fatigues were almost entirely shredded and, even worse, not only was his left arm missing – a small problem that could have been fully remedied – but an enemy drone’s laser had cut off both his legs at the hips. The flesh had been cleanly burned and wasn’t bleeding, but apart from that minor positive, nobody would ever consider replacing a hybrid soldier’s legs. High command would write off the man as a total loss and dispose of him, whether or not he still had a chance of survival.

         Jack, deeply affected by what he saw, took the man’s helmet off and scanned hisvital functions. He was still alive, but unconscious, which Jack considered to be a mercy. Carefully, he took a syringe out of his medical kit, which was intendedfor far less seriouscircumstances, and injected the contents into the man’s faintly beating carotidartery, hoping it would immediately work against the pain and stabilise his pulse. It seemed to, as the man’s heartbeat slowed. “Hang in there, soldier,” murmured Jack, more to himself than the man.

         At that moment, he heard a whirring sound behind him as a medical glider landed about fifty metres away. The two robots on board had neither clothing nor faces, just sensors that they used to scan the surrounding area. They were known to Jack and his comrades as vultures, as they didn’t turn up to help, just to collect any leftover bits for the spare parts store. They got out of the glider and immediately started their unsavoury work, throwing any destroyed robots’ limbs into a container and vaporising the other remains on the spot with a laser to prevent them falling into enemy hands. Injured hybrid soldiers didn’t fare any better; any who were capable of walking were herded together despite their injuries and ordered to wait by a large medical glider. Those who were too seriously injured to move were eliminated on the spot. 

         Wanting to spare his friend this fate, Jack picked him up and carried him to safety behind a destroyed tank.

         Seeing the open doors of the glider, it didn’t take him long to decide his next move. While the two robots were looking elsewhere, he leaped on board with his injured friend and quickly strapped him onto the stretcher provided, aware that this was their only opportunity to escape.

         He swung himself deftly into the glider’s pilot seat and locked the doors, logged into the onboard computer’s control unit and took off vertically before the two robots noticed. He entered the destination coordinates – five thousand miles to the east – by thought command. If he were to believe a brother-in-arms who had previously fled and contacted him in secret, that’s where he would find the only person willing and able to help him and his seriously injured comrade.

         The desert was barely behind him before, as expected, he was noticed by Chinese border patrols. Jack activated the laser defence cannons and calculated a sophisticated evasion course that would prevent the patrols from locking onto his position. A secret code dealt with the invisible border wall of magnetic waves, allowing Jack to then switch to automatic pilot and turn his attention back to his badly injured patient.

         He gave him a long-lasting painkilling infusion and then connected thepatient’s circulatory system to his own; robot blood was similar to human plasma so he hoped that this would stabilise the man’s circulation and provide him with a supply of oxygen.

         His patient’s eyes suddenly opened. “Where are we?” he asked weakly.

         “Going home,” replied Jack, attempting a reassuring smile. “I’ve captured a medical glider and I’m taking you to someone who can help put you back together. You just need to lie still and do as I say.”

         “Listen, Jack!” his friend rasped in a weak voice. “I know I won’t make it, whatever you try. But before I go, you need to promise me something.”

         Jack nodded anxiously. Most hybrid soldiers he’d met in this war seemed to know when their time was up. “When I’m dead, you must find my family,” he said, clearly struggling with the effort to speak. “You must tell my wife what’s happening here. You need to stop these bastards from doing to her and my children what they did to me. And you need to tell her that I love her and that whatever happens, I will always be with her and the children. You know where they live, Jack, and you know what she looks like. Do you remember the first time you saved my life? You said you’d seen her in my thoughts when you connected to my overheated brain to cool it down.”

         “Yes,” murmured Jack. The experience had been incredible and had completely changed him, but he kept that to himself. Since he’d seen this woman, how she kissed and loved her husband, nothing in Jack’s life had been the same. Maybe seeing her had enabled his consciousness to fully awaken, but this was something he’d kept strictly to himself, otherwise he would have been withdrawn from action and reprogrammed.

         “Jack? You have to promise, do you hear?”

         “I promise,” swore Jack solemnly, even if it might kill him to actually meet this woman. “But wouldn’t you rather tell her yourself? I can record it and play it to her when I find her.”

         “Thanks, man,” whispered his friend in a trembling voice, closing his eyes briefly. When he re-opened them, he stared directly into Jack’s iris camera – an intelligent lens that every combat robot wore in its right eye, providing them with key information about their surroundings and also functioning as a recorder.

         Jack focused on his friend’s face. As he spoke a last, brief message to his family, Jack felt an intense fear about what might happen, which was not a normal feeling for a combat robot.

         If he were successful in achieving his goal, he’d have everything that made a human different from a robot – he would live, he would love, and he would hope. Everything that he’d yearned for since he looked into this man’s memory.

         But what if it was just a beautiful illusion that could never come true?

         He considered retracting his promise, but instead, he gripped the dying man’s hand. “You can count on me, man,” he said firmly.

         “I know,” whispered his friend with half-closed eyes, giving a pained smile. “And I will be forever grateful. I never thought that I would entrust my family to a damn tin can, of all things. But you, Jack, you’re the only one I would trust. So don’t disappoint me.” Exhausted, he closed his eyes, and a moment later a long humming could be heard and the display above the patient’s head showed a flat line.

         As he looked at the dead man, Jack felt his highly-developed, lab-grown heart tense and his eyes slowly fill with tears. He cried. This, too, was completely new for him, another thing he would have to get used to.

          
   

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1 – Will’s Legacy
   

            Chicago, October 2056
   

         

         Marci dusted the eighteenth-century Venetian mirror as if Rochelle were paying her a bonus for it. Normally, her boss didn’t even notice if the showpiece of her luxuriously furnished entrance hall was free from dust and smears.

         Marcella Martinez Finnegan, known to all as Marci, was little more than an invisible household spirit for Rochelle MacIntyre, reliably and unobtrusively polishing the silent witnesses to her unfathomable wealth every single day. Every single item cost more than Marci would earn in her entire life.

         Will had always called the job little more than slavery, but Marci was just pleased to have work at all. Money had been incredibly tight even before Will’s disappearance, but since he’d been gone, Marci had no idea how she was going to support herself and her two boys.

         Her eccentric millionaire employer didn’t even pay her minimum wage, despite clearly being able to afford it.

