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      Rachel Eighteen worked with deliberate care at the controls of the upload console. She’d worked her whole career, brief as it had been, to reach this moment. The chassis in the upload rig was inert, factory pristine, and waiting for her command.

      With each step of the initialization sequence, Rachel paused. She didn’t have to look over her shoulder to know that Charlie13 was standing there, watching silently and making sure she didn’t botch a perfectly good robot.

      Not that Rachel expected to.

      She had assisted at every step of the process. There had been meetings of the Mixing Committee, where she attended as an officially sanctioned observer. Charlie13 had consulted her and debated with her over the merits of each percentage point assigned to the mixture of personalities. But in the end, Charlie13 had done all the delicate programming work, selecting the areas of each synaptic map to include in the mixture. It was the Upload Chairman’s responsibility that this went smoothly, that the new robot was happy and productive in his new life.

      And this robot would be a “he.”

      The heading at the top of the upload informational panel designated him Toby521, the latest in a long, noble line of hardworking team players. He was to be 55 percent Toby, 33 percent John, and the remaining 12 percent would be Charlie.

      Rachel was quite pleased that she had successfully lobbied for her first upload to be a Charlie of some kind, even if it was a minority personality.

      “Keep it moving,” Charlie13 prompted. “There’s caution, and then there’s dallying. The observers are all important, busy people.”

      Rachel nodded and ran the simulated upload. On the screen, a dummy upload ran against a mathematical model of Toby521’s crystalline matrix. The simulation was silent, not like the upload would be with its power electronics humming and whining.

      A moment later, the screen returned a message in green: SUCCESSFUL.

      “Go fetch our—your—guests,” Charlie13 said. He smiled faintly. It was more than the ever-reserved robot showed to most other people. At times, Rachel wondered if he had spoken with Nora109 about the best way to motivate and educate young humans.

      Rachel headed to the door, tapped the release controls, then clasped her hands behind her back and attempted to appear professional. The door slid open, and a murmur of multiple conversations on the far side ebbed quickly to silence. “Thank you all for coming,” Rachel said crisply. “We are about to begin.”

      She stepped aside as committee chairs and ancient robots jumbled past in a polite mass. Rachel had studied up on the attendees list and could name them all. But it was the ones she needed no primer to identify whom she was happiest to see.

      Charlie7 sauntered past with an air of calm assurance. The eldest of all robotkind deactivated the light of one eye in Rachel’s direction in imitation of a human wink as he passed her.

      Toby22 held his chin up. As the unofficial representative of all the Tobies on Earth and working in the solar system beyond, it was his honor to welcome a new member to his kind.

      Most of all, however, it was Eve who Rachel was looking for in the crowd. Despite being notably smaller than her robotic peers, Eve stood out. Her human flesh was a splash of color amid the cold and drab metallic tones of the other guests. Despite the hard, unyielding set to her sister’s face most times, Eve graced Rachel with a warm grin.

      Eve was proud of her. That meant more than the approval of Charlie13 or all the rest of the robots put together.

      Rachel’s spirits soared. Of course, Eve was proud. This was Rachel’s big day, bigger than her Emancipation Day, certainly. While there was more pomp and party around an emancipation, all it really represented was that a human had become trusted to feed and house herself without supervision, and that she’d acquired enough education to choose her own path onward in more advanced topics.

      Emancipation was a mere milestone. This was an achievement.

      “Today marks the first day of Toby521,” Rachel said formally. Charlie13 had provided her a script to memorize—a trivial matter given how short it was. Nonetheless, Rachel found her head swimming. She blinked back into the moment and finished. “If anyone has objections or concerns, this is your final opportunity to voice them.”

      Rachel counted silently in her head, trying desperately to keep the fifteen-second pause as atomically precise as a human mind could manage. Everyone in the audience, Eve included, had computerized chronometers available to measure the pause. Rachel didn’t.

      “Very well,” Rachel said with a tight sigh of relief that she hoped no one noticed. “Let us begin.”

      There was only one step left. The rest had been pre-arranged during the diagnostics and initialization. Rachel’s finger hovered over the button.

      She looked back. Charlie13 gave a nod.

      Rachel took a glance into the crowd. Eve nodded as well.

      Rachel hit “Upload.”

      The rig roared to life. Electrical inverters hummed and moaned. Magnetic coils bucked and strained against their metallic support structures, controlling tight electromagnetic fields as they wrote data to the crystalline matrix. The floor beneath their feet hummed.

      Everyone waited in silence as the upload rig forced over a petabyte of data into the waiting robotic chassis.

      When the process completed, Rachel scurried to the foot of the rig, where a robot who should have been Toby521 awaited her greeting.

      “Ugh,” the new robot muttered as the upload systems disconnected from his skull. “Where am I?”

      “Let’s start with who,” Rachel said, taking a deep breath. “You are Toby521.”

      “I… yeah. I… I am,” Toby521 replied. “Did I pass out or something? I know this is horrible, but I can’t remember last night. What’s your name, again?”

      Charlie13 had warned Rachel of bizarre behavior in newly awakened robots. She tried to adjust her sails to the wind she’d been given. “We haven’t met. My name is Rachel Eighteen. I am human.”

