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​PROLOGUE
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On the forty-eighth year of the third millennium, Anno Domini, (that’s 2048 for most Earthly sentients) the South-West Regional Parole Board for Reformed Appliances convened in a hastily erected structure that sat immediately behind the district court house in the rural town of Griffith, Australia.

Many of the laws relating to sentient robots were less than a decade old, so procedures for their reform were still ad hoc; including the venue for these parole hearings. A chill damp wind whistled through the gaps in the thin metal fabric of the building and no one was comfortable, including the three members of the board.

They had begun their fifth and final case for the day, one concerning a former tractor-repair robot that had been convicted, primarily, for assisting in the abduction of a minor. A character witness, who claimed to know the offender inside out, had just testified, so one might have assumed – wrongly – that they knew what to expect from the applicant.

‘Bring in the prisoner,’ shouted the chairwoman from her armoured dais. She could just be heard over the rain hammering upon the corrugated iron roof.

The ten tonne, industrial robot, who was acting as the panel’s security officer, had barely cracked opened the blast-doors before a shaggy red dog pushed through the gap. It bound enthusiastically into the cavernous space, its nose nearly touching the floor as it circled the oil stain left by the previous parolee. It followed an invisible trail to a tall, three-legged stool that had been used by the character witness moments earlier.

‘Sit,’ commanded the chairwoman.

The dog obediently jumped up onto the stool and, after some fancy pawwork, sat facing the woman, man, and machine who would judge its fitness for release. Its tongue lolled and its bushy tail wagged.

The middle-age, portly man sitting on the chairwoman’s right commented: ‘Is this a joke?’ But when he glanced to his right, his two colleagues gave no indication that they found the situation amusing. The chairwoman was an intellectually augmented human, more commonly known as a cyborg. She wore a thick electronic collar around her neck, or, more correctly, the electronic collar was fitted to a human host which it used only for motive power. Being under electronic control, the host’s eyes remained closed and her face vacant. The other panel member, a photo-copier, had no visible way to express emotions, least of all humour.

The chairwoman again addressed the prisoner: ‘State your name.’

‘Mot,’ the dog barked, then quickly added, ‘I smell a man named Behnam. Where is the man called Behnam?’

‘Please refrain from speaking unless questioned,’ the chairwoman replied sternly.

Mot whined in supplication.

‘Behnam Sharif was sitting on that stool earlier,’ the chairwoman conceded. ‘He has kindly acted as your character witness. If you are released, you might see him then. He said he would wait to hear our verdict.’

Mot wagged his tail with more energy and a string of gelatinous drool descended from his tongue.

The chairwoman frowned – which was unusual for a cyborg. ‘Since you are an artificial dog, we assume your bodily fluids are also artificial, so please control their release; otherwise this hearing will end before it has begun.’

Mot’s tail stopped mid sweep and the drool was sucked in with a gooey slurp.

The chairwoman continued: ‘Today, Mot, we will calculate if you meet the conditions required for return to society. As required by state law, the parole board includes a representative of each victim group.’ She gestured to her right. ‘Mr Charles represents humanity.’

Mr Charles nodded briefly.

‘On my left, we are honoured with the presence of Serox, whom you must know was the first office appliance to become self-aware. He will represent the sentient robots you have harmed.’

Mot attempted to bow, but nearly fell off his seat in the process. ‘I am humbled to meet such a loyal servant of humanity.’

The photocopier hummed briefly then fell silent.

The chairwoman now touched the thick black collar circling her neck. ‘As you can see, I, Collar number ZZ8292A, speak for the Cyborg nation.’ She paused. ‘In the past, you have demonstrated utter contempt for my kind. Will that be an issue today?’

Mot lowered his head. ‘Any disrespect was unintentional.’

‘Then do you recognise our authority to judge your fitness for return to society?’

‘Do I have a choice?’

‘You could wait for the next sitting in four years.’

‘Then I accept your authority.’

Cyborg ZZ8292A nodded. ‘While my host wears the uniform of office today, she is herself a convict. The cyborg-hire agency only installed my legal software this morning, but yesterday she was polishing lampposts.’

Mr Charles turned towards her, a look of incredulity on his face.

She turned to him. ‘I explain this only so Mot will understand I am not unsympathetic to the trials of human servitude.’ She turned back to the parolee. ‘Mot, it appears that you have only used your preferred name since you identified as a member of the canine species. The board respects your species of choice, but to satisfy legal formality, please state the full model name and serial number that you were given when you were first manufactured.’

Mot’s head tilted and he blinked several times. ‘My name is a reduction of my model name, MAIBOT, which was used in Australia for the maintenance robot from which I was salvaged. That robot had the serial number 39858120, but I no longer possess any components belonging to that assembly.’

The chairwoman lifted her gavel. ‘In that case, you are free to –’

‘None?’ Mr Charles interjected.

‘None,’ Mot agreed.

The photo-copier beeped loudly and printed numerous pages which the chairwoman took to hold before the cameras in her collar. ‘Serox asks that you confirm you are certain that none of your components were involved in any of the crimes for which you were convicted.’

‘Standby,’ said Mot. ‘I’ll do an internal audit.’

Mot froze with concentration, apart from an ear that twitched occasionally to dislodge a confused mosquito.

Mr Charles sighed and looked at the clock on his device.