         After her divorce from Montgomery “Monty” MacIntyre a few years ago, Rochelle had received this multi-million dollar villa as part of the settlement. He’d also given her his shares in “Copter Robot Unlimited”, CRU for short. The company made spare parts for a wide range of robots and kept Rochelle in the lap of luxury.

         Her ex was also the sole ruler of an industrial empire primarily known for making high-quality combat robots. They were deliberately designed to look like human superheroes and were excellent publicity for the company, deployed to killing fields around the world in the war against enemy states. The bloody battles were regularly shown on all channels to entertain the masses, a bit like the Superbowl, if a lot less vicious. That was enough to make Marci uninterestedin watching them, but she knew that Monty MacIntyre – whose company was continually producing new robots for the war to replace the ones that had been destroyed – had become immensely rich off the back of it. His factories also made less complex robots that were used as police officers and firefighters. 

         One of these tin cans, as Will liked to call the robots, had cost him his well-paid job as an officer with the Chicago Police. It was the main reason he’d not been pleased when Marci got a job as a cleaner for Rochelle MacIntyre, of all people, after he was made redundant.

         “I don’t like the thought of you being exploited by that bloodsucker for a pitiful wage when it’s her fault we’re in this shit,” he’d exclaimed when Marci told him about the job offer.

         “When you’re trying to get by in the Chicago slums with two kids and very little support, you have to grab any opportunity you can,” she’d retorted, but her response had only annoyed him more.

         Marci had wondered, however, why Rochelle preferred to employ a human cleaner. Surely she had the connections to get the perfect household robot made for her, one that would carry out all her tasks flawlessly.

          
   

         “Robots are more expensive to get hold of and have to be repaired more often than a person,” Rochelle had explained to her rich friends, who regularly came round for afternoon tea and stared at Marci as if she was a rare breed of dog that fetched on command and you only kept for the fun of it.

         “When a person stops working properly, I can just swap it for another one,” Rochelle had explained flatly to the women in front of Marci, oddly casting doubt on her own robot business. She might also have added that there were plenty of people who were prepared to sell their soul in a dead-end job for a few credits.

         That wasn’t the only reason that Marci had to watch out for her job. Knocking something over or dropping it would have led to her instant dismissal. Being ill wasn’t an option, either, no matter how bad she felt. One glance in the mirror was enough to reveal the extent of her exhaustion. She felt as if she were 100 years old, but she was only 28 – in the bloom of her youth, as her Mexican grandmother used to call it. She had worked tirelessly and enthusiastically at a fully automated checkout, helping customers to scan in their goods, until her death at the age of 93.

         Marci knew she wouldn’t live that long. She didn’t eat properly, didn’t get enough sleep, and cried too much. The dark shadows under her eyes were permanent andunmistakable.

         “You look like a panda,” her younger son Willie had told her a few days earlier, giggling.

         Since she and the children had been forced to manage without Will, she’d not had a single minute to herself and had lost a considerable amount of weight, deliberately eating less so the children wouldn’t go hungry. Her tatty jeans and threadbare blue tunic top hung on her frame as if on a clothes rack. Only herbreasts defied the odds, remaining stubbornly largefor herbody, even if they were no longer as firm and upright as they had been before her pregnancies. Not that she cared. No man could ever replace Will.

         Things were so tough that she’d even considered selling her body so that she could buy fruit and vegetables for her children on the black market. Louise, her elderly neighbour, who knew about this type of work, having been an escort in her youth, had advised her strongly against it.

         “You can’t possibly compete with the perfectly shaped female robots that spread their legs up to a hundred times a day for a few credits. For human women, that only leaves the weirdos who want to see and smell real blood in their sadistic games. It’s not only painful, it’s far too dangerous.”

         No, sighed Marci, gathering her long, dark hair into a plait and fastening it with a rubber band. She’d just have to think of something else. She couldn’t go on like this.

         Only a few weeks ago, the government had reduced additional food aid, but military spending had risen for the third time this year. According to Will, that automatically meant there was nothing left over to support the poor in the slums.

         “Since the superpowers decided to conduct their wars on the killing fields using expensive robots,” he told her soberly, “there’s only one winner in this country, and his name is Monty MacIntyre! He makes megabucks with his tin cans while our children starve. Since the PanAsian Front won the last battle against us under Chinese leadership, the government has not only had to take on more debt to pay out the victory bounty; they’ve also had to dig deep for more of MacIntyre’s robot fighters. He’s bound to have supplies in stock so he can deliver them for the return match as quickly as possible. And I’ll give you three guesses who the government is borrowing the money from. Yup, also MacIntyre. If it carries on like this,” he pronounced darkly, “there’ll be a civil war soon. And we’ll send them and their damn tin can army to hell. I’d swear it on the Bible!”

         Marci didn’t like it when Will talked like that. “That kind of talk is dangerous. Louise told me only yesterday that you get up to thirty years in prison if you’re caught protesting against the government. And if you’re charged and convicted as a terrorist, guilty of treason, you could even be condemned to death.”

         “Louise!” Will had groaned, rolling his eyes. “What does that old crone know about laws? Anyway, it’s none of her business what I think of someone. I hope you don’t tell her about our conversations?”

         “No,” lied Marci without batting an eyelid. The older woman had become like a mother figure to her and she confided in her about virtually everything. “But when she’s right, she’s right!”

         “Forget that nonsense. Come here and let me spoil you a bit.” As usual, Will and his steadfast blue eyes had soon distracted her. “I’ll keep away from all that. I won’t do anything that could put our family in danger,” he had whispered, kissing her tenderly. It was the last time they’d slept together.

         Two days later, he’d disappeared off the face of the Earth. He’d gone out looking for a job as usual and simply didn’t return home at his normal time in the evening. At first, Marci reassured herself that he’d maybe gone to a pub on the way back to the apartment. Even though they couldn’t afford it. But she understood if he wanted to wash his disappointment down with a glass of beer. When he still wasn’t in bed beside her the next morning, Marci became more than worried. She was terrified. The feeling that something could have happened to him sat like an icy fist around her heart. She was initially afraid that the State Police might have arrested him. Maybe, as Louise had feared, he’d got caught up in a raid and been locked up and was therefore unable to contact her. She hadn’t allowed herself to consider the possibility that he might have been killed. Her enquiries to the hospitals and police, however, turned up nothing.

