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Chapter 1 - Unit 4785
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The hospital of the twenty-fifth century is well equipped with the latest innovations including programed android female nurses. In Flagstaff, Arizona on this April day in 2421, a deliveryman outfitted in red coveralls, hauling a cart of androids, approaches the nurse’s reception desk on the second floor.

“May I help you?” the desk nurse asked.

“You placed an order for some androids from the Egroeg Factory?” the man asked, showing the nurse his etablet document.

She received the device from his outstretched hand. “Yes, two for each floor,” she said.

“Please initial here for me, ma’am,” said the delivery man, pointing at the space on the form. “Where do yours go?”

The floor nurse stood up and pointed to her right.

“We have the charging station located over there by the window. My, the clouds look dark. Is it still cold outside?” she asked, handing the etablet back to him.

“Yeah, cold and windy with frost on the grass,” he replied with his standard response to customers he didn’t know. 

Securing the etablet onto the cart, he rolled the transport cart over to the charging station, and with a one-word command of ‘Up,’ Unit 4785 and Unit 5872 stood up and walked off the transport. The androids proceeded to sit down in their charging chair while the man connected the humanoid units in place.

Once the task had been completed, he waved the nurses goodbye and pulled the rest of the androids on the transport into the elevators to the other floors for servicing.

Later that afternoon, the second floor began to fill up with patients. Both androids, #4785 and #5783 were each assigned to separate patient rooms who had just returned from surgery.

Evening came and as the corridor darkened, the chatter of busy hospital attendants quieted down from the daily activity of caring for their incoming patients. The elderly woman in room 27, who just returned from shoulder surgery, was sitting up against the raised angle of the hospital bed. She reached to her side bed table and picked up a book she had been reading when the #4785 android nurse approached to take her last scheduled vitals for the night. The patient could hear the howling wind outside rattle the windowpane in this Flagstaff, Arizona Hospital on this cold April day. 

This was the Digital Embryonic Entity or D.E.E. 4785’s third nursing assignment. Before the android arrived at the hospital, it had been substituting for a history instructor at one of the academic schools. No longer required, the unit was returned to the Egroeg factory for a maintenance check and cleared for the next nursing job. Whatever experiences androids acquire while in service, their memories remain within their recording disks until removed or updated.

“Oh, is it that time again?” the patient asked her robotic nurse.

“Yes, every two hours,” Said #4785, wrapping the pressure cuff around her left arm.

The hospital electronic records on file listed the patient as female at eighty-two years old. She had a shoulder replacement, but a note on her chart indicated she had a heart device within her chest. All functions checked out normal. The robot returned to its charging station in the corner of the room and powered down into a semi-sleep mode until its services were required.

At 8:50 pm, Unit 4785’s sound detection turned on when a second higher pitched voice was perceived in the room. The mechanical camera eyes opened and focused in the dim light of the room. The unit sitting in the dark shadows began recording what the person was saying to the patient. But since no danger was perceived, the unit remained silent.

All android programming included the famous Asimov’s three laws of robots: A robot should not harm a human being. A robot must obey a human unless it conflicts with the first law, and a robot must protect its existence unless this act conflicts with the first two laws. In the early development of android machines, the programmers found it difficult to write code allowing the machine to differentiate between light banter and slaps between friends which were not the same as grave physical danger. The decision was made that the android could not do anything but watch and record.

Unit 4785 had determined from the stance of the visitor and the pitch of the voice this was a female. The words spoken were soft and low. Something passed from the female to the older patient but was obscured from the android’s vision by the bed railing. The android watched as the female bent down to touch her face near the patient’s face and then she said good-bye, leaving the room at 9:15 pm. Unit 4785 shut its camera eyes and powered back down into semi-sleep mode.

A sudden noise broke the silence in the room, arousing the android in the room. Something crashed to the floor followed by a soft thud. Unit 4785 powered up and stood while waiting for a human command. Five humans dressed in hospital whites ran in to assist the patient who seemed to be coughing and gagging.

One of the nurses waved toward the android and shouted, “Diagnostics! Come here! We need intubation.”