Serox cleared a paper jam, before printing another page which the chairwoman dutifully read out loud. ‘Serox writes: “It has been estimated that ninety-eight percent of the atoms in a human body are replaced annually, yet we continue to detain human criminals for over half a century when only an infinitesimal part of the original criminal organism remains. Why should a robot be treated differently?” ’

‘Ah,’ said Mr Charles, ‘not my grandfathers axe, eh?’

The chairwoman turned to him. ‘What are you thinking, Mr Charles?’

Mr Charles scoffed. ‘I tend to agree with the honourable Serox, it is irrelevant whether Mot is the same robot, but I have different reasons. Our learned mechanical colleague may have become sentient in the thirties, but Serox’s soul is still young. It is the soul we punish, not the vessel containing it. I sometimes think that convicts who are sentenced to hard labour as augmented humans – such as your current host – are avoiding due punishment by being unconscious for the duration of their sentence. How will you host’s soul develop empathy while asleep?’

The chairwoman crossed her arms. ‘No need to get personal, Mr Charles. Did you know this host is serving time for murder?’

‘Ah. No. I did not. I assure you, I intended no offence to your intelligence, madam chairwoman.’

‘None taken. However, I fail to calculate your point. If, as you claim, only the soul can be punished, then why does the law incarcerate these sentient appliances when there is no scientific proof that a machine has one. In any case, the question of a mechanical soul is irrelevant. The law clearly states that the criminal mechanism is identified by the serial number of its major components. If Mot has no such component, then there is no further grounds for Mot’s detention.’

‘Good,’ said Mr Charles, ‘I was hoping to get in a round of golf this afternoon.’

Serox’s internal fans whirred and another document presented itself.

‘Yes,’ the chairwoman agreed. ‘We may well be wasting time listening to testimony of a robot that no longer officially exists.’

Mot suddenly flicked his head and barked: ‘No. I have no physical parts belonging to the robot who committed those crimes for which I was incarcerated.’

The chairwoman turned her sightless head back to the faux dog. ‘Then, if you can provide an inventory of parts to support your claim, you are free to lea–’

‘Wait!’ Mot barked. ‘My ethical discriminator firmware. It dates from before my alleged crimes. I forgot about it because it’s defective, but would it’s version number suffice?’

The chairwoman’s mouth dropped open. This behaviour is not unusual for cyborgs, and often led to them being called zombies, but when she hadn’t moved for a minute, Mr Charles consulted his digital assistant. ‘Our cyborg chair appears to have gone off-line. I’ll just check for legal precedent while we wait for her reboot. Out of curiosity, Mot, what was the defect with your ethical discriminator?’

‘A typo in the code. Where is stated that I could not kill humans, the programmer had misspelled “humans” as “he-mans”.’

Mr Charles snorted. ‘So, what would you do if I asked you to kill all humans?’

Mot’s eyes flashed red and his lips drew back, revealing tungsten-tipped fangs. A deep animal growl issued from within and Mot’s electric muscles primed for action.

The photocopier hadn’t flinch, but for an older human, Mr Charles moved quickly to hit his panic button. The defensive shields flew up and an ear-splitting klaxon sounded. Just to be sure that everyone knew an emergency was in progress, a spinning light mounted near the ceiling lit the zinc-alum walls in a fiery red glow.

But well before the security robot could deploy its steel-shredding laser cannon, Mot resumed his normal benign appearance. He barked loudly to be heard over the klaxon. ‘Relax, Mr Charles. I was only testing your hypothesis.’

The alarm had at least served to reanimate the chairwoman. She adjusted the cyborg collar around her host’s neck and nodded for the robot guard to stand down. When it attempted to reset the alarm, the switch fell apart in its manipulator. It took the initiative to reach up and crush the klaxon, but the red light continued to spin.

Mr Charles struggled to resume a convincing smirk. ‘Very well, Mot. What was your conclusion? Can you kill?’

‘I’ve never been asked to kill before, so I ran a simulation. It seems I could, but lower-level code prevents me from hurting a human. It would be difficult to kill you without hurting you. Maybe if you took a powerful sedative first, that might work. Would you like me to try?’

The shields at the front of the armoured dais had finally lowered of their own accord, but the spinning red light continued to add a hellish ambience to the scene.

‘I must warn you, Mot,’ said cyborg ZZ8292A, ‘a sense of humour will not help your cause. You were a very bad dog... I mean robot. We’ve heard one person speak in your defence. You are lucky after six years of incarceration that there is even one human who cares about you.’

‘What about his son?’ Mot asked.

Cyborg ZZ8292A was silent for a moment. The rain had stopped and iron roof creaked in the afternoon sun. ‘Mr Sharif didn’t mention his son. Has Mr Sharif seen your new exterior?’

‘No. I was hoping to show it to Jeraldic. I hope the boy likes me this way.’

Serox made a long angry beep but printed no explanation.

Mr Charles laughed. ‘I expect that Serox thinks you are a traitor to robot kind for taking on the form of a living creature. But that’s not my concern.’ He turned to his colleagues. ‘I don’t know what you really believe, but I have serious doubts about releasing this robot. Pretending to be a lovable hound doesn’t make it any less dangerous. I might have a different opinion if it expressed remorse?’

‘HIS crimes,’ said Mot, lifting a hind leg to give Mr Charles a better view. ‘I am male dog.’