         After three uneasy days and nights, she received an unexpected message on her ancient tablet. Will had left a holographic message for her. When she eventually managed to open the site, she couldn’t believe her eyes. His handsome likeness – with dark blond hair and deep blue eyes – left no doubt that it truly was from her missing husband. He smiled at her as if nothing was wrong. “Hi Marci,” he began in a strangely tinny voice, which she initially put down to the poor transmission speed. “It’s not easy to say this, but after much deliberation, I’ve decided to start over and set you and the boys free. I know you’ll be better off without me and maybe you’ll find a new husband who can provide for you better than I ever could.”

         Set you free? Marci stared disbelievingly at the tablet and asked herself fearfully what he meant by that. Maybe he wanted to kill himself? But that would have gone against his Catholic upbringing. Maybe he was on drugs? His voice had sounded weirdly empty. Almost as if he’d turned into a robot. At the end of the message, he looked right into her eyes without a flicker of remorse as he said goodbye to her: “You can do it; you always were stronger than me.” 

         Marci had wondered in vain what the hell had got into him. Maybe he’d met another woman and had run off with her? Louise had hinted at something like that. She’d certainly prefer that to any other scenario. But her inner voice, which she could usually rely on, argued firmly that it wasn’t true. Will wasn’t the kind of man who got involved with other women on a whim. But maybe he’d met someone at one of his rebel meetings? Someone who shared his political convictions? The fact was, they had argued more often recently because of his crazy political ideas, and they normally talked about everything calmly. Even when they were young, they’d been like soulmates. Politics had seldom come up as a topic of conversation.

         Like Will, Marci came from a poor background where people paid little to no attention to world events. Marci’s great-grandparents had come to the country as Mexican zero-hours workers who were simply proud to be able to put enough food on the table for their children. Will’s Irish ancestors had worked as labourers with no health insurance, living with their families in run-down motorhomes. And when you looked at it, three generations later, things weren’t much better, but that was no reason to simply run away, never mind desert your wife and children. After he was made redundant, Will may not have been the same dynamic guy she’d known for so long; his proverbial good humour and optimism had vanished overnight. His gentle eyes, however, still shone with the love that he felt for her and their two boys.

         “I don’t understand”, wailed Marci tearfully, after telling Louise the whole story. “He was so devoted to the boys. What if he’s actually killed himself? I mean, he was desperate about not being able to provide for us.” She paused and blew her nose. “Maybe I missed something? Maybe I should have paid him more attention?” 

         “I don’t believe it, honey,” Louise had reassured her. “He would have left you a note. Look, no, I’m really sorry for you and the kids but I reckon he found someone else. Someone who makes his life easier and doesn’t make any demands of him. Men are just like that. When it gets hard, they’d rather run away than deal with it. You’re not the first woman this has happened to,” she added sadly, putting her arms around Marci sympathetically. “I’m actually surprised that your Will didn’t do a bunk sooner.” 

         Marci didn’t want to believe that Will had simply given up on her and the children. “So what am I supposed to do now?”

         “You’ve only got two options, sweetie. Either you give up and leave the boys, like Will did. Or you pull yourself together and keep going and give them at least a bit of hope of a better future.” 

         Marci thought about what the older woman had said, but she wasn’t sure whether she had the strength to keep fighting. But she had to, for her two boys. 

          
   

         The villa doorbell rang, jolting Marci abruptly from her thoughts and making her jump. Startled, she looked up and saw on the large wall-mounted screen in the entrance hall a giant with steel-blue eyes and a short military haircut with a strange, silver-blue sheen. The man was young, probably the same age as her. He was absolutely huge, his broad shoulders and immense chest muscles almost bursting out of his black jumpsuit. It bore the logo of a well-known delivery company that only used basic robots, whereas this one looked like Superman. Apart from his unusual hair, he looked human, even though she couldn’t imagine that the company employed humans. He looked like he was delivering a large parcel and she didn’t stop to question why.

         To reach the villa, the man would have already crossed the fully automatic security zone, where he would have identified himself and security would have definitely screened his vehicle and its contents.

         The entrance door leading to the hallway would normally have opened automatically but Rochelle preferred Marci to open it personally. As she did so, the silver-haired giant pushed a steel box more than two metres tall inside, and she signed for the receipt using a fingerprint on a tiny tablet. 

         “May I ask what’s in it?” she said. The handsome messenger looked at her for just a moment too long but apparently wasn’t interested in giving her an answer. He simply shrugged his broad shoulders and put the tablet casually into the breast pocket of his black jumpsuit.

         “According to the delivery note, it’s a robot. Best ask Mrs MacIntyre,” he said unhelpfully. “She ordered it from CRU. As far as I can see, it’s all there. The delivery is therefore complete and there’s no need to provide instructions on using the machine as the recipient has already been informed.”

         Without another word, he turned round and disappeared into the dark self-driving van that had chauffeured him and his cargo here.

         Marci had no intention anyway of learning how to use any kind of robot. She was secretly afraid that her suspicions were right and that her boss had ordered her own company to build a fully automatic cleaner. Probably a robot that looked deceptively similar to Marci so that Rochelle wouldn’t have to get used to a new face, as she liked to say.

         At the moment, the thing was just in Marci’s way, and if she were to finish polishing the marble floor by lunchtime, she’d have to put in extra hours unless someone came soon and extricated the unwanted robot out of its packaging. She thought for a minute about whether she should do it herself, not only to get the disruption out of the way but also because she wouldn’t get any peace until she knew whether her fears were correct.

         “Damn,” she whispered under her breath when she saw that the box, which was a good forty centimetres taller than her and quite a bit wider, could only be opened by the new owner’s iris scan. She had no choice but to wait until Rochelle deigned to get out of bed and come downstairs for breakfast.

         As she set about dusting the marble busts of Rochelle’s equally wealthy ancestors with an old-fashioned feather duster, she heard a noise from upstairs and, shortly afterwards, a shriek of excitement that made her jump again.

         A glance up to the railings of the wide, curved staircase that, like almost everything else in this house, was made of white marble and looked to Marci like the path to paradise, confirmed the appearance of the mistress of the house at the far end of the railings. Rochelle was apparently unable to contain her enthusiasm about the otherwise nondescript steel box. With rapid steps, the rail-thin, nearly eighty-year-old blonde rushed down the stairs wearing a gauzy white silk robe and silver high heels. The fact she was half-naked didn’t seem to bother her, nor her dishevelled mane of hair that clearly impeded her vision and almost caused her to stumble down to the ground floor.