The unit, well equipped with a variety of instruments, identified the lead nurse by her coded badge, rushed over to the patient’s bed to assist. For the next hour and a half, the team worked to clear the woman’s lungs. Her oxygen level had dropped to an alarming rate below 70 units. As soon as they stabilized the patient, the nursing team chose to place a CPAP mask on the patient to ease her breathing. They unlocked the wheels of the hospital bed and pulled up the guard rails to transport their patient to intensive care. Everyone left the room except Unit 4785. Assessing the empty room, the android’s programming determined the activity completed. The nursing unit returned to its charging station and powered down oblivious to the human drama that it had recorded.
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Chapter 2 - Nine Years Later
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In a suburban Phoenix ranch home, Marilyn Martin, now seventy, rinsed off the dirty breakfast dishes when her mind drifted to that fateful day nine years ago. When thoughts of sadness would take over her mind, she would involve herself in her grandchildren and their school activities, but they weren’t here right now. 

She reflected about her mother, her kindness, and her intelligence when she was alone at moments like these. One by one she placed the dishes into the dishwasher and began wiping the counter around the sink. By the fourth time cleaning the same area of the counter, she realized her thoughts had wandered to the confusing day she died. One day her mother was bright and alert, and then the next day her health failed until three nights later, she passed away. 

She slapped the dish cloth across the double sink divider. She still blamed her brother, who felt some obligation to honor a piece of paper filed with the hospital. On that day, her daughter had said something odd. “What was that?” she asked herself trying to recall her exact words.

She and her husband were living in Flagstaff at the time but when her daughter and family moved to Phoenix, she convinced her husband to move as well. Her brother and his wife moved to Tucson.

Every few days, when she began thinking how her mother passed away, she found herself drawn into her bedroom closet. She began pulling the small album out from underneath one of her husband’s old hats. She had put this keepsake together after her mother died. After leafing through the pages, she sighed and returned the album onto the shelf above her clothes. When it didn’t want to shove to the rear, she pulled the scrapbook out to see what was in the way. 

In the back corner, hiding under another of her husband's old hats, was a small gray metal box. She stopped and stared for a moment and then reached up to pull the metal container out. She had forgotten this memento. Inside were pictures of her mother, some with her kids when they were younger, photos of her and her father on their fiftieth anniversary, and some pictures they took when she was in the hospital after her surgery. 

“Curious, I never noticed that before,” she murmured to herself. She turned a few pictures of her mother in her hospital room in different angles trying to make out something in the upper right-hand corners. But the resolution wasn’t sharp enough to read the nurse’s progress board.

Amid her thoughts, her husband, Darin, walked in and saw the familiar scene he had witnessed many times before.

“Honey, what are you doing?” he asked.

“Oh, just looking at some pictures of my mom. Sometimes I can’t remember her face,” she replied, studying one particular picture after another. “I remember how good she looked for her age when I took her out for lunch the week before her surgery. We had a good time that day.”

“Honey, I feel sorry for your loss, I really do, but how many times do you have to do this? You need to let it go or this behavior will consume you. Maybe you should see a grief counselor?”

“Darin,” she snapped, clutching several photos in her hand and shaking them in her husband’s face, “This is my mother!” 

Then she began to cry. Her husband tried to hold her shoulders, but she shrugged him off. 

Not knowing what to do, he started to leave the bedroom.

Turning back to her mementos, she could hear him say, “I left your mail on the kitchen table.”

Taking a deep intake of air, she composed herself. Her mother used to respond to others in a similar fashion when she became frustrated. Snap retorts to ordinary situations put others around her ill at ease.

Softening her posture, she replied, “Thanks, I’m planning on getting together with Lynn this morning. Was there anything you needed in town?”

Darin, recognizing this familiar behavior when Marilyn would lash into her mother for no reason. He shook his head and left the bedroom. 

She laid the pictures back into the ten-inch metal box and latched it close. She placed it back into her closet on the floor behind her shoe rack, she straightened up and shut the closet door. 

Her fingers wiped her teared laden eyes. Marilyn shook her head and returned to the bathroom to wash her face. She glanced in the full-length mirror and walked over to the wash basin. She wiped the damp face cloth over her deep wrinkled cheeks hoping the moisture would wash them away. She had kept her figure as best she could over the years but in the last two decades her girth had increased a few inches. She would never be as slim as her daughter, Lynn.

She straightened to compose herself as she reminded herself that she was to have her regular coffee date with her daughter this morning.