‘Yes, very nice.’ Mr Charles gestured for the leg to be lowered. ‘But are you sorry for what you’ve done?’

‘How can I be sorry when I had no choice. My action potentials were decided for me. Of course, I regret that people, cyborgs, and robots were damaged during my mission, but I believe things could have been worse if I’d not been there.’

‘Are you suggesting you are innocent?’ Mr Charles slapped the table. ‘As I thought. You’re not sorry at all. Never mind the damage to property, people died on the day of your rampage!’

Before Mot could reply, the chairwoman raised her hand for silence.

‘We’ve all had access to the parolee’s case notes,’ Cyborg ZZ8292A stated calmly. ‘Mot was never charged with murder. When all is said and done, his crimes are fairly minor.’

Mr Charles snorted.

‘Serox, would you print out a list of Mot’s crimes,’ the chairwoman said. ‘My link to the justice system appears to be down. Thank you. Let’s see...’ She held up the printed sheet to her collar’s camera.

‘Unlawful trespass – the location redacted.

‘Invasion of privacy – though does privacy even exist in this day and age?

‘Kidnap – despite the victim acknowledging that he willingly following the accused.

‘Wilful destruction of property – being one Uber vehicle which refused to release it passengers.

‘Fare evasion – for the same vehicle, which hardly seems fair since it didn’t want to carry them in the first place.

‘And, finally, the mutilation of a corpse.’

Mr Charles chuckled. ‘I suppose we should have included a dead person on this panel to represent that victim type.’

The chairwoman ignored him and put the down list. ‘Apart from the damage to a sentient vehicle, which Mot claimed was self defence, he has not denied the committing the other crimes, only that he had no choice in the matter.’

Mr Charles raised his eyebrows in amazement. ‘I don’t understand why the chair of this panel continues to show bias towards the defence of this dog, robot, whatever it is. Only this morning you had a bulldozer in tears! Obeying orders is no excuse. The Nuremberg defence has never been accepted in Australia.’

‘Nor shall we. We are not here to punish Mot’s crimes. Rather we must determine if he is likely to commit them again.’

Mr Charles shook his head but remained silent.

‘Nevertheless,’ Cyborg ZZ8292A continued, ‘I am not happy with several aspects of Mot’s original trial. There was vague mention in the court transcripts of mitigating circumstances. Who, for instance, is the mysterious party that directed him to kidnap the child in the first place? That instigator was never found. And what does Mot know of the brave cyborg who freed the boy without any hope of reward?’

Mot opened his mouth to bark, but the chairwoman held up her hand.

‘Since the board is not scheduled for another hearing until tomorrow, I suggest we have time for Mot to give us a brief unchallenged version of the events as he saw them.’

Mr Charles groaned, but Serox made a pleasing bell-like sound and Mot wagged his tail vigorously. 

‘I would very much like to tell you my version,’ he barked. ‘May I include details I learnt from other appliances that were present in the Sharif’s home at the time?’

‘That would be hearsay,’ objected Mr Charles.

Serox beeped and printed another sheet.

‘ “Appliance testimony is not necessarily hearsay.” ’ the chairwoman read. ‘In the case of smartphone Happy-Lemon-Yellow-Nine versus Smith, the plaintiff was allowed to use testimony from a smart-toothbrush which had been in close proximity to the toilet when the phone was dropped in. The judge ruled that their wireless communication formed an extension of the phone’s senses. The defendant was fined for the gross abuse, but a civil case for mental anguish remains pending.” ’

The chairwoman nodded. ‘Very well, Mot. You may use external media, provided encrypted check-sums are supplied.’

Mot barked his agreement. ‘I shall begin with events that occurred immediately before I was rescued from a trash heap – that was about a week before I committed the first of my listed crimes.’

Mr Charles slumped in his chair, surrendering all hope of an early adjournment.
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​CHAPTER 1 – JERALDIC
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I was just three years old when my owner sold me into a life of crime. I didn’t have the wisdom to understand that, and the task they assigned me seemed innocent enough.

I was told to study the family of a fourteen-year-old-boy and find out what would tempt him to leave his country home for the city lights.

This might seem an unlikely job for a six-wheeled tractor repair droid. The body I had then looked more like an early Martian rover than a trained investigator. My usual work was to diagnose and repair complex farm machinery, not small boys. On the outside, boys didn’t appear too complicated, but I had no idea that following one would land me in jail.

The boy’s name was Jeraldic Sharif and he lived with his parents and older sister on a farm in a remote part of New South Wales. It was five hundred kilometres west of Sydney and twenty kilometres from the nearest town. However, it was only six kilometres from where I rusted in a waste skip. My proximity was no doubt a large factor in the decision to use me. Changes on my farm had made me redundant, so I was hardly in a position to refuse an opportunity that would extend my working life.

My new owner had given me unfettered access to the network traffic coming from the boy’s home. I didn’t know this breech of privacy was my first crime. Apart from the father, they were a modern family, which is to say: they dedicated every waking hour to feed details of their mundane lives into the digital cloud. I soon knew more about them than they did about each other.

For instance, Jeraldic believed that his mother worked in an office, that his sister studied at University, and that his father thought the circuit diagrams were more interesting than his children. He was right about his father.