         After countless operations, Marci’s employer still had the face and body of a twenty-year-old, plus an incredibly artificial-looking bosom that only last week she’d had pumped up to an F cup, despite that look no longer being in fashion. Her balloon-like breasts now spilled out of her open, ankle-length robe, which was tied with a silver feather boa, giving the impression that they could burst at any minute. This didn’t seem to bother their owner in the slightest. At least Rochelle had had the presence of mind to put some knickers on. That wasn’t always the case; she saw it as a privilege of her freedom to be able to wander around her own house stark naked.

         She reached the object of her desire and stared at it with a gleam in her eyes as if it were the Rockefeller Center Christmas Tree in New York.

         “Do you know what this is?” she exclaimed in delight and turned to Marci, who was amazed that someone who already owned everything could get so excited.

         “No,” replied Marci shortly, pausing briefly from her dusting. “But I’m sure you’re about to tell me.”

         Instead of answering, Rochelle stepped up to the box to position one of her lifted eyelids and the pale blue iris behind it in front of a narrow scanner. A light flashed briefly, confirming that the decryption code had been successfully scanned.

         A humming noise made her take a step back as the box unfolded in several sections, literally exposing its mysterious contents. The sight of a completely naked man didn’t just leave Rochelle speechless – Marci’s jaw dropped, too. She could tell that the imposingly muscular guy was a good two metres tall as she only came up to his chest. He had an extremely attractive face with a strong chin and a straight nose. His short, dark hair and three-day beard had a chestnut hue, while his precisely trimmed brows and thick eyelashes were a deep nut brown. It was a combination that looked astonishingly natural and made Marci question if this man really was a robot.

         But people weren’t normally transported in boxes unless they were dead, and this one looked quite alive. His eyes were closed, so the exciting question of his eye colour remained unanswered for now.

         “Oh,” said Rochelle breathily, licking her lips. “Dr Tanaka has really outdone himself. This guy looks amazing. Yesterday, a combat robot on the killing fields, today a few hours’ entertainment in my bedroom. Isn’t that incredible?” she said gleefully.

         Marci wasn’t sure whether this man really could be a combat robot, even if you might have suspected it given the size of him. Apart from the fact that this kind of machine was subject to the Weapons Control Act, as she’d learned from Will, and was forbidden in private households, she couldn’t imagine that her boss would take such a risk. However, Rochelle explained that her chief engineer had used a decommissioned robot as the basis for building this amazing-looking guy for her. What’s more, she’d kickstarted the production of this prototype herself, she announced proudly to Marci.

         With a fleeting touch of his temples, Rochelle awakened the huge robot and his eyes opened. They were green. Jade green, to be precise, like the mountain lake on the screensaver of Marci’s ancient tablet. The unmistakable glow in the robot’s dark pupils made him look even more alive than a person. Marci was so overwhelmed by the sight of him that she couldn’t bring herself to look away.

         The robot stepped out of his steel prison with a slightly awkward gait. Marci was almost disappointed; she’d imagined his first steps would somehow be more fluid, but he then relaxed his impressive muscles and made another succinct movement, snapping to attention as if he actually were a soldier reporting for duty.

         “Isn’t he just unbelievably gorgeous?” said Rochelle dreamily, already exploring the man’s imposing chest muscles and perfectly defined six-pack with her restless fingers.

         No, he’s not, Marci wanted to reply, even though she couldn’t deny his erotic aura. She actually found the guy slightly alarming; despite all the physical perfection, his rugged face and the fixed stare of his eyes suggested ruthless determination. His soft mouth, at least, seemed relaxed, which made his overall impression on Marci slightly less overpowering. She had never seen a robot like this in her whole life. He looked almost no different from a real man if you discounted his extraordinary muscles, which were a great deal more impressive than those seen on most human guys. The idea of what this robot could do to a person if its owner lost control made her shudder. He startled her by suddenly blinking repeatedly, probably to moisten his eyeballs with artificial tears.

         To Marci’s amazement, he didn’t show any emotion as Rochelle’s hands continued their restless exploration down his hairless chest. She ran her hands over his narrow hips, round his muscular buttocks and down his solid upper thighs, where she paused for a moment and then, after a second of hesitation, stroked his impressive penis, which was relaxed despite its remarkable size. She then placed a featherlight touch on his testicles, where his makers had clearly decided – as on the rest of him – to forgo the use of any pubic hair. While Rochelle was in raptures about her new acquisition, the robot seemed completely unaffected.

         “Does he have a name?” asked Marci tentatively, wondering how on earth you were supposed to address a guy like this.

         “It’s Rob 007,” replied Rochelle with a childish giggle. “But I think I’ll call him Robby.” She giggled again, putting on an innocent expression that would have amused Marci had the robot not looked so cold and unpredictable. He didn’t seem to be interested in what she called him and showed barely a flicker of interest in his new owner.

         “Do you really think Robby is the right name for such a colossus?” asked Marci doubtfully.

         “That’s the good thing,” enthused Rochelle, slapping Mr Perfect on his luscious behind. “I can say and do anything I like to him. What man would put up with that?”

         “I don’t know…” replied Marci hesitantly, while she scrutinised the robot’s incalculable features again for some sign of objection.

         “Do you have any idea why this magnificent specimen is standing in my entrance hall?” Rochelle looked at her challengingly.

         Marci had to collect herself before she felt capable of answering.

         “I have an idea,” she replied uncertainly, “seeing as you called him a ‘few hours’ entertainment’.”

         Even if there was nothing about this guy that was to Marci’s taste and could ever replace Will, she understood Rochelle’s enthusiasm. Standing there like that, he was incredibly sexy and she was sure she wasn’t the only woman who would feel drawn to his masculine aura. 