      “Well, no kidding you’re human,” Toby521 said with a hint of annoyance.

      Toby521 sat upright against the angled bed of the upload rig, feet propped on a footrest ten centimeters off the ground. Glowing robotic eyes blinked several times as his head swiveled, scanning the room and its occupants. “Oh… my… God.”

      Rachel waited, fighting back a smile without much success as she watched enlightenment dawn on her first living creation.

      Toby521 leaped from the upload table. Rachel froze, unsure what to make of the new robot interposing his body between her and the spectators. He backed toward her, arms spread, facing the crowd.

      “Stay behind me! It’s all right. I won’t let them get you. They don’t seem to be approaching, but don’t make any sudden movements.”

      Rachel reached up and put a hand on Toby521’s shoulder. “Everything is OK. No one’s hurting anyone today. This will all make sense soon. If you think about a data structure, you will find a root directory that includes a filed named So_I’m_A_Robot_Now. In it, you’ll find⁠—”

      After a split-second delay that could have accounted for Toby521 accessing that file and browsing its contents, his outstretched arms relaxed. He scanned the assembly of robots in attendance, then turned to meet Rachel’s eye. “It worked! Haha! It worked!” A manic grin broke out on Toby521’s robotic features. Realization sinking in, he fought to compose himself, weight shifting rapidly from one foot to the other. “Where’s Dr. Truman?”

      Charlie13 stepped forward. “Welcome to the year 3098, Toby. I’m not Dr. Charles Truman, but I am a personality mix that features Dr. Truman in a prominent role. My name is Charlie13.”

      “Charlie13,” Toby521 echoed, pointing to the upload chairman. He pointed to himself. “Toby521. And this all makes perfect sense somehow. Why?”

      Rachel cleared her throat. “It’s all explained in So_I’m_A_Robot_Now. I wrote most of it myself.”

      Charlie7 strode forward, hand extended. This wasn’t part of the protocol, but Rachel hadn’t needed to be warned that Charlie7 and protocol didn’t cooperate. “Great to meet you, Toby521. I’m Charlie7, oldest robot around. Also the highest mix percentage of old Charlie around. Always have a soft spot for a new Toby mix.”

      Toby521’s eyes seemed to stare into space. “Yes… I see you named in the welcome file. So… weird…”

      “The computer access takes getting used to,” Charlie7 explained. “But I wouldn’t know what to do without it at this point. It’s like a superpower, almost.”

      Toby521 gave a brief chuckle. “I was always a fan of—” he caught himself, looking from Charlie7 to Charlie13, then to Rachel. “But you all knew that, right? I mean, I’m mixed. You controlled what went into my mental makeup. Who am I—never mind. Found it. John and… a little Charlie for good measure. Weird. Everyone calls him Charlie now? He used to pitch a fit about people forgetting his doctorate.”

      Muted chuckles echoed from around the room. Toby521’s head jerked from one direction to the next, trying to take in all the spectators. “Just one other human. And she looks a lot like you.”

      Rachel swept out a hand and invited Eve forward. “Toby, this is Eve. She’s the chairwoman of the Human Welfare Committee and my older sister.”

      Eve stuck out a hand. Rachel could make out the thin, raised lines that betrayed the data cables running beneath her skin. Rachel was happy with a more ergonomic human interface, but Eve had opted to hybridize in a vain effort to keep pace with her robotic colleagues.

      “Pleasure to meet you,” Eve said as Toby521 shook her hand gingerly, as if he were afraid to crush it.

      “Human Welfare Committee,” Toby521 said as he released Eve’s hand. “Sounds like a big job. What’s the population back up to? Last I recall, things were looking a little bleak. I imagine that after 1,033 years, we ought to have⁠—”

      “Eighty-seven,” Eve replied before Toby521 could venture a guess. “I am twenty-four years old, and I’m the eldest of the emancipated humans.”

      “Emancipated… what’s going on here?” Toby521 asked.

      Rachel flashed a smile and stepped in to intervene. “Let’s let everyone get back to their jobs now. I’m the one whose job it is to help you adjust.”

      “But… but I—” Toby521 spluttered as the attending robots filtered past on their way to the exit. They offered perfunctory greetings and well-wishes. Several assured the new robot that everything would make sense and not to worry.

      The door slid shut behind them all with a whoosh.

      Toby521 turned to Charlie13, the only robot remaining in the room. “Dr. Truman, what happened? Don’t tell me to look in the damn file. It’s me, Toby. Just level with me. What have I missed?”

      Charlie13 rested a hand on Toby521’s shoulder. “Humanity died out. Everything died. Everything. It’s taken us this long to bring it all back.”

      Toby521’s chest rose and fell rapidly, as if he were trying to hyperventilate but failing for lack of lungs. “Why bring me into a world like that?”

      Rachel interposed herself. “Hi. I’m a little new at this. How about I make you a deal? You agree not to freak out on my first day uploading robots, and I’ll do my best to answer all your questions. Deal?”