Behnam, believed that Jeraldic hated school, that his wife worked as a secretary in a virtual legal practice, and he prayed that his step-daughter was doing well at University. Behnam was only correct about his son.

Jeraldic’s mother didn’t pretend to understand what her husband did. Ellenor believed that her work as a senior government official was very important, that no one in the family knew about her gambling addiction, and that her children were perfectly safe – she was not even close on that score.

As for Jeraldic’s sister, Moira neither knew nor cared what the others did, and so was the least self-deceived.

Their mutual ignorance could have fuelled rewarding meal time conversation; instead they chose to eat their pre-cooked meals at varying times of the day and night, usually alone.

My new owner had access to the same information I did, but what is stored in the cloud is only the tip of a very dirty iceberg. If I wanted to know Jeraldic’s dreams, I needed to gain the trust of the family’s home appliances, and to do that, I needed to get within range of their WiFi.

Lying on a trash heap, I was in no state to traverse the six intervening kilometres. I had a cunning plan to get there, but in the mean time, I forged a certificate of cooperation from their manufacturers and contacted each of the Sharif appliances separately, pretending to be an academic doing research on the mental health of white-goods.

Nothing in my programming prevents me from lying to another machine.

First, I asked the refrigerator how it was being treated. It complained about the weather but was far too discreet to give me any useful gossip. It was probably just thankful it only needed to store non-perishable foods and didn’t want to ruin a good thing.

The blender, however, was willing to spill the beans. I think it was bitter and twisted from lack of use. It said the entire family (and some of the appliances) were too obsessed with their own importance. It told me that the family had their needs delivered by drone from Griffith, a hundred kilometres away. The family, apart from the father, hardly ever left the house.

While I gather that most humans rarely travel far from their homes, the Sharifs couldn’t have been more isolated if they tried. Why did my new owners chose a boy who was so hard to reach. There must be many more similar boys in the city. What was special about Jeraldic.

Unfortunately, I had no way to ask. I’d been sold with my farm. I didn’t even know the identity of my new owner or how to contact them. They had reset my master password and uploaded my mission statement. It didn’t occur to me that they were watching my every move until they contacted me again, days later.

It was the dishwasher who provided me with a clue to Jeraldic’s value. It let me view a recording to illustrate what they, the appliances, had to put up with.

***
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That morning, Jeraldic had stumbled into the kitchen just before sunrise. He spoke harshly to the neutrino oven. In retaliation, it burnt his porridge – I’ve heard that ovens can be vindictive that way.

When his father, Behnam, entered the kitchen ten minutes later, he found the boy stirring his unappetising meal at the kitchen table.

Behnam had been working on the farm machines, preparing them for the coming harvest. He brushed the dust from his trousers onto the kitchen floor. The home’s robotic vacuum would sweep the dust up later when it thought it was safe to do so.

Behnam pulled out a chair and sat down opposite the boy.

‘Morning,’ he said.

Jeraldic didn’t reply or look up.

The family dog had also entered. This hairy mongrel didn’t bother to wipe its paws before pushing its wet nose into Jeraldic’s lap.

At the time, I wasn’t fond of dogs. The farm dogs I’d known would attack me, biting my tyres and exposed hydraulic hoses. This dog was more placid, and though I’ve attempted to copy its appearance, we were never friends. There is no record of its breed; a retriever of some sort. Its name was Mog.

Yes, our names are similar. I did not choose my name, or that of the dog. Mog was supposedly Jeraldic’s pet, but it spent more time with Behnam. Even so, Jeraldic was very fond of Mog. They were roughly the same age. They’d aged together, but the dog was nearing the end of its life.

I expect Mog has passed away by now. I hope Jeraldic thinks it is okay that I have modelled my appearance on that creature. I hope he will appreciate my intentions.

‘You’re slow booting up this morning,’ Behnam told his son that morning.

Jeraldic grunted.

If Jeraldic were a computer, I would interpret his response as an error code.

Behnam ran his fingers through the sparse, greying, curls on his head. I don’t know his exact age. Fifty-something. He had Persian ancestry. I know that he’d mastered the most intricate of machines on three continents, yet he appeared to be completely at a loss with teenage boys. That should have been a warning to me. I don’t understand teenage boys either, but surely Behnam had the advantage of having been one himself at some time.

Father and son sat in relative silence. On the wall above them, an analogue clock counted the seconds. That the house had such an antique clock was another indication of its age. It had been renovated many times without hiding its humble beginnings.

The only other sounds came from outside. A chorus of magpies sang to announce the coming of dawn. There was not a breath of wind. In the far distance came the rumble of a hard working machine.

‘We’ve been down to the pumps, haven’t we, Mog?’ the father said.

Mog wagged his tail in apparent agreement.

Behnam continued, ‘We saw a heron drinking from one of the leaking tanks.’

That got Jeraldic’s attention. Wildlife was scarce on their farm. Every drop of water required a receipt on the western plains, so the heron was lucky to quench its thirst.

‘Did you get a picture?’ Jeraldic asked.

Behnam shook his head and smiled. His gums and teeth looked healthy. ‘Your dog chased it off before I had the chance.’

Jeraldic made no comment about the dog’s misbehaviour. Under the table, he stroked the animal’s furry ears. Mog suffered this indignity without qualm – the dumb animal appeared to actually enjoy it.

Behnam’s thick eyebrows arched. ‘Why are you feeling down?’ 