         “He’s a sex robot,” explained Rochelle with an almost unbridled joy that didn’t match the calm authority with which she approached nearly everyone and everything. “The latest innovation from Copter Robot Unlimited. A decommissioned combat robot, completely overhauled and fitted with the latest emotional program,” she explained to Marci, switching smoothly into standard business mode. “I gave Tanaka a few schematics and he created this fantastic guy for me. Together, we came up with the idea of overhauling decommissioned robots in our lab and re-programming them into escorts. Practically perfect male creations who can read in a woman’s eyes exactly what she wants whilst also keeping her safe, every day. To make this long-cherished dream come true, Tanaka needed the key code that I got from Monty as a consolation prize with my divorce settlement. He didn’t think it was of any use because his combat robots don’t need any emotions to activate their survival instinct. The upgrade may have been no use to Monty, but Dr Tanaka applied it to activate the emotional area in a combat robot’s brain that was suppressed during their original production – like empathy, compassion and sexual excitement. If all those unsatisfied, bored career women out there want to have this kind of guy in bed, we’ve got it made. He’s guaranteed to be worth more than any combat robot and, as Tanaka said, he’ll also replace the bodyguard and will clean, cook and sort out the garden. I’m convinced it’s going to be an absolute gold mine. In one year, I’m going to make more credits than Monty ever could with his tin soldiers, especially as his businesses aren’t going as well as they used to because the government is running out of money.”

         While Marci was still reeling internally from the shock, because it seemed her worst fears of a cleaning robotic lover were coming true, Rochelle grinned confidently at her. 

         “I’ve promised Dr Tanaka to test the first one myself and send him a report the same day,” she added unnecessarily. “If anyone calls for me, tell them I’m unavailable until lunchtime. We’ll see whether Rob 007 can keep the promises CRU is making to its customers. When I’m finished with him, if you’re still here, you can use my bedroom. Your husband’s been gone for a while and I’m sure you’ll want to have your fun with this well-endowed robot. The more empirical data I can give CRU, the better. That’s the great thing about these machines,” she continued, looking amused, “it doesn’t make any difference to them who they stick their powerful cocks into. They can do it any time, any place, and with anyone. At least, that’s what Dr Tanaka claims after his initial test runs, although he probably didn’t take into account my tremendous appetite for a guy like this after almost a year’s celibacy.” With a smug smile, she signalled to the robot to follow her. “Do excuse me,” she said to Marci, who went cold at the thought that she was probably about to lose her job to this jack-of-all-trades.

         Grinning like a satisfied cat that’s just got the cream, Rochelle headed up to her bedroom. The robot followed her, seemingly without resistance, but Marci could have sworn that he gave her a surreptitious wink as he passed her. She stared after them disbelievingly, as if in a trance, and was only roused from it when she heard the door of Rochelle’s bedroom open with a quiet hum and then immediately close again after the two of them had disappeared inside.

         Marci was not particularly nosy by nature, but she would have loved to have crept upstairs and eavesdropped at Rochelle’s door to find out whether her expectations of the robot would even be partially satisfied. Or, because she was somehow suspicious of the winking robot, whether things would take a totally different direction. All the rooms in this villa, however, were hermetically sealed and could also function as panic rooms that required a specific password to open, which Marci didn’t know. Even though there had been virtually no cases of anyone being kidnapped or assaulted in this area, because these houses’ security made them as impregnable as Fort Knox, people in Rochelle’s circle preferred to play it safe.

         Maybe it was because of this that Marci felt uneasy and made the imprudent decision to tiptoe up the stairs to Rochelle’s room and wait outside the door to make sure her boss emerged unscathed. If this guy actually did have a screw loose and didn’t function as Rochelle intended, Marci would call security immediately, and they would throw this cleaning, cooking, fucking machine with the potential to be a weapon of mass destruction out of the villa. Preferably before Rochelle came to any harm. She wasn’t particularly fond of her boss but at least she guaranteed Marci a halfway decent income. For now, at least.

         Marci didn’t have the slightest idea how these machines worked; Will had tried to explain to her once how incredibly complex it must be to build and program a humanlike robot that didn’t just look like a human, but also acted like one. There were now numerous biotech labs in which multinational companies like MacIntyre played God by using organic 3D printers to create thousands of lifelike creatures from genetically modified materials, with raw components that were increasingly similar to human cells. The finished product could only be distinguished from a real person by using X-rays; their organs were arranged slightly differently and in place of a brain, they had a quantum processor that could be adapted and upgraded with new programming at any time.

         Deeply troubled, Marci thought back to that wink that this thing had given her and a horrible suspicion crept over her. What if this robot actually had a life of its own that Rochelle and her business partners knew nothing about? Whoever had programmed this kind of robot for its first job almost certainly hadn’t considered that it might engage in light flirtation with a cleaner before sexually satisfying its new owner. The more Marci thought about it, the more she became gripped by a growing sense of panic. What if Mr Perfect suddenly got out of control and assaulted Rochelle, or worse? With her heart hammering, she stood in silence, listening. Nothing. Should she call security anyway and alert them to a potential problem that they should look into just in case?

         Unfortunately, Marci was almost certain that Rochelle hadn’t just hermetically sealed the doors, but had also turned off the cameras in her room, so what would happen if Marci’s suspicions were unfounded and security used the emergency code to open the doors for nothing?

         Rochelle would definitely be furious with her and fire her on the spot. Even if her job seemed to be under threat anyway, she really didn’t want to risk this.

         Undecided, she looked out of the large windows at Lake Michigan, where the bright morning sun reflected innocently off the turquoise waters.

         Maybe she’d only imagined the man’s cheerful wink. Her senses had been completely muddled by all that masculinity, after all. She hadn’t had a man in her bed for more than six months and combined with the thought that this guy and his skills might shortly replace her made her feel incredibly anxious.

         Sighing, she turned to continue with her work when a rumbling noise made her spin round. In shock, she watched as the door slid open and Rob 007 stood in front of her. Barefoot, wearing running tights and a grey gym top that was far too tight for him, he looked like Superman, if Superman had accidentally put his clothes through a hot wash. He stared down at her as if he’d been waiting for her, and then without warning, ripped the duster out of her hand and threw it over the railings. When Marci started to protest loudly, he grabbed her upper arm with such force that it felt like being squashed between two automatic doors. She let out an instinctive yelp of pain and feared for a moment that she was going to follow the duster over the railings. The robot, however, dragged her towards the stairs.