      Toby521 looked to Charlie13, perhaps hoping for a better offer. But the old upload specialist just shrugged, held a hand out to indicate Rachel, and departed by the opposite door as had all the guests.

      Rachel fell under the new robot’s scrutiny. She held her breath and kept her smile frozen in place. She’d seen the simulations of robotic vision. Toby521 would see the ID he’d assigned to Rachel. There would be directory access from the corners of his vision, notifications from probably hundreds of well-wishers over the Social—which she’d have to run him through the basics of—and any notations he might have made about her.

      What the robot thought of her, Rachel could only guess. As much as Charlie13 had turned mixing into a proper science, there was still plenty of emergent behavior and cluttered personality data at work.

      At last, Toby521’s shoulders slumped. “Fine. Deal. But this had better make sense quick, or I can’t be held responsible for any freak-outs.”
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      Eve exchanged pleasantries with robots she rarely saw. She shook hands with Jason90 as the inventor made his way back to his own region of Kanto. There were hugs for Toby22 whom she wished she could see more often and Nora109 whom she had spoken to just yesterday. Jennifer81 paused to bring up unrelated committee business. Arthur19 drifted past and locked glares with her.

      Eventually, Charlie7 came out of the upload chamber, and Eve pulled him aside.

      “Professional opinion: how’d she do?” Eve asked in a whisper that any robot with audio receptors tuned in could easily have heard anyway.

      Charlie7 shrugged. “None of that was Rachel’s fault. If anyone, I’d blame ‘13. Sure, she probably pressured him to include a bit of Charlie in him—still better than a Charlie primary. Even a little Charlie’s going to make him rough around the edges with people. He’ll learn, though. Rachel? Good thinking on her feet… pleasant and comforting demeanor. Not a bad piece of midwifery.”

      Eve crinkled her nose. “It’s not the same thing, and you know it.”

      Folding his arms, Charlie7 leaned casually against the wall adjoining the upload chamber. “Lemme tell you, if newborn humans were this precocious, they’d be just as much trouble.”

      Remembering back to when she and Plato had first taken Abbigail home, Eve was inclined to disagree. Toby521 needed to learn how to recharge his power cells every month or two. He didn’t need someone to manage all his fluid and nutrient feeds—both in and out—around the clock. He moved under his own power, understood language, and was unlikely to come to harm under all but the most extreme circumstances.

      With a sigh, Eve headed for the skyroamer pads. Charlie7 fell into step beside her. After all, they were parked in the same place. “It’s always nice attending an activation, but I’m looking forward to getting home.”

      “You should take some time off. I know you set your own hours, but that doesn’t mean you have to set all of them,” Charlie7 pointed out. “I’ve been telling you, it’s only going to get bigger as time goes on.”

      The Human Welfare Committee was Eve’s responsibility. But the daily tasks piled up to account for all her time. Nora109 ran the school, which was running out of teenagers and beginning to fill with pre-adolescents. Ashley390 took care of the Sanctuary for Scientific Sins and its residents. But all the cloning efforts, regulatory adjustments to committee guidelines meant for robots, factory production of human products, emancipation planning, real estate designations, and any other aspect of robot society that brushed against the budding race of humanity was hers to oversee.

      “I’ll think about it,” Eve promised. It was one of those easy promises to keep—the kind she would have done anyway.

      Charlie7 stopped short and faced Eve when she pulled up alongside him. “Do more than just think,” Charlie7 warned, his voice taking on that stern, authoritarian tone that said “for your own good.”

      Eve gave a terse nod, more an acknowledgment than an agreement. In the grand scheme of things, technically Charlie7 worked for her. As head of the Human Protection Agency, he was her enforcement department. But for all practical purposes, Charlie7 didn’t answer to anyone.

      When they emerged onto the landing zone where Eve, Charlie7, and many of the other robots had parked their skyroamers, it was raining. Actually, it was pouring. Eve had known to expect it, but that didn’t make the prospect any more welcome. She’d showered once already today. A second dousing with her clothes on would be worse than useless.

      Some of the robots made token efforts to shield faces or the openings of shirt collars from the rainfall. Residual behavior, Eve knew. Most ignored the weather, heading to skyroamers and treading the same footsteps they had trod upon their last sunny-day visit to the vast factory. Puddles formed in some of those footprints, forcing Eve to wonder whether those repeated steps in the same spots really did add up over decades or centuries.

      Charlie7 was one of the robots who didn’t show the slightest hesitation. Human as he sounded when speaking—more so than many other robots, Eve had realized over time as she knew more humans—he was fully adapted to robotic life. Every foible of humanity in his crystalline matrix, he’d overcome. Sure, he still laughed and winked and shrugged, but that was nonverbal communication. He didn’t flinch, didn’t gasp, didn’t cringe or cower or run his hands through hair he no longer grew.

      Eve could only hope to be so controlled.

      Clenching her jaw against the cold, pelting rain, Eve strode across the open landing zone. Her implanted lenses reported that the distance was 75.3 meters to her skyroamer and dropped with each stride. A twitch of her fingers brought up the menu for the skyroamer’s operating system. With a series of subtle gestures, she selected Canopy > Open.