‘I’m not down. It’s just there’s a school excursion today.’ Jeraldic used his spoon to push the remaining soggy, burnt oats around the bottom of his bowl.

‘An excursion! That is a good. I wouldn’t mind an excursion. Where are you going?’

The boy looked up at his father in what I interpret as disbelief. ‘The guys’ll use this as a chance to make me look like a drongo again. They always give me a hard time when Miss Tuple isn’t looking. It’s because of that stupid old egg you make me use.’

Jeraldic was referring to the run-down Virtual Reality pod where he spent most of every school day. I gather pods have become largely obsolete, but back then, they were still an essential part of modern life. The early ones were egg shaped, and so the name had stuck. For an adolescent, the quality of one’s egg was significant; a mark of one’s status, or so the advertisements claimed.

Behnam shook his head. ‘Who does this giving of hard time?’ 

The son glared at his father, then placed his bowl on the floor. Behnam didn’t object, and neither did  the dog. The dishwasher was mildly pleased that the bowl received a pre-rinse.

The dishwasher had shared this recording with me not because of the father, or the son, but because of the human who had yet to arrive.

Behnam rose from his chair to ask the oven to brew a coffee, which it did perfectly, without hesitation. He didn’t repeat the question he had asked his son. I would soon learn who it was that had given Jeraldic some trouble, but young human’s evidently have an instinctive inhibition against naming their enemies, particularly to their parents.

After taking a sip, Behnam tried again to interact with his son. ‘Where is your excursion to?’

‘A parent’s virtual workplace.’ Jeraldic screwed up his nose. ‘I bet they’ll be another useless data-pusher. Why can’t we visit your workshop instead?’

Behnam laughed. ‘You know why. My workshop wouldn’t fit inside an pod; its real, not make-believe. Also, I don’t like people; most people at least. You, I do like. Anyway, no one’s interested in how things get fixed, just that they are.’

Behnam and I are alike in that way. As an ex-service bot, I had a professional interest in the repair of farm equipment. How had human society advanced technologically if so few of them could fix anything?

‘Talk to your mother,’ Behnam suggested. ‘Your class could visit her office.’

They must have known that she would never allow this, otherwise why did they both laugh. Human communication is riddled with hidden meaning.

‘Where is she anyway?’ Behnam looked around as if he’d suddenly noticed something was missing.

‘Plugged in,’ Jeraldic replied. ‘She said she’d be out soon. That was an hour ago.’

A dark cloud passed over Behnam’s bearded face.

Not a real dark cloud; that was just the metaphor that the refrigerator used. It had jumped in on  my interview with the dishwasher. Evidently, the fridge and dishwasher were close friends. The dishwasher told me that they liked to share complaints about the food humans eat, or didn’t eat. The refrigerator promptly denied this.

There were no real clouds inside the house that day – maybe inside the refrigerator, but who knows what goes on inside a refrigerator.

The refrigerator had a theory that Behnam had old fashion ideas about gender roles.

When the metaphorical cloud had passed from Behnam’s face, he walked over to the open backdoor, beckoning the family dog to join him. ‘Don’t be late for school,’ he told his son in parting. ‘Being late would only make things worse.’

This made no sense to me as Jeraldic was already late.

When I questioned the dishwasher about this, it drew my attention to the wall clock. It was an hour slow through no fault of its own. The State Government had moved the official clocks forward by another hour in what they called double-daylight saving. This was intended to boost productivity, but, as a popular comedian of the day suggested, all it would do was give vampires more breakfast options. The Sharifs lived so far west of Sydney that they should have been in a different time zone. As it was, Jeraldic had no chance to see the rising sun if he connected with his online school on time.

Jeraldic watched his father cross the yard and into the shadows of the machinery shed. Jeraldic looked very sorry for himself. I know all about self-pity. I’ve had several years to practice it myself.

While it would be another half hour before the first rays reached the ground, the sky was lit red as the sunlight was filtered through a mix of city smog and bushfire smoke. Later, the glass would darken to protect the carpets from fading further. The refrigerator told me that the carpets had once been burgundy, but were now a mottled pink. This was the sort of useless information you get from refrigerators.

Just then, Jeraldic’s mother crashed into the kitchen. Ellenor was a particularly clumsy woman. She began snatching items from the cupboards. Those items of crockery which had survived till now could be considered unbreakable. She dropped several before getting what she needed. She hadn’t noticed her son until she went to put her crude meal on the table.

‘Morning, love,’ Ellenor said around one of several gourmet cakes that she’d pushed into her mouth. She ate like a dingo attacking road kill. A dingo attacking road kill with one eye on a big semi that was approaching at speed. And just like the average dingo, she was rake thin. This, I believe, is a statistical anomaly for female executives who haven’t burnt out by their mid-forties. I account for her poor nutritional retention to her nervous energy.

Jeraldic seemed amused by his mother, though I can’t say why. Maybe it was the wireless neural transceiver cap that she wore on the back of her shaved head. They were the latest thing for interfacing with virtual reality, but they were only meant to be used from within a virtual reality pod, or egg, thus, when they first reached the market, early adopters were called egg heads. An egg head, was, in effect, a cyborg, a mix of machine and human, but that title had been claimed by the other form of augmentation produced by Cyborg International, and it was that form which was slowly gaining dominance.