         Marci was too stunned to call for Rochelle or even to shout for help, and Rob 007 was moving so quickly that she had to concentrate on not tripping down the stairs, never mind being able to raise anyone’s attention. It wasn’t until they reached the ground floor and he dragged her mercilessly towards the exit that she took a deep breath and prepared to scream. Rob 007 was faster, however, and whipped his hand over her mouth. As his strong fingers covered both her nose and mouth, Marci couldn’t breathe, but he seemed not to notice, ignoring all her attempts to free herself and dragging her closer to the security doors. To Marci’s horror, he swept aside the heavily bolted door as if it were nothing, and they were outside. But instead of being able to inhale the fresh air drifting over from Lake Michigan, Marci still couldn’t breathe. She felt her legs wobble and black spots swam in front of her eyes. It’s over then, she thought, her last thoughts about Willie Junior, her younger son, and Logan, who was due to celebrate his eighth birthday in a month and would probably have to do so in an orphanage with no mother or father.

          
   

         When Marci came to, she initially thought she was dreaming because she was back in her own bed. It wasn’t a proper bed, just a fold-out sofa that she turned into a bed at night and that was wide enough for her and her two boys. In confusion, she blinked in the sunlight that was casting its rays through the tiny window. Had she actually just overslept? Instinctively, she felt to the left of her where Logan normally slept, but he wasn’t there. Then to the right, where Willie Junior normally lay, snuggled up to her like a puppy. But there was no one there either. She sat bolt upright in panic…and looked into the emotionless face of Rob 007.

         For a moment, she felt like she was suffocating and the panic that she thought she would always associate with the sight of this man returned. He had nearly strangled her! And it didn’t help when he gave her the gentlest of smiles. All indications suggested that he was clearly working for the other side.

         “Where are the children?” she yelled once she had found her breath again, beside herself with worry.

         “Here,” came a squeaky little voice. It was Willie Junior, his short blond hair sticking up all over the place, rushing out of the bathroom with his trousers still round his ankles. He was followed by Logan, his dark-haired older brother, who, as usual, had been helping him go to the toilet. 

         Marci couldn’t stay on the sofa for another second. Like a lioness protecting her young with her own life, she leapt up and grabbed the two boys into her arms, quickly pulling up Willie’s trousers. She cast a hostile look at Rob 007. “If you do anything to hurt my children, I will rip your cold heart out of your chest myself!”

         “Mom, why are you being so mean to the man?” complained Willie squeakily. “He made us hot chocolate and ordered pizza while you were sleeping.”

         I wasn’t sleeping, she wanted to scream at him. I was kidnapped and almost died. But that would have only frightened the boys. She was just pleased that this monster hadn’t hurt her children.

         “Marci, I’m sorry if I scared you,” the man started to say, his voice surprisingly deep and friendly, only serving to emphasise how incredibly attractive he was. “You and the children have nothing to fear from me. I didn’t mean for you to faint, even if it was quite useful,” he added with an apologetic smile, briefly revealing his flawless white teeth. “As you can see, at least your vital systems seem to be functioning properly.”

         “Seriously?” Marci stared at him in disbelief. This guy clearly had a screw loose – literally. Maybe screwing Rochelle had burnt a fuse and now he was back to playing the charmer, despite his brutishness. He stood next to the kitchen units looking relaxed, his arms crossed, which made his shoulders and upper arms appear even more muscular than they had before. His pose was a painful reminder of Will, who often stood the same way, even if he hadn’t been quite so huge and overpowering. 

         “Who are you and what do you want here?” she asked in a shaky voice. She realised he was still wearing the tight clothes from Rochelle’s wardrobe; standing there with his perfectly shaped bare feet, he looked like some kind of Adonis, fleeing from a jealous husband.

         “If you just want something more sensible to wear, you can have some of my ex-husband’s things,” she continued, pointing to a wardrobe in which she stored Will’s old clothes. She hadn’t yet been able to bring herself to give his clothes away, maybe because she hoped that he might come back to her one day. When she was feeling melancholic, she sometimes sniffed his shirts just so that she could at least remember his scent. “Will was about your size and the stuff’s just lying around. There’s probably a pair of boots that might fit you, too.”

         “It’s not about clothes, Marci,” said the robot calmly, looking into her eyes with surprising directness. The way he said her name so naturally, as if they’d known each other for ages, unsettled her even more. But she didn’t dare say anything. Maybe it was better if she didn’t know that much about him and just gave him what he wanted so that he would disappear as quickly as possible.

         “I can’t give you any money,” she said apologetically, pointing almost bitterly to the shabby furniture. “Look around, I’ve got barely enough to buy food for the children and my credit card is maxed out. I can’t give you anything.” 

         “It’s not about money, either,” he said quietly, unfolding his arms.

         “For God’s sake, what’s it about, then?” she cried in desperation, the fear rising in her again. Maybe this guy wanted to rape her, after all, he was a sex robot and it looked like he hadn’t had his chance with Rochelle. Maybe his creators had given him the ability to be permanently up for it, programming him with an infinite libido that now demanded satisfaction. Marci’s gaze wandered discreetly to his crotch where, she was relieved to see, the tight trousers seemed to be holding the instrument of his lust under control. She looked hurriedly at the exit. At least if he sends the children out before he…she hoped fervently…

         “It’s about Will,” he murmured, his expression darkening. Marci could not have been more surprised. She thought she saw a painful shadow pass over his otherwise expressionless face. 

         “About…Will?” she repeated disbelievingly, almost choking in shock. “Wh-what do you know about him?” she stuttered, feeling her heart racing.

         “Everything,” he said gently, which unsettled her even more. His expression as he looked at the children was suddenly no longer hard, but almost sad. “Will gave me a task,” he explained firmly, “and I’m here to carry it out.”

         Marci felt completely lost, but whatever this robot had planned for her, she would do her utmost to get Willie and Logan out of the room so they didn’t have to witness anything. She was on the verge of tears but managed to remain composed as she told the two boys as calmly and naturally as possible that they should go to Louise, who lived next door and often looked after the children when she was late getting home.

         Fortunately, Rob 007 didn’t seem to object, and she breathed a sigh of relief. After closing the door behind the boys, she took another deep breath and stayed a safe distance away from the robot. He was still next to the kitchen units as if he’d been parked there, looking at her but not moving.

         “Listen,” she said bravely, “you can do what you want with me, but please let me live. The boys have nobody except me. Maybe Will sent you to take them away from me. Then I wouldn’t care what happened to me.”

         “It’s not what you think, Marci,” said the robot, the deep sympathy in his voice unsettling her. 

         “No? It isn’t?” She couldn’t suppress the sarcasm in her question.