      Timing it with near perfection, Eve climbed inside just as the canopy gave her the clearance to squeeze in. She shut it again before much rain could chase her inside. With the control console before her, Eve didn’t have to use her implanted interface to turn on the ventilation system full blast, power up the ion engines, or open a Social channel to Paris.

      Eve just preferred it that way.

      As she waited for someone to accept the connection on the far end, Eve ran her hands over her scalp, squeezing the water from her carefully maintained 8-centimeter hair and wiping it on her pants.

      The skyroamer was just lifting off on autopilot when the video feed popped up in her field of view, projected directly onto her retinas.

      “Hi Mommy!” a delighted Abbigail squealed, waving a hand at the camera. She was seeing Eve’s image from the internal cockpit feed. “You coming home yet?”

      “I’m on my way, pumpkin,” Eve promised, still wondering how Plato had ever gotten the term of endearment to stick. “Watch for me to land at 11:42 exactly.”

      Abbigail’s glance shot off screen. Her little face crinkled in a frown. “That’s too long. Be home faster, Mommy.”

      Without warning, Abbigail rose up out of the camera’s view. Giant hands wrapped around her midsection. Seconds later, Plato settled into the seat in front of the terminal, and Abbigail settled onto his knee, totally nonplussed by her brief time airborne.

      “Hey, Eve,” Plato said with the goofy grin he always had on around Abbigail. “Me and Abby were just playing city. I got to be the monster who destroyed it.”

      “Daddy stepped on Mr. Charlie’s house,” Abbigail said, acting aghast with wide eyes and a smirk on her face.

      Plato bounced their daughter on his knee. “How’d the activation go?”

      “The new Toby seems a little eccentric, but other than that, I think it went fine. Will you be making lunch, or will we be eating food today?”

      “Mommy, what do you mean, eccentric?” Abbigail asked.

      Eve wondered briefly at the child’s question. She had a program installed that cross-referenced her interactions with Abbigail against child psychology texts from the Human Era. By all rights, she should have had to explain the meaning of the word “eccentric” to a five-year-old, but that wasn’t what Abbigail was asking.

      “He’s a little more excitable than most new robots,” Eve explained. “He had more interesting questions than usual, like asking how many humans there were, and what he had been doing the night before.”

      Abbigail giggled. “He’s new. He didn’t do anything last night.”

      At her age, Eve had thought robots had always existed. The idea of one being built would have seemed impossible.

      “I’ll be back in time for lunch. If neither of you wants to tell me what that’s going to be, fine. But if it’s peanut butter salad again…”

      Plato held up a hand for a solemn oath. “I will veto anything weird.”

      “Awwww,” Abbigail whined.

      “Too weird,” Plato corrected quickly, which seemed to placate the girl.

      “After lunch, we can practice forms,” Eve said. “OK?”

      Abbigail held one hand stiff and flat, then pressed her other fist against it and gave a jerky bow.

      Once, Phoebe had looked at old videos of the Eve clones and claimed that they had been adorable as children. Genetically identical to her mother and aunts, Abbigail was daily proof of how right Phoebe had been.

      “All right,” Eve told the girl. “You just keep Daddy out of trouble until I get home.”

      When the video feed ended, Eve was left wishing that she had been joking with the girl.
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      Wherever Rachel went that morning, Toby521 was a pace behind her. She had never owned a puppy, but from idiomatic references in the planetary archives, she now understood the phrase “followed her around like a puppy.”

      According to Charlie13, the average newly awakened robot required ninety-three minutes of personal attention before deciding to venture off to learn about the world on their own. The standard deviation on that figure was eighteen minutes, and the record was held by John31 at just over three hours.

      “So, when you were rescued, you’d never eaten ice cream before?” Toby521 asked.

      Toby521 had been following Rachel around Kanto for over five hours. At first, she’d tried working while carrying on a conversation. But eventually, she just had to give in, request the remainder of the day off from work, and devote all her attention to her new pet robot.

      “None of us had,” Rachel said, sitting cross-legged on the couch of her Kanto apartment with a bowl of raspberry ice cream balanced in her lap. “Evelyn11 had a lot in mind for us, and nutritionally dubious treats weren’t anywhere in her plans.”

      “Is there any way I can try some?” Toby521 asked, eyeing the ice cream maker on the counter.

      Rachel swallowed a spoonful.

      This wasn’t right. Toby521 was totally ignoring his So_I’m_A_Robot_Now file. Maybe he was malfunctioning. If Rachel was wrong, it would be rude of her to suggest it, but she had to know.

      “Probably not,” Rachel replied. “But let me go find Charlie13 and ask him.”

      Toby521 nodded enthusiastically. “Excellent idea. Even 65 percent of a Dr. Truman ought to be pretty clever. I’ll just watch some news, if you don’t mind.”

      Rachel didn’t. She showed him the basics for using the remote—information readily available in his welcome package—and headed out.

      This wasn’t her fault. Charlie13 had done all the mixing himself. All Rachel had done was to make suggestions, observe, and hit the button at the end. She wasn’t qualified to mix personalities yet, and both she and Charlie13 knew it.