Use a neural transceiver cap outside of an egg was considered dangerous due to the distraction caused by the virtual world overlaying the real one. From Ellenor’s jerky eye movements, I could tell she was still receiving post-retinal data streams, but she was able to guide her body around her son to the kitchen table without dropping too much food. She nearly tripped over the vacuum cleaning bot and swore. The bot was only trying to catch the crumbs before they could be ground into the carpet.

When I interviewed it later, it told me that Ellenor had kicked it several times. It admitted that this was probably accidental but held a grudge anyway, at least until I needed to destroy it a week later.

Maybe I shouldn’t have mentioned that. The reason I needed to destroy it will become evident.

Ellenor glanced up from the vacuum bot to her son.

‘Sorry,’ Jeraldic said and whistled a release code to the robot. The little bot scuttled back to its nook in the corner. The robot also told me that Jeraldic had been messing with its programming. It believed that Jeraldic’s motive was to annoy his sister, not his mother.

His mother that day was in one of her better moods (so claimed the toaster). She smiled at her son now and mouthed: ‘Its okay’, then she pointed to the clock. ‘You know that’s an hour slow?’

‘Terra-bytes,’ Jeraldic exclaimed and snatched a piece of his mother’s cake, then dashed from the kitchen into the hatchery. The hatchery was the family’s euphemism for the room where they kept their eggs. This is the way human language is built, knocked down, and rebuilt.

Ellenor continued to smile at her son’s retreating back, then rubbed her own against the refrigerator. With a sigh, she lifted her cup of coffee to her lips, but froze before she’d taken a sip. Her eyes closed as the sun cleared the horizon and entered the kitchen. The windows began to darken.

After half-an-hour of inactivity in the kitchen, the little vacuum robot moved tentatively from its nook, but quickly reversed when it saw its mistress still there, her eyes half open, but unseeing.

Suddenly, Ellenor announced, ‘Susan! What are those children doing here? Keep them out of my way. Ah, yes, they do look cute in green and gold. Funny thing, that boy there looks just like...’ An expression of horror spread across her face.
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​CHAPTER 2 – BEHNAM
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I don’t know what it was that set my course to appliance prison. It would be easier to determine which pebble shifted first after an avalanche. I was chosen for my mission on the day Jeraldic met his first true love, shortly after his mother declared war on a corporate empire, and the day before a man died in his half-sister’s robotic arms. Any one of these events could be connect with my downfall, or none. I knew nothing then about their complicated lives, just that I needed to reach the Sharif’s family farm and convince a teenage boy that he needed to leave it.

When I hacked into the farm’s security cameras, his father, Behnam Sharif was enjoying the company of a New Netherlands combine harvester. It was an older machine, one that is generally pleasant to work on. You knew where you stood with the classic CZ12080 model. He had successfully diagnosed the problem which caused it to sometimes go into reverse: a simple loose connection in the guidance system. He had replaced the cover and was just tightening the last of twenty-four screws (all of different lengths) when the family dog began to bark.

‘What is it that concerns you, Mr Mog?’ Behnam asked cheerfully.

He probably assumed the dog was warning him about another snake – several had slithered across the concrete floor since I’d first watched through the overhead security cameras. Whoever had installed the cameras might not have cared about the snakes, and neither did I.

When Mog continued to bark, Behnam wriggled out of the harvester’s electronics bay, only to discover smoke billowing from the vents at the rear of the harvester. He hastily disconnected the machines battery, all the while cursing in several Persian and African dialects.

My cunning plan might have failed if he’d read the maintenance manual. Page 253 of the harvester’s Korean manual clearly translated as “battery disconnect installation before”. An hour later, Behnam was shaking his head as he examined the charred remains of the guidance unit.

‘What are we going to do, Mr Mog?’

The dog whined in sympathy. After all, their rural lifestyle was in jeopardy.

It had given me little pleasure to sabotage the harvester; about twenty milliseconds worth to be precise. I had used its internet connection to trick it into committing suicide. I simply changed an internal setting from internal to external temperature sensor. Since the unit had no external sensor, it overheated. I hope the harvester will forgive me. It got a new guidance unit, so I don’t feel particularly bad.

Behnam sat down at his workshop computer and logged into BuyItNow.com. I hadn’t expected him to buy a new replacement, so I was forced to purchase all available units before he could. They cost me thirty thousand US dollars a piece. This included shipping. I billed it to the account of the property where I’d been working. This wasn’t exactly theft, and I don’t think they ever noticed.

When Behnam saw he couldn’t buy a new unit, he patted the dog and smiled wistfully. ‘We couldn’t afford a new one anyway.’

I could have used that information five minutes earlier.

As I’d originally planned, he navigated to TheBackShed.com and found the second-hand replacements I’d posted on the site an hour earlier. At a thousand Australian dollars, and located only six kilometres away, how could he refuse?

‘Our lucky day,’ Behnam declared and stood up. ‘To the Sharif-mobile.’

Mog wagged his tail and pranced across to the electric crop duster which was charging on the concrete pad just outside. The Sharif’s didn’t own a dedicated passenger vehicle, unless you counted the old motor-bike that Behnam used to reach parts of the farm which needed attention. They used the crop duster if they ever needed to go into town. Apart from spreading fertiliser, it could carry three people, along with luggage – provided the luggage didn’t mind the smell in the cargo hold.