         “Will and I…” he began hesitantly, “…we fought against the Chinese together.”

         “Fought? Against the Chinese?” Marci looked at him in disbelief and was barely able to contain a sudden wave of fury. “Are you kidding me? Where exactly was this? In a gambling den?” This is getting better and better, she thought, all her fear leaving her. She put her hands furiously on her hips. “Listen, I haven’t got time for these games. Tell my husband he’s a miserable liar. I don’t believe a word he says. He can stick his bullshit. If he wants to see the boys, he needs to start paying for them – otherwise, I’m not interested.”

         “He was with me on the killing fields in the Gobi Desert,” replied the robot, unfazed by her anger. It was as if he wasn’t interested in her arguments and it was the most normal thing in the world for her husband to have joined forces with a fighting machine that had now been reprogrammed into a sex robot. And all of that, thousands of miles away, in a region where apparently no human beings could survive.

         “Shut up, dammit!” she shouted at him forcefully, crossing her arms over her chest. “Will was a police officer, not a soldier. Plus, people don’t fight on the front, only robots. Even I know that.” She looked at him suspiciously – this supposed machine that actually looked no different from a human – and searched his stubbly face for a clear sign that would reveal he was lying to her. “Maybe you’re not a robot at all, you just act like one. Maybe it was actually you who killed Will and stole his identity and you’ve now come to pick up the rest of the stuff you need?!” 

         “And that’s why I turn up at Rochelle’s as an escort robot and she’s expecting me?” He raised his perfectly shaped eyebrows and looked at her almost mockingly. That just made her even madder.

         “I know, it doesn’t make any sense,” she snarled at him. “Nothing here makes any sense, in case you hadn’t noticed. So do me a favour and just piss off!”

         “You have to believe me,” he assured her, looking deep into her eyes with an honest expression, which only made her even more furious. “Will was my friend.”

         “I don’t believe it,” countered Marci. “He’s never cared for tin cans! If you are indeed one!

         “Come here,” he said. “Look at my pupils. Then you’ll see that I really am a robot.”

         Marci shook her head frantically, but moved a bit closer. Slowly and extremely reluctantly. As he was a good forty centimetres taller than her, he bent down over her so that she could look deeply into his right eye. Looking closely, she could see a tiny screen integrated into the lens that couldn’t be seen from a distance and was apparently the reason for the peculiar glow in his eyes that she’d previously admired. It looked like that tiny thing provided him with a constant stream of electronically generated information.

         “You really are a damn tin can,” she said scornfully. “Will hated tin cans because they took his job from him. Why on earth would he make you of all his confidant of all things?” Memories of Will and the bond between them pierced her thoughts and she couldn’t hold it together any longer. She burst into tears. The robot’s forehead rumpled and he reached out to touch her, but she moved away.

         “Dammit, stay where you are!” she spat at him and held her hands out defensively. “Why are you doing this to me?” she cried in a tearful voice. “I have nothing to do with either Rochelle or her God-forsaken ex-husband. I clean their fucking villa, nothing more. If you really are a machine that’s seeking revenge for having been sent into that hell and then reprogrammed into a sex robot, I can completely understand that. But I can’t change any of that. I have absolutely nothing to do with it, do you understand?”

         The robot’s expression remained stoic and he seemed to be unaffected by her agitation. “Have you got a tablet?” he asked in a serious tone. 

         It was a simple question and yet Marci really wanted to say no. But whatever he wanted, maybe he would finally leave her in peace if she gave him the only object of value that she possessed, regardless of what he wanted to do with it.

         With a sob, she bent down, keeping an eye on him, and removed a panel from the kitchen floor where she hid the tablet whenever she left the apartment to prevent it from being stolen. The robot watched her but didn’t comment on the odd hiding place. After replacing the floor panel, she held the tablet out to him from a safe distance. As soon as he’d taken it, she fled back behind the sofa, which irrationally felt like a safety barrier. Her unwanted guest switched the tablet on and gave the ancient device a few spoken commands that generated a holographic image on its smooth surface.

         “Maybe we should sit down,” he suggested when he saw how Marci was tapping her feet nervously.

         “OK,” she said hesitantly, sitting what felt like a fairly safe distance from him on the battered sofa. She felt like she was about to lose her mind and asked herself – in vain – what the point of all this was, particularly when he sat next to her and sank into the threadbare cushions, holding the screen up so that she could see it, too. As Marci lent forward to get a better view of the moving 3D recording, her shoulder accidentally brushed against his broad chest. She noticed with surprise that his muscular body was softer, and warmer, than she thought it would be, but didn’t give off any body odour at all.

         She felt his eyes rest on her as she stared at the screen but didn’t dare look at him.

         The small figure, about the size of her hand, that now emerged in front of her out of the mass of dots of light, was instantly recognisable. Good God, there was no doubt that it was Will, even though she could only make out his face and his upper body. He was wearing a kind of military jumpsuit and over the top, a titanium exoskeleton that wrapped around his broad shoulders as if it had been made for him. His dark blond hair was cut short and his forehead was dirty and drenched in sweat. She swallowed, feeling a stabbing pain in her heart that was so strong that it momentarily missed a beat. No more so than when her husband and the father of her children seemed to speak directly to her.

         “If you’re seeing this, Easy,” he whispered in a faltering voice, “I’m dead. I wish I could have said goodbye to you and the children in person, but even more, I wish I could be with you and wrap my arms around you.”

         He gasped for breath and Marci saw how difficult it was for him to speak. She wanted to tell him to stop speaking and struggling, but it was just a recording. “I know you’ll be wondering,” he continued with difficulty, “how I could disappear so suddenly like that and why I haven’t contacted you and the boys. The truth is, I couldn’t. Government troops kidnapped me on the way to the Job Centre, and before I came round, they’d already stuck me in this suit, put a chip in my head, rewired my body and fitted my heart with a processor to protect it from failing naturally. I was made into a cyborg, pumped full of chemicals that suppressed all those human instincts that make us flip out, and they sent me and lots of others who’d suffered the same fate into this war. I kept hoping that I would somehow get out of it alive, escape and come back to you, but if you’re seeing this message, then I’ve not made it. I hope you and the boys can forgive my failure. This is why Jack is now sitting next to you and making sure that you’re all safe, because I can no longer do that. He’s actually not called Jack; his real name is a long string of numbers, but I named him Jack because that was my grandfather’s name and it’s the best name to give a good man. Even if he seems strange to you, he is a reliable friend who will get you and the boys out of Chicago, because you’re in great danger. Jack will explain it all to you and be your second guardian angel. I’m the first, and I always will be. I love you three more than my own life, Easy; never forget that. Give the boys a kiss from me. And remember, I will always be with you, whatever happens.”