      So why did she feel responsible for Toby521 being so odd?

      “Ready to resume work?” Charlie13 asked when she entered his office. Her chair beside his, overlooking the master uploader’s console, sat empty and waiting.

      Rachel sighed. “Unfortunately, no. I told Toby521 I would find out if there was any way for him to eat ice cream. So—for formality’s sake—can he?”

      “Of course not.”

      “I know, but I said I’d ask anyway,” Rachel said. “But really, I came to find out what’s wrong with him? He’s so… needy.”

      Charlie13’s console went dark. He turned to fix his full attention on Rachel. “He is neither a toddler nor a hamster. If you tell him to look up the answers to simple queries himself, he won’t be offended. He’s a Toby. To varying degrees, they are all obsessively curious over mundane details. That’s part of what makes them so amenable to handling monotonous duties.”

      “But I’ve never had a robot be so… clingy.”

      In her admittedly limited experience, new robots were almost always more interested in seeing the world for themselves than having it explained to them.

      “Toby521 is an outlier, to be sure,” Charlie13 said. “But he’s shown no indications that he poses a danger to you or anyone else, that he will object to performing the landscaping and civil engineering support roles he was mixed for, or that he has any desires to return to a human body. While I’m perfectly willing to allow you to indulge his need for companionship for as long as he wishes—data is data, after all—you are also perfectly within your rights to tell him to go find someone else to bother. He has a brand new skyroamer and a temporary apartment to call his own; he doesn’t need you for anything.”

      Rachel pursed her lips.

      Charlie13 was right, of course. She couldn’t recall a time when he hadn’t been. Certain flamboyant robots spoke to hear the sound of their voices. They made statements that sounded nice but weren’t always factually accurate. But unlike those loose-tongued robots, Charlie13 spoke in facts.

      With a muttered apology for bothering her supervisor, Rachel headed back to her apartment.

      As soon as she entered, Toby521 paused the news feed he was watching. A frozen flat image of Parisian construction remained on the screen with a caption that read, “Paul208 and Phoebe Sixteen Reveal New Plan for Civic Center.”

      “So?” Toby521 asked with an expectant smile.

      “Robots can’t eat ice cream,” Rachel reported.

      Toby521 gritted his teeth and jerked his head aside. “Bugger.” But as quickly as the annoyance came on, it slipped away to be replaced by that same wondrous curiosity he’d shown all day. “Hey, I was noticing something as I read through that So_I’m_A_Robot_Now pamphlet of yours. It says they mix robots from twenty-seven personalities dating back to Project Transhuman.”

      “Yeah,” Rachel confirmed. It was basic stuff. Maybe Toby521 wasn’t curious. Maybe he had an improperly mixed learning algorithm. Theoretically, it was possible to grab pieces of three brains and be missing an essential element like that. Seemed farfetched, though. Charlie13 had warned Rachel of it for fear she would make that kind of inexcusable mistake. The old mixing expert knew better.

      “That number doesn’t sound right. Are you sure twenty-seven is correct?”

      Rachel tried to mask her exasperated sigh with a tight smile. “Let’s check at the source, shall we?”

      Toby521 followed Rachel to a terminal in her home office and watched over her shoulder as she logged into Kanto’s systems. With a biometric lockout, she didn’t have to worry about Toby521 gaining unauthorized access.

      PERSONALITY MIX > LIST OF AVAILABLE PERSONALITIES > ALL

      The mixing simulator was completely at Rachel’s disposal. Before Charlie13 ever let her upload to a live robot, she was going to have to simulate dozens—possibly hundreds—of viable mixes that met Charlie13’s approval. She’d played with the system at length, creating artists and musicians from bits of Nora’s childhood pottery classes and the two years Arthur had spent in his high school marching band. She simulated a robot with no interests whatsoever out of Jennifer’s obsessive organization, Holly’s love of algorithms, and Dale’s analytical approach to management. She’d tried two-personality mixes and mixtures that included as many as five personalities.

      There was no one who knew this system better than Rachel except the two robots who’d held the job of mixer: Charlie7 and Charlie13.

      There they were, all twenty-seven names of the scientific personalities Rachel had been working with her entire time at Kanto. She’d met robots from every one of those archetypes, knew their quirks and predispositions to the core.

      Rachel held out a hand to the list on screen and looked up at Toby521.

      The robot was so new that he squinted when he looked intently at the list. As if it would help him see better. He scowled. His head shook ever so slightly.

      “No… that’s not right at all…”

      Rachel cleared her throat and gestured a little harder.

      “Mind humoring me?” Toby521 asked.

      What else had Rachel been doing all day? To humor him any more completely would require a comedy routine. “Sure.”

      “Get out of the mix protocol… root directory… now archival scans…”

      Rachel put in the commands as he requested them, sparing him a quick glance as she wondered why a Toby knew so much about how Kanto’s computers worked. Toby was a gardener archetype. They directed bulldozers. They planted trees. Tobies fed deer and flew bears off to new habitats.

      Tobies didn’t mix robots.