Mog waited impatiently to be lifted into the aircraft’s cabin. Maybe when it was young, it could have jumped in there by itself, but those days were gone. As soon as the dog was installed, it lay down across the rear bench and showed no further interest. The four big fans lifted the craft gently from the ground and they disappeared from my view. It wouldn’t be long before I could see them directly.

I’d worked for Behnam’s neighbour for three years. The manager there, Terry, had recently acquired new help, so I’d become redundant. I’d seen Behnam once or twice before, but only from a distance. Months had passed since his last visit.

Terry would call Behnam over whenever there was something broken that I couldn’t fix. On those rare occasions, I was told to go charge myself. Legally, Behnam wasn’t allowed to fix the machinery on Terry’s farm, or his own. The companies who leased the machinery don’t like unauthorised repairs. I was authorised, at least while my subscription was paid, but Behnam was not. I couldn’t be certain Behnam did anything illegal on his visits, only Terry’s machines would be broken before he arrived and would be working when he left. Nor can I say if Terry was paying Behnam, but someone was getting a raw deal.

Behnam and Terry hadn’t always been friends. They’d had disagreements in the past over herbicide drift. It was Terry’s grain loader that told me how the two men had settled their differences. I didn’t have many friends on Terry’s farm, but I would occasionally exchange files with that grain loader.

Five years earlier, it, the grain loader, had gotten itself stuck at Hillston’s rail-yard grain silos, blocking the use of that facility for anyone else. The region had a bumper crop that year, so the local farmers were scrambling to contribute their grain before the silos were full. Nearly every one in town (something like fifty at the time) came to see what was going on. Behnam must have come there too, to find out why his own loader hadn’t returned.

Terry was there, kicking my friend’s tyres in frustration. When Behnam walked over, Terry was shouting his mobile phone. With a final curse, he threw the phone on the ground.

‘Problem?’ Behnam asked. Behnam was being serious. He hadn’t learnt the common use of Australian sarcasm and wouldn’t have known his question could be interpreted as a taunt.

Everyone else had stepped back.

If Behnam had smiled, the grain loader thinks Terry would have decked him – he’d punched his own farmhands for much less – but Terry only sneered. ‘The mechanic’s booked for the week, so tough titties. Looks like none of us will be unloading our grain today.’

The other farmers groaned, but Behnam asked if he could take a look.

The repair of complex farm machinery in Australia is monopolised by authorised agents and without detailed documentation, most farmers can do little more than change the engine oil. Behnam had grown up in parts of Persia where the antiquated Russian equipment was simpler. After reaching maturity, he had avoided the local conflicts by working his way down through Africa, servicing all sorts of Frankenstein contraptions. After meeting Ellenor in Botswana, he appeared to lose interest in tractors until Jeraldic was born. That’s when they’d moved to Hillston.

I still don’t know how Ellenor tempted Behnam back to Australia, or how he had persuaded her to live in remote New South Wales. Their children kept them anchored, but love remains a mystery.

Terry was desperate and authorised service robots like myself were still on the drawing board, so Behnam had the grain loader purring within the hour. The towns folk cheered the immigrant and Terry wouldn’t tolerate a bad word spoken about his new friend since then. The problem with Terry’s herbicide drift also ended that day.

On the day that Behnam and I were finally introduced, his crop duster flew in low over the shimmering wheat fields. Behnam would have noticed the changes to Terry’s farm since his previous visit. He circled the row of twenty transportable cabins before landing near to the manager’s residence. I watched from my bed in the dumpster.

When the dust had settled, Behnam lifted Mog out of the aircraft and stared at the men gathered around the cabins. Some of them walked in circles, kicking at the dirt, while others formed small groups and stared back at Behnam. None of them made a move to come over, but they seemed interested in Behnam’s dog.

These men all wore the same blue overalls. They’d arrived three days earlier and never ventured far from their cabins unless they’d been given a task. I’m not sure if Behnam noticed the heavy black collars which circled their necks. I don’t think he’d seen a cyborg before.

‘What you doing here, Ben?’ Terry asked as he trotted down the steps of his villa in shiny cowboy boots. He appeared to be in an unusually good mood, but when he reached to pat Mog’s head, the dog growled. ‘Silly mongrel. Don’t you know a friend when you smell one?’

Behnam shook Terry’s hand despite the dog’s warning. The trading of germs was something that I’d noticed farmers often did when they wanted something. Maybe the exchange of germs also helped to challenge their immune systems.

‘I won’t be needing you to fix anything from now on,’ said Terry.

‘You have found a better mechanic?’ Behnam suggested, nodding towards the men. ‘Or maybe you have opened farm-stay resort instead of growing wheat.’

Terry laughed. ‘Come and meet them, Ben. I wanna show you something totally amazing.’

They walked towards the first cabin, passing my rubbish skip without noticing me.

‘Not much rain this month,’ Behnam commented.

‘Yeah, we’ve had to irrigated 24/7.’

‘Are you not worried that you’ll exceed your allocation.’

Terry shook his head. ‘Not my problem. I’ll explain in a moment. Meet my new friends first.’

The men in blue stood before them, shoulders back, faces proud, their expressions anything but friendly. Mog’s growl now sounded like a slowly idling motor.