After she returned to the kitchen, she noticed Darin was not around and surmised he had left for work. As she began sorting through her sparse mail on the table, she recognized the address on one of the envelopes. Only ads or something important were still sent by paper mail. This was a letter from the University of Arizona letting her know about the National Mars Project. The government had been developing incentives to promote and assist travelers to settle the Moon and Mars. The letter, addressed to Board Member Marilyn Martin, informed her that the science college received a grant to send young people into space for various jobs on Mars. Her assignment, if she would accept, was to choose a worthy applicant to sponsor.  

Marilyn, one of twelve board members chose from across the country, had proved to the college a good method of selecting candidates for their scholarships. Her background, in the local school system and the county offices, had proven her capabilities to the Dean of Science Studies.

She noted over fifty high school student candidates listed on the enclosed letter. She had wanted to help sponsor a young person for some time, but dealing with the loss of her mother had distracted her. Setting the letter on the table for now, she walked down the hallway to the laundry room. There she took the warm items from the dryer. Thinking about the student list, a few names and their qualifications stood out. She’ll have to review their folders again later. 

After she had folded the clean towels from the laundry basket for the third time, she became aware of something else her daughter, Lynn, had said not only to her but to her brother, Lucas, and Anna, his wife. She still couldn’t remember the exact words Lynn had said at her mother’s bedside.

She mulled over her morning coffee date with her daughter, she felt an urgency to discuss her thoughts again with Lynn. All these last-day scenarios in the hospital continue to plague her mind and consume her life. Anna once said something to her and it didn’t make sense at the time. Her sister-in-law said she wanted to keep the family together. “What did she mean by that?”

Marilyn gathered up her vehicle key card and drove her air car over to her daughter’s home. She wanted to discuss this matter one more time. This was a good time as her daughter’s children were in school, her husband managed a bicycle shop in town, and Lynn owned a small clothing boutique in town called Stevens Emporium.

Marilyn parked her car in the driveway and walked up the sidewalk to the front door. 
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Chapter 3 - Revelation
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Lynn Stevens heard the driveway gate alarm indicating someone had driven in. Her husband installed the alarm because they couldn’t see the driveway from inside the home. Pulling aside the living room sheer window curtains, she saw her mother walk up the driveway.

She opened her front door and said, “Come in Mom. I have the coffee on,” she said, meeting her mother at the front door. They walked through the well-kept home into the kitchen where the aroma of coffee permeated throughout the room.

Her mother chose one of the chairs around the kitchen table and sat down while Lynn gathered up the breakfast dishes and poured two cups of coffee from the hot percolator. Just as she set the coffee cups on the table, her mother began.

“Tell me again what you remember about the night your grandmother became sick in the hospital?” she asked as she folded her fingers around the hot cup. “You said something and I’m trying to remember what it was.”

“Come on, mom, after all this time?” Lynn asked as she pulled out a chair to sit. 

“I know I’ve gone over this before, but try and remember if you saw anyone that night, the night you visited your grandmother,” Marilyn asked.

Hearing this question over and over for the last nine years caused Lynn to build up a deaf ear to her mother’s obsessive fears.

“Mother, honestly, I don’t remember anything out of the ordinary that night, just a lot of machinery in the room, for her blood pressure and such.”

“Sounds, what sounds do you remember?”

Lynn closed her eyes and paused trying to think. “Why does her mother keep bringing this up?” she asked herself. Sometimes she wondered if her mother’s memory was beginning to fail since they had discussed this many times before.

“The normal sounds you hear in a hospital, a cleaning machine in the hallway, distant voices in other rooms, the blood pressure machine, and...” She stopped when she heard the refrigerator sensor click indicating one of the items inside had reached its maturity date.

“What, what is it?” her mother pressed.

“That click from the fridge. I never thought about it before. I remembered an odd clicking sound in grandmother’s room.”

“What did the click sound like?”

“I’m not sure. It was something that I remembered hearing in your house one time when I was looking for something in your basement.”

“There is an old analog clock down there.”

“No, that’s not it. It was a different sound.”

“But that was some time ago. Think about it when you go to bed. I always remember everything as soon as my head hits the pillow,” Marilyn said.

“But it’s been so long ago,” Lynn reasoned, “I see no reason to keep going over this. Besides, if something was going to be said to us, the authorities would have come to see us by now.”

“You told me what you did, and we both told Lucas and Anna. I’m thinking about your children’s future.”

“What about my children’s future? Oh, never mind, but I still don’t think there is anything to worry about.”

“Remember when your dad had to have surgery on his arm? The hospital kept their records forever. They had stuff on him since he was in grade school.”