      But this Toby seemed to know more than he ought to about Charlie13’s line of work. “Go ahead. Run your search from here.”

      “These are just the raw scans from the Human Era,” Rachel protested. “The mixing copies have been sanitized to remove corrupted data. Charlie13 showed me himself. It’s the same list, just with dangerously aberrant anomalies included. Using these, you could get⁠—”

      “Please,” Toby521 said. “Can you just run it? I need to see.”

      Rachel ran the search. Given the limited scope, the results came back before her finger lifted from the touch pad. But what the database returned wasn’t possible.

      She blinked.

      The list didn’t change.

      Rachel rubbed her eyes.

      “See?” Toby521 said with a quiet sigh of relief. “That’s more like it.”

      The list showed thirty-three scans.
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      Dale2 drummed his fingers on his desk. The screen in front of him showed a network of mining vessels arrayed at the edge of the solar system. Some of them carried loyalist robots aboard, ones willing to fudge ore collection numbers for him. Others didn’t. Dale2’s task was, as usual, acquiring what he needed without anyone knowing he was getting it.

      Alison75, one of Dale2’s underlings, had recently taken on a mining assignment. She was captaining the Appalachia for the next five years. While he didn’t question her loyalty, he wanted a longer track record of ore collection before she started skimming for Martian production supply. There was always later. So long as no one discovered the conspirators’ presence on Mars, there would always be later.

      An alert popped up on Dale2’s console, utterly unrelated to mining, minerals, or industrial production.

      He double-checked. Despite all the fail-safes in place, it wouldn’t do to get worked up over a false positive.

      Tapping through menus, Dale2 ran diagnostics, bounced back a system request that looked like a simple database inquiry about logistical needs, and repeated the process for good measure.

      “I’ll be damned. It’s about time,” Dale2 muttered to himself.

      He opened a comm to another mining ship, one that made the quick, easy runs in the asteroid belt between Jupiter and Mars.

      “What?” Charlie25 snapped the instant the call connected. The former uploader was back in a robotic chassis under the assumed identity of Marvin113. He hadn’t been happy over either the assignment or the change in name.

      “Cut the aggrieved robot act,” Dale2 chided him. “I’ve got a job for you—something better suited to your talents.”

      Dale2 counted processor cycles as he waited for Charlie25’s reaction. Accounting for transmission delay, his reply was virtually instantaneous. “Oh?” The prospect of some better assignment seemed to snap the robot from his dour mood.

      “A kindly young human has finally managed to get around the lockout,” Dale2 continued with a smug grin he didn’t pretend to hide.

      “That nonsense again? I worked on that factory for centuries. I’ve had half the equipment in there torn down to its component parts and gone over every line of code. There’s nothing hidden there.”

      “You’re programmed that way.”

      “I wasn’t programmed!” Charlie25 barked. “I was mixed. Bits and pieces plucked from Charlie Truman, Jason Sanborn, and Dale Chalmers. There are no lines of code until you reach the interface layer. You should stick to the paper-pushing and leave the science to real scientists.”

      Dale2 didn’t lose his coolant. He tapped the tips of his gloved, stainless steel fingers together and waited for a gap in Charlie25’s rant.

      “Yes. You know Kanto as well as any of us. That’s why I called you instead of someone more pliable and cooperative. But if you think you know everything hidden in that monument to Charlie2’s hubris, then explain this.”

      With the touch of a button, Dale2 sent a link to Charlie25’s ship. He waited, counting the milliseconds until the message arrived.

      “Anyone could have faked this,” Charlie25 said cautiously. “It proves nothing.”

      “I didn’t fake it,” Dale2 assured him. “And proof is the reason I called you. Access Kanto’s database. The files you’ll be accessing haven’t been touched in a millennium. That’ll be good enough to take that lying sack of circuits off his pedestal.”

      “I don’t see how removing Charlie7 from the picture will⁠—”

      “It will change everything!” Dale2 thundered, slamming a fist on his console and sending spiderweb cracks across the surface.

      “—advance our goals. We’ve already been—” Charlie25 flinched as Dale2’s outburst caught up to him in real time. “Fine. Then tell me this: how am I supposed to access systems I’m ‘programmed’ not to be able to search for?”

      Dale2 waited as emotional buffers cleared. There were days where he regretted leaving so many of his human foibles intact, but he was so close to reverting back to human existence. It was all going to pay off soon enough.

      “You need the girl,” Dale2 said. “The Madison Maxwell-Chang clone known as Rachel Eighteen.”

      The “later” that had so long eluded Dale2 was finally at hand.
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      Charlie7 had a front row seat for the first human performance at Radio City Music Hall since before the invasion. Though located on the site of the original, its surroundings were now a deciduous forest instead of the bustle of downtown Manhattan. A winding gravel path led Charlie7 from the skyroamer lot at Central Park to the theater nestled in a clearing.

      It had been worth the trip.

      Heracles was among the last of the Plato clones to gain emancipation. It wasn’t for lack of intellect or physical ability. Of all the humans alive, he had possibly suffered most at the hands of his creator. With his entire body covered in fur and eyes of feline morphology, Heracles struggled to reconcile his place among humans and robots alike.