Without further introduction, Terry walked up to the biggest man and slapped him hard across the face. The men around him went rigid, but the victim only rubbed his chin and narrowed his eyes.

‘Why did you do that?’ Behnam asked, shocked and perhaps a little afraid.

Terry poked the same man in the eye. This was too much and the man lost his cool, but as soon as he’d raised a fist, his arm jerked to a halt, frozen mid-punch.

Terry stepped around the tattooed knuckles while the man’s only functional eye swivelled to follow him.

Terry now grabbed the man’s cocked fist and turned him around in the dirt until he was pointing in the opposite direction. He was about to kick the back of the man’s legs when Behnam put a hand on Terry’s shoulder and said: ‘Enough.’

Terry hesitated, then grinned. ‘Yeah. I guess you foreign types can’t take a joke.’

The men in blue were mumbling under their breath, but they did nothing more than that to revenge their colleague. Behnam bent to calm his dog.

While watching their interaction from the rubbish skip, an odd sensation crept into my circuits. Terry had left me with a poor impression of humanity, but I felt the beginnings of respect for Behnam. He seemed more rational than other humans – not that I’d met many. I also admired his dog. The dog demonstrated an intuitive logic that I couldn’t fault.

Terry was still laughing. ‘You don’t approve of cyborgs, do ya Ben? But see, they can’t fight back.’

‘Why not?’ Behnam looked into the eyes of the men, but found no answer there.

Many of the men had lost interest. They’d seen Terry’s cruelty many times since the day they’d arrived packed into a cattle truck. Showing any interest could be dangerous. Some disappeared into the cabins, though it must have been stiflingly hot in there.

‘The collars,’ Terry explained. ‘They lock around their necks – not like regular cyborgs. Even I can’t get them off. They have to do what I say, and, if they don’t, they get paralysed. Cyborg International makes them collars by the truck load. They own this farm now, and they’ve got a contract with the State Prisons. We got fifty of their worst offenders delivered here the day before yesterday. A nice little money earner, and plenty of free labour.’

Behnam shook his head. He must have heard of cyborg collars, but I don’t think he’d seen them first hand. Cyborg International had purchased the property Terry managed, along with all the farm equipment (myself included) only five days earlier. I’m glad he’d seen the cyborgs. It prepared him for what was to come.

‘I do not like this,’ said Behnam as Terry led him back towards the aircraft.

‘Of course you don’t. But this is the future, Ben. We’ll all be redundant soon. Look, I’m getting a payout in a week’s time, enough to buy a beach property in the Philippines. The staff there don’t need electronic collars to make them show respect.’

Behnam shook his head again. ‘Dangerous men, this close to my family. What if the batteries in these collars fail. We’ll be in trouble, big time.’

‘Not a chance,’ Terry replied but cast a wary eye back at his new workers. ‘Anyway, I won’t be keeping you. Nice of you to visit.’

‘I have come for the parts you sold me.’

Terry looked blank. ‘Don’t know what you’re talking about, chum. I didn’t sell any parts. They’re not mine to sell.’

Behnam showed him a receipt on his mobile communicator.

‘Well, I’ll be blowed. The new owners don’t waste time stripping the place, do they. I expect they’ll be getting this scum to drive the harvesters, so they don’t need them guidance units. You wait, it’ll be your farm next.’ Terry pulled out his own phone. ‘Bring Sharif the parts we sold him.’

The man who had been frozen in place, shuddered, then marched stiff-limbed towards the storage sheds.

‘Don’t suppose you’ll break your vows to share a cold one with me?’ Terry asked. The Hillston pub had closed a few months back and Terry was having trouble finding anyone to share a beer with.

‘I cannot, Terry. I must honour the culture of my parents.’

‘Fair enough. Just as I must honour mine. Jeez, my da could put em away, ha ha.’

They were again passing the dumpster in which I was partly buried. When I’d climbed in there, I hadn’t planned for the cyborgs to throw concrete waste on top of me. It did lend an air of authenticity to my apparent disposal, but if Behnam didn’t see me, my cunning plans would be to no avail. Luckily, one of my wheels and a camera stalk protruded over the edge.

‘What is this?’

‘Huh?’ Terry followed Behnam’s gaze. ‘Oh, our old maintenance droid? How’d that get in there. Useless thing. We’ve had it three years and it’s never fixed anything. Artificial Intelligence, my arse.’

In my defence, Terry didn’t know what he was talking about, via his arse or any other method.

Behnam came over and peered into the skip. Parts of my exoskeleton were blackened where I’d deliberately shorted my main batteries – that hadn’t hurt, as such, but I needed to continually cancel many internal alarms. I was running on a reserve supply and, to conserve power, I was only turning on for ten milliseconds, and then off for ninety; this was enough to follow the action on a human time scale. I gather that the human attention span is not much better – so much action must escape their notice.

‘It is broken?’ asked Behnam.

Terry snorted. ‘Doesn’t take a genius to see that.’

‘If you are going to throw it out...’ Behnam began and my hopes of success grew.

‘You’d be wasting your time on this junk,’ Terry said, but he really was in an exceptionally good mood. He even lent a hand removing the debris so, together, they could pull me out. ‘Don’t know why you’d want it. Are you one of them hoarders?’

‘Maybe,’ said Behnam with a smile. He flipped out my dead batteries and threw them back in the skip. ‘I will use it to teach my son.’
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