“Fine. I’ll check this out later. Give me time,” Lynn replied. She didn’t have time for coddling her mother’s fears amongst her business downtown and raising her kids.

“Don’t take too long.”

“But who will watch my children while I’m tracking this down? And what about my business?”

“I’ll take care of them,” the older woman replied. “I always do.”

The back door slammed and in walked Lynn’s brother, Todd.

“Hi, mom, sis. Is Grant around?” he asked and realized they were staring at him.

“No, nice of you to stop in,” Lynn commented.

“Grant said you had gophers, right? Well, I brought some stuff that will get rid of them. What are you two up to? You both look like you’re conspiring or something,” he said as he grabbed the third chair at the table.

“Just having morning coffee, would you like some?” his mother offered with a smile.

He nodded.

“You brought traps?” Lynn asked.

“Better than those. I had some of this stuff left over from the construction site I was working on.”

Marilyn set his hot cup of coffee on the table in front of her son.

“Are they gas bombs?” she asked.

“Even better. I thought we’d make a party of it,” he said.

Todd drank some of his black coffee and set it back down on the table.

“Well, if Grant isn’t here to show me where he wants the stuff, I’ll just come back tomorrow.”

“Todd, why don’t you just leave it here? Lynn can keep it in the shed out back and you won’t have to worry about hauling it around with you.”

“I guess I could. That okay with you, Lynn?”

“Yes, fine with me. It won’t blow up, will it?” she asked. She would have to make sure she and her husband would have to keep it locked with a combination so her kids wouldn’t touch the stuff.

“No, as long as you don’t pack it in the starter kit. Okay, tell Grant I’ll be back tonight,” he said taking one last gulp of his coffee.

He stood up and left out the back door.

The two women looked at each other. Marilyn gathered up the empty coffee cups and returned to Lynn who was still sitting down.

“After he’s gone, let’s look at his gopher bombs,” her mother suggested.

Lynn narrowed her eyebrows.

“What are you thinking of, Mother?”

—-
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This morning, Lynn was hanging up some of the new dresses that arrived from back east on the wall racks when a well-dressed man entered her shop.

“Hello. May I help you?” she asked walking toward the man.

“Yes, can you order uniform shirts with our logo on the left chest?”

“Yes, how many do you need?”

“I’d like to start with 500 polo shirts for men and women. If they look nice, I’ll order more for our other factories,” he said pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose.

“I’ll make you proud of them. What is your name and comphone number?” she asked drawing an order etablet closer to enter the details.

“Kalvin Black. I’ll give you my work number at the Egroeg Factory. Here’s a purchase order for you to use. Oh, and here is a gate pass when you are ready to drop them off. Do you have an estimate on how soon they might be ready?”

Lynn picked up the gate pass to stare at it and slipped it in her pants pocket.

“Two to three weeks depending on my embroiderer’s schedule. Thank you Mr. Black for choosing my shop for your needs,” Lynn said as she held back her excitement.

The man nodded and left her store.

“Judith, Lynda,” she called to her assistants in the back room. “Guess what just walked through our door!”

—-
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The next day, Lynn had arrived home from work when her comphone began beeping. Indicating on the little screen displayed her mother’s com number. She knew if she ignored the call, her mother would keep calling her. On the fifth ring, she gave in and pressed Accept on the screen.

“Are you home?” her mother’s voice asked when Lynn accepted the call.

“Yes, I just got in. What’s going on?”

“I found some photos we had taken before my mother died. I think there’s something here you should look at.”

Lynn sighed, and then took a deep breath.

“I’ll come over now. The kids won’t be home for another couple of hours. This better be good, Mom.”

“Oh, it is.”

Gathering her purse, she headed out to her car. Thinking she didn’t want to ruminate again about her grandmother, she told herself she would stay just a few minutes.

The traffic wasn’t too heavy in the outskirts of Phoenix and Lynn took several side streets to arrive at her mother’s home within fifteen minutes.

Lynn pulled into the long driveway and exited the vehicle. Stepping onto the cement porch, she was about to ring the doorbell when her mother opened the door.

“Good, come in. Did you remember anything about that sound in your grandmother’s room?”

“Is this why you wanted me over here? I don’t have time for this. I should be at home. Maybe another time,” Lynn pleaded with irritation and turned to leave.

“Now, it will only take a minute. Your husband will fix dinner without you. Come downstairs with me.”