      It had taken years for Heracles to gain the confidence to take control of his life, no longer sheltered and protected under the infinite patience of Nora109. Though his emancipation ceremony had been months ago, tonight was his true emergence into society. Tonight, he played.

      The storybook tale of Heracles’s journey from lab experiment to concert pianist would have claimed his playing reminded the jaded old robots of the choirs of angels. Some tortured, beautiful part of his soul would have risen above his upbringing and emerged, phoenix like, from the ashes.

      Tapping out such ancient melodies as “Ode to Joy” and “Imagine,” Heracles was serviceable at best.

      More than eighty robots were in attendance. Most had come for the novelty of the show. Some had come merely to show support. Charlie7 had come because it was expected of him.

      After Heracles finished “Imagine”—an entirely instrumental version, thank Lennon—he rose and accepted his applause with a formal bow. Despite his leonine appearance, the tuxedo lent him dignity. “Thank you. My next piece will be…”

      Charlie7 didn’t need the program read aloud to him. All the theatergoers had received it in advance digitally. What had caught Charlie7’s attention, however, was a digital message of a different sort.

      ALERT. KANTO RESERVE DATABASE ACCESSED.

      Unlike many other system broadcasts, there was no other robot on Earth whom Kanto’s main computer would contact for this breach.

      Charlie7 experienced a brief series of blank processor cycles as the implications hit him. “Reserve Database” was a timeworn euphemism for “files nobody should ever see again.” If Charlie7 had been less the curator and more the vandal, he’d have deleted them.

      However, Charlie7 hadn’t been able to sever a tie that went back so far, tethering him to a distant past in flesh and blood. Much as it pained him to think someone might one day get into that archive, despite his best efforts, he couldn’t destroy the information it contained.

      It would have been akin to burning the Library of Alexandria.

      As Heracles sat back down to play, Charlie7 found his thoughts looping. He was trapped here. Leaving in the middle of the show would be inexcusably rude, and his best efforts to make excuses might not be good enough. The Human Protection Agency was a country club job these days, not warranting hasty departures without warning.

      How had anyone gained access in the first place?

      The answer struck Charlie7 as so obvious it pained him. Rachel. It had to be her. Few enough robots were granted access to Kanto’s main systems. All of them were programmed with the blind spot. Charlie13 must have trusted Rachel with full access, which wasn’t the same as full access for anyone else but him.

      Rachel was human, and humans didn’t run on Charlie7’s software.

      If he’d spent more than a nanosecond in the past thousand years on those archives, it might have occurred to Charlie7 to remove them from public storage. But just as he’d buried the knowledge in Kanto’s database, he’d buried it in his own thoughts, as well.

      All this passed through Charlie7’s crystalline matrix within the first second of receiving the system alert.

      Charlie7’s mission was clear. He had to get to Rachel, swear her to silence, and contain the damage. She wasn’t the socialite that Phoebe was or a celebrity like Eve. At worst, maybe she’d mention it to Charlie13. That would be awkward to explain, but ‘13 knew how to keep his mouth shut and his data ports firewalled.

      Yes, the worst thing Charlie7 could do now was draw attention to himself.

      As soon as this performance was over, he’d offer his congratulations and make all haste to Kanto.

      Damage control would begin in eighty-four minutes, plus three minutes of obligatory socializing. He might even try to cut that to two and a half.
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      When Eve stepped down from her skyroamer on her private landing pad in Paris, she hadn’t expected to be greeted by Plato and Abbigail. Thus, she wasn’t surprised to find them absent.

      Unlike the island of Japan, the weather in western Europe was balmy, with wildflowers in full bloom and an azure sky of patchy clouds to spur fanciful imaginings. In short, it was the sort of day when a young child should be exploring the world, not waiting on a patch of asphalt for her mother to return.

      Eve crept around the house and into the grove of fruit trees that had been planted out back beyond the lawn. The grounds were tended. Pear and apple trees grew in regimented lines. Grassy lanes between the rows were kept trimmed as neatly as the yard. From one row over, she heard the sounds of an imaginary battle.

      “A harmless dragon, you say? A likely tale, forsooth,” Abbigail shouted in challenge. Eve peeked between the branches of adjacent apple trees to see the girl perched upon her father’s shoulders. The would-be knight was dressed in protofabbed plastic armor that clattered like a stack of cafeteria trays. Her lance was one of Plato’s golf clubs, the driver head tucked under her arm. “Your eating of robots is at an end. I, Chairwoman Abby of the Dragon Committee, hereby charge you with a violation of section 4.5, paragraph 6 of the Dragon Guidelines: no eating robots.”

      Eve nodded along. She’d read Abbigail’s committee charter. Paragraph 6 was succinct on the point of eating robots—there was to be none of it. The document was remarkably thorough for being the product of such a young mind, with clauses dictating habitat, diet, and social responsibilities of dragons. It was modeled loosely on the Human Welfare Committee charter, but Abbigail had made extensive alterations.

      Despite all her detailed work, section 4.5, paragraph 6 had been the focus of all of Chairwoman Abby’s adventures.