         After the image had faded, Marci stared into the distance for a long time, her heart breaking and a lump in her throat making it hard to breathe. Easy. Will had always called her that because it had been her favourite word when things got difficult, and she said it to turn Will’s worries around. Nobody else knew that, so she realised this message had to be authentic. 

         When she grasped that she had wronged Will, that instead of leaving her, he’d actually undertaken an involuntary trip to hell, she fell apart. She collapsed onto Jack’s broad chest and started sobbing uncontrollably. Through the fog of tears, she saw his strong arms come around her like a protective wall, holding her like a helpless infant. In the distance, she heard his deep, reassuring voice and the sound of his mechanical heart beating against her ear like clockwork.

         “I’m really sorry, but we can’t stay here,” he murmured eventually, and she realised she would have to put her grief aside for later. “Pack some warm things for you and the children and we’ll go. We’re already running late. I turned off the security codes in the villa and put the owner to sleep, but when she wakes up and raises the alarm with security, we’ll no longer be safe here.” 

         Marci tried to compose herself as Jack helped her up, and she wiped her tears away with the back of her hand. “So you’re not a machine at all,” she asked in a shaky voice, looking at him with a shell-shocked expression.

         “No, I am,” he sighed. “I’m exactly what you assumed when you first laid eyes on me. A combat robot. Will was a hybrid.”

         “Hybrid?” murmured Marci, staring uncomprehendingly at Jack.

         “Soldiers that are half-human, half-machine,” he explained soberly. “The government is running out of machines, particularly as the prices for military robots have risen to astronomical levels. That’s why, with the help of MacIntyre’s lab, the strategists have moved on to kidnapping unemployed men and women from the slums and turning them into hybrid soldiers against their will. They’re far cheaper to make but, unfortunately, are also more susceptible to injuries. With twenty billion people on Earth, however, most of whom are considered to be basically superfluous, it makes sense to use them as cannon fodder on the front to see how the enemy reacts before deploying the much more expensive robots. The human instinct to fight for survival is greater than a robot’s, which can be a definite advantage for the warring sides.”

         “But why don’t these hybrid soldiers desert in droves?” asked Marci. “I mean, they didn’t seek out this fate.”

         “You can’t simply run away from the places they’re deployed to. Also, at the beginning of their transformation, there’s an attempt to delete their memories, but it doesn’t work on everyone. After a while, Will was able to remember everything that had once been important in his life. That made it all the more painful for him.”

         “That’s just awful,” whispered Marci, putting her hand over her mouth in horror as a choking sound escaped her lips. 

         “Why doesn’t anyone know about this?” she whispered with a panicked expression.

         “Because the government and its backers like MacIntyre have kept it confidential,” replied Jack flatly. “They’ve been manipulating the battle reports from the disputed regions for years. And every day, more people disappear from the slums. Nobody worries about them because the authorities aren’t interested in them, and if anyone were to start looking, the search wouldn’t turn up anything.”

         “That’s what happened to me,” confirmed Marci gloomily. “Everyone said I was crazy, that Will had run off with another woman.” She gave another sob, feeling guilty for what she’d thought of him. But what was she supposed to have done?

         “And where are we going now?” she asked in a disillusioned voice. “Who will help us if, as you say, nobody is interested?”

         “There is a place where you’ll all be safe, I’ll take you there. Trust me,” he said, although she didn’t look like she was going to follow this piece of advice. “Don’t worry,” he added with a wry smile, “it’s a good, peaceful place, even if it doesn’t look like it at first.”

         “The way you talk, you don’t sound like a machine that’s just following its programming,” replied Marci, wrinkling her forehead. “You look like a person who likes looking after others and you act like it, too.”

         “That’s a really nice thing to say.” Jack smiled at her and then became serious again. “It’s also a terrible curse,” he added darkly. “If the government were to find out that there are robots that are capable of independent emotion and can form a kind of resistance against those in power, there will no longer be a war against the Chinese. The war will be against the machines. And at the moment, we wouldn’t come out on top. If you want to know the whole story, you need to hurry so that we can disappear before the government’s bloodhounds turn up here, and there’s still enough left of me to be able to tell you everything.”

          
   

         Jack happily accepted the offer to change into some of Will’s clothes, but it felt strange to put on the boots of the man who’d died under his care and who made all of this possible.

         As he stood in front of Marci and told her to get moving, she looked at him with an oddly faraway expression in her gorgeous brown eyes. He knew what she was thinking. Not because he was naturally good at reading people, he was still working on that, but because his creator had put a program in his neuronal networks that could understand a person’s mental state from their eye contact, the pitch of their voice, the heat they were emitting, their heart rate and their breathing.

         He could work out how much pain Marci was feeling about Will’s death, and it was so horrendous that he could scarcely imagine how someone could bear that much suffering. He’d also learned, however, how much Will loved his family and how terrible it must have been for him to die in this senseless war without ever seeing them again.

         “This place you mentioned, is it in the middle of nowhere?” asked Marci, her voice wobbling. She’d packed jackets and waterproofs for the children and a bag that contained everything they might need in the event of a medical emergency, including the last of their food rations –powdered beans that you placed in a self-warming cup and added water to create a not particularly tasty soup.

         “You don’t need to bring any food,” he said reassuringly. “There’s plenty to eat where we’re taking you. You and the children won’t want for anything.”

         “We?” She looked at him suspiciously. “You’re not working alone?”

         “No,” he said shortly, pushing her firmly towards the door. “There are many of us, but not enough to be able to radically change the situation.”

         Marci still had a thousand questions but knocked calmly on her neighbour’s door to pick up the boys. Louise opened the door without a word. She was just as thin as Rochelle, but in contrast to her had a face full of wrinkles and short, grey hair. As usual, she wore a jumpsuit that was far too big for her and she looked Jack up and down suspiciously as if she were a robot and he were an enemy soldier in her sights who she was about to interrogate. With a sudden move, she held the boys back, stopping them from hurtling out of the door with joy at seeing their mother.
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