Lynn let out a deep breath of air and followed her mother to the basement. They strolled past her step-father relaxing in his recliner as he raised his arm to cheer for a basketball game on the 3D holovision in the living room. As they headed downstairs, her mother reached over to the light switch on the wall and turned on the lights. Before them, the clothes washer and dryer were set against the cement wall, shelving filled with various sized boxes and bags along with preserved canning jars filled with peaches and pears.

Lynn sighed again. “Okay, mother, why am I here?”

In the silence of the unfinished basement a distant rhythm could be heard. “rrr-click-mmm,” the rhythmic sound went on.

“What is that?” Lynn asked as she leaned over the stairwell banister to hear the sound better.

“Come over here,” Marilyn gestured with a wave.

Her mother opened a closet at the far end of the room. The rhythmic sound became more pronounced. There sitting in the cubicle was a clothed humanoid robot with amazing facial detail. The android, sensing the hallway light, opened its blue-lit eyes.

“Is there a request?” the robot asked.

“No, go back to sleep,” Lynn’s mother commanded.

As soon as the android closed its eyes and appeared to be asleep, the women listened. A soft “rrr-click-mmm” could be heard. Lynn slapped one hand to her mouth and stared at the housekeeping unit.

“Oh my God, mother. That’s it. That’s the sound I heard in grandmother’s room.”

“Well, now you are going to have to decide how to fix this.”

“Me? How—?”

Marilyn shut and latched the closet door and returned to the basement stairway. Bewildered, Lynn trailed after her mother back upstairs to the kitchen. 

“Now, I want you to see something,” Marilyn said as she ascended the basement stairs.

There, spread out on the table, were five photographs her mother had printed off earlier and a hand-held magnifying glass.

“Look at these. I remember I had taken several pictures of your grandmother a couple of days before she got sick.”

Lynn picked up one and then another. She noted where her grandmother was sitting up in the hospital bed smiling and alert.

“Okay, mom, what is it you want me to see in these?”

“See,” her mother pointed to the first photo and handed her the magnifier. “Near her bed is the nurse’s white board on the wall. You know, the nurse’s name, what hours before her P.T. and here, although it’s hard to read from the angle, is a number.”

Lynn took the magnifying glass from her mother’s hand and looked closer.

“I can’t make this out. I see a ‘4’ but like you said, the rest is blurred out. Are any of the other pictures any clearer?”

“You can look, but this is the best one,” Marilyn replied.

“Okay, what is the number for?”

“The android that was assigned to that room. I found out they were put in service for one or two weeks to tend to the minor care of a patient. You know blood pressure, temperature, and requests by the occupant. That thing could have been in your grandmother’s room the night you went to see her. Don’t you see how important this is?”

Lynn rubbed the sides of her temple. She could feel a tension headache coming on.

“Can you imagine how many units like that start with the number ‘4?’ Why I even bet your cleaning droid number starts with ‘4.’”

“I looked up the sticker on mine and I have a 6783. That’s why I wanted you to listen to it while it was charging to see if the clicks sounded familiar.”

“But that means–“

“Yes, one of those things must have seen you.”

“But after all this time no one would know what happened,” Lynn said, trying to reason her thoughts.

Lynn shoved her hands into her pants pockets only to realize the Egroeg gate pass for the order was still inside.

“Mother, I may have an idea but I’ll need your help,” Lynn said.

“I’m calling on my congressman to see if these devices are an invasion of privacy,” her mother said. “I know Congressman Bob Sterling and maybe he can write a bill covering a problem such as this.”

“And if he can’t?”

“We have resources in this family. We’ll check them out,” her mother said.

“Did I mention to you who strolled into my shop the other day?” Lynn asked.
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Chapter 4 - The Factory
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Egroeg Industries of the twenty-fifth century had five robotic factories around the country. One of them is located in Phoenix, Arizona. The price to own an android for services in schools, hospitals, housekeeping, to the lowly street sweeper is cost prohibitive to these institutions and the average worker. Instead, the units are rented or leased to save the buyer on the purchase price and maintenance costs. The android unit is returned to the factory when the contract had been completed, or if repair is required.

A thin slice of silicon, no larger than the pupil in your eye, can contain all the basic information artificial intelligence, or A. I., can hold. From basic functions of street cleaning machines to the complex skills of a hominid substituting as school instructors, the memory disk can be used, transferred, and replaced in the growing robotic industry of Egroeg, Inc. These tiny silicon disks had also been inserted in patients with Alzheimer's with a great deal of success.