      “The penalty for eating robots is… death,” Abbigail said with adorable menace. Since Plato had drawn the line at any kind of reins, the armor-clad chairwoman gave her paternal mount a swift pat on the side of the head. “Charge!”

      As Plato galloped into action, holding onto Abbigail’s ankles in lieu of stirrups, today’s dragon became clear. Toby140 had left an auto-fertilizer drone on site. The ungainly contraption had been draped with a green tarpaulin, and when Plato reached into his pocket for the remote, it belched to life, spouting gouts of dust from an empty hopper.

      Plato pulled up short with just enough distance left for Abbigail to skewer the machine with the butt end of the golf club, rubber grip meeting sheet metal panel with a hollow thump that jostled the tarp.

      “Hooray,” Eve cheered. “The robots are safe!”

      “Hi Mommy,” Abbigail squealed. Plato had to crouch low before the girl dismounted while he was standing upright. As soon as little feet hit grass, the golf club dropped to the ground, and Abbigail was off like a shot.

      Eve braced for impact, scooping the heavier-by-the-day knight into her arms and lifting her for a hug. The plastic armor was ungainly, but Eve managed to find a spot on the girl’s cheek for a kiss.

      “How many dragons have you slain today?” Eve asked.

      Abbigail didn’t hesitate. “We’ve killed two and issued citations to four others.”

      Plato ambled over, damp with sweat from being a horse for much of the morning. “It’s the invisible ones that give me the most trouble.”

      Eve leveled a look at Plato that changed the subject without a single word.

      “Yogurt,” Plato replied to Eve’s unspoken question.

      “Yup,” Abbigail confirmed cheerily. “Minimize cooking time. Maximum time to play before Mommy has to go again.”

      Historical texts indicated that children showed an uncanny wisdom at times, unburdened by propriety and preconception. Eve swallowed back a lump as she gamely held onto her smile. Her five-year-old daughter was performing rudimentary schedule optimization to spend more time with her.

      Lunch was, as advertised, a simple meal of pre-packaged yogurt from the Pyrenees Agricultural Station. Abbigail had two 110-gram cups of yogurt with raspberries in them. Eve ate three. Plato preferred the plain variety and downed fourteen, leaving a small village of empty cups on the kitchen table.

      Afterward, Plato headed off to shower away the morning’s grime while Eve and Abbigail changed into matching practice uniforms of synthetic silk. Out in the yard, mother and daughter stood facing the Parisian skyline, where tall buildings peeked over treetops to remind them where they lived.

      Every action Eve performed, Abbigail mimicked. There were more advanced forms that Eve knew, and she could have performed any part of the routine far faster than the younger version of her could have hoped to match, but that wasn’t the point.

      Martial arts had passed father to son, mother to daughter, back in the days when humans roamed the Earth in staggering numbers. While of little inherent value themselves, the exercises and education paralleled the sharing of family and societal values. This was an ember of civilization that Eve enjoyed rekindling.

      During the ancient and hallowed traditional forms, Eve had shut off the visual overlay from her implanted computer. Despite a nigh-imperceptible optical shift from the plastic of the lenses themselves, Eve saw the world in its natural state.

      INCOMING TRANSMISSION. URGENT.

      Eve continued her routine, but there was a momentary falter.

      “What is it, Mommy?” Abbigail asked. “Are people in your eyes again?”

      She had vowed never to lie to the girl. Eve had been lied to her entire childhood, both by fact and omission. “Yes. But I can look at it later.”

      As Eve continued the progression of forms, Abbigail stopped. “Mommy, you have an important job. You can’t just not look at it.”

      A tight smile was all she could manage without her composure breaking. What had she done to deserve such a child? “All right. I’ll look.”

      Ethical emergency at site 140A. Request in-person disposition of anomalous embryonic development.

      It was from Elizabeth55 at the Madagascar Center for Human Advancement. Those were just fancy words to dress up a clone factory. Elizabeth55 had danced the tightrope of every ethical guideline, fastidiously adhering to committee restrictions but always right on the brink of violation. Everything they did was geared toward volume production of humanity, and Elizabeth55 leveraged her position on the Cloning Committee to stretch the regulations at every opportunity.

      “It’s Madagascar again,” Eve said glumly.

      Abbigail nodded. “I’ll make Daddy finish forms with me.”

      Eve knelt down and hugged her daughter. “I’m so sorry. I’ll make it up to you.”

      “I know,” Abbigail said. “You always do.”

      Eve hugged Abbigail again before she headed to her skyroamer. There might have been time for a change of clothes, but if she had any time at all to spare, it would have been saved for Abbigail.

      She called up an Earth map in her lenses. The overlay transparency allowed her to navigate the garden path to the landing area as she planned her trip. The Madagascar Center for Human Advancement blinked from a continent away.

      As she powered up the engines of the skyroamer, Eve fired off a quick message to Plato, sending the text sliding off the side of her interface. Abbigail could keep out of trouble until he was done showering.

      Eve lifted off and set a course for Madagascar. One feature of her computerized lenses was that they projected images directly to her retinas without distortion caused by tears.
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