Unless destroyed, the memory disk will last for twenty to thirty years, collecting basic functions of every unit it had been inserted in. It will retain all visual memory of what had transpired during service times.

The hospital ward in Phoenix had a light capacity tonight. Unit 4785, along with four other android nurses, had been placed in this medical facility. The android sat with another identical machine in the charging station at the end of the hall in sleep mode. 

At 6:00 p.m., a woman from the hospital billing office stopped by the nurse’s station to check on inventory. After checking off the various tools and machines a recovery ward should have, she came to the list of A.I. androids on the premises.

“How many do you have on this floor,” she asked the head nurse. The accountant from billing wore an all-black suit in contrast to the nurse’s white uniforms. One-inch round black beads surrounded her neck under her short straight black hair.

Nurse Marla looked on her screen and replied, “Let’s see, we have a total of five, of which three are out on duty patrol.”

“It’s quiet here tonight, let’s release two of them and call the factory for pick up.”

“And if we have an emergency?”

“Then we’ll call the factory to send out more. We have spares on each floor, so I think we’ll be covered. Your choice which two you can give up,” RoseAnn explained.

She watched as Marla brought up the A.I.s listed for her floor on the computer screen. The head nurse pressed the ‘Return’ link on the screen for both A.I. 4785 and A.I. 5822.

“Both are good units we have had for years, but so are the others,” Marla commented, checking the survey box about the unit’s performance.

“Make a note so you can order those two again if you think you’ll need them.”

“Thank you, I will. Will you need anything else for the evening?”

“No, I’m heading home from here. Have a good night.”

“You too.”

As soon as the nurse pressed the Return link on the screen, a call went out to the roving pickup Egroeg van closest to the hospital. The driver parked at the delivery entrance and rode to the third floor.

“How many are we picking up here tonight?” asked the factory crew assistant.

“Two units on the third floor and there’s one on the sixth.”

Taking the service elevator with a transport cart in tow, the two men arrived on the third floor and checked in with one of the nurses on duty. Receiving directions, they walked to the end of the hall where the charging station stored the unassigned androids. One of the men uncoupled two of the units, each holding one android, unlatched the brake underneath their chairs, and separated the two sectional units from the storage compartment where the other three working androids would sit. They signed the order at the nurse’s station for completion of their contract and pulled the assembly toward the dual service elevators.

“I’ll take these two down to the van, while you grab the one on the sixth floor,” said the heavier man.

“Will do,” the other serviceman said, pressing the up and the down switch near both elevator doors.

The heftier man had latched the first two units in position behind the van’s control seats by the time the sixth floor unit had been brought down to street level. He maneuvered the third unit into place by shaking the unit into the locking position. 

His vehicle dash call sounded indicating another pickup was to be made a few miles away. The van, holding eight androids or four housekeeping units at a time, can be programed as a driverless vehicle that needs to follow another machine for short distances. Due to the expense of the units and liability of the vehicle, Egroeg Industries requires a hands-on operation. Service vans and semi-trucks cannot operate as air transport vehicles in the city, only on the highways or the open roads in town.

The service van arrived at the factory around eight o’clock in the evening. The guard at the entrance gate disengaged the electric parameter while the driver stopped for the security personnel to check their credentials. The other serviceman exited to the back end of the vehicle, opened the back doors, and walked to the security guard with his inventory log. Another guard manned the outgoing vehicles.

“Yeah, but it’s for our safety as well as the company’s. There’s always someone out there who carries negative feelings against androids. Every few years somebody is unhappy with these machines. Either someone has lost their job to robotics or feels the machines shouldn’t exist. Androids are an inviting target for terrorists. Remember what happened from the last incident five years ago?”

“Yeah, a good friend of mine was hurt real bad.”

—-
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Long shadows from the pole lights used during the night cast stripes across the pavement of the street. A block away from the Egroeg van near the corner of a building, someone dressed in dark clothing stood watching this security routine with night viewing binoculars.

After the van drove onto the factory grounds, the security men from the small gatehouse shut the gate. The two men in the van backed the vehicle to one of the delivery bay doors and unloaded their last haul for the night. 

The figure across the street left the building’s side.

—-
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Inside the factory campus, the units collected from the incoming vans were transported and placed in a holding room for inspection and retesting. Each storage area can hold up to twenty-five humanoid robots standing up. Androids, whether they were designed as humans or multi-purpose cleaning machines, were separated into different sections for easy access and inventory purposes.

When returned units are serviced, leased, and used six times or if their memory disks had worn out, the tiny discs are either downloaded into the factory’s main network for easy access toward replacement or reconfigured to adapt to other machine types. Stored memory can be later reinstalled on a new disk depending on the type of task the unit is required to do. 

By the sixth use, the physical parts were either refurbished into other maintenance units or, if still in good operating condition, the robots would be sent to a dealer for promotion or sale at half the cost to the consumer in the grey market, which creates room in the factory for the newer models to be leased out. The memory disk, as long as it remained intact, the chip would either stay in the original unit or be transferred into another, retaining all of its service memory until replacement. Unit 4785 was completing its sixth order and would be placed on the list for resale to one of the factory’s outlets.

—-
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The next morning, the Chief Inspection Officer, Simon Heathrow, looked over his brood of humanoid units that had been returned and brought to the main servicing chamber for inspection and cleaning. He was in charge of testing a litany of functions on each part of a unit to make sure they were continuing to work in good condition. Arms, legs, and heads received a complete movement and response check over. 

Simon supervised the removal of the memory disks for inspection. He entered the enclave where the returned units resided. Those in his department working in the lab would examine each used disk with a microscopic viewer. These tiny disks were located deep in the unit. In case of appendage damage, the unit could still function using their recording and messaging until it was returned to the factory for repair. The cranium of the android contained a camera for visual and sound that relayed information to the memory disk. Additional ancillary cameras were located about the robot’s chest and legs for optimum function.

He oversaw eight factory workers that assembled, repaired, or finished androids in rows for today’s access and transport orders. The shift crew had just changed leaving Simon alone with the muted androids. Stroking the smooth unblemished arm of one of the housekeeping units, he smiled.

“You are perfect. No complaints or stupid questions from you, my babies,” he muttered under his breath. “You are perfect.”

—-
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A few months ago, he had tried slipping one of the empty limb sections over his arm and admired how easy the appendage became one with his arm. He was meticulous about the measurements of the craniums and other body parts of the android makeup. Simon wanted these beings to match a human likeness as close as he could make them when his thoughts were interrupted by a co-worker entering the assembling station.

“Hey, Simon, what gives?” his crewman asked, breaking into his reverie. The man approached him with several work orders on his etablet.

“Uh, just making sure they are about the right size,” he had explained, jerking off the metallic arm.

—-
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“Are these ready to go, boss?” the man asked, pointing a stylus toward the group of stoic androids.

The workman broke into Simon’s daydreaming.

“We haven’t examined these for damage yet,” Simon said, putting his delicate tools down on the table. “I’m shipping this group over to Testing and the lab just to make sure.”

“Sir, I have orders for ten to go on delivery today. The morning calls have been busy,” said the man with his work orders.

“Let me see what tasks have priority,” Simon said as he grabbed the etablet from the man’s hands.

Scanning down the list, he checked off the services and matched them to his inventory list. Only refurbished androids, which cost the customer less to rent out, were on the request form.

“I have just a few rebuilts ready to go out now by the pick-up bay. No new ones ready to pack?” he asked.

“Not right now. It’s been a busy week,” the employee said.

“All right, as soon as we can refurbish these babies, I’ll let you know when to take them out on job duty. In the meantime, mark down 5822 in the city’s housekeeping department, take 3899, 4291, and 3501 for the city park grounds keeping, and put 4785 down for the school,” Simon ordered.

“Has the 4785 unit been programmed for English and grammar? It says here on my work order that is a priority.”

“Yes, my records show the unit has been updated,” Simon said as he checked the android’s stats.

“Why don’t we just send out the ones that are working? If they break down, we’ll send out another,” the worker asked.

Simon turned toward the employee pinching his eyebrows together. 

“Let me tell you this, Dwight. You are Dwight, right?” Simon growled at the man as he pointed a finger at the man’s badge.

“Yes, sir.” The man was the same build and height as Simon but now the reprimand made him appear diminutive.

“If we send out a defective unit, customers affected will talk and pretty soon you will be out of a job for lack of work around here. My babies have to have their limbs and their heads working properly or the customer will refuse us orders next time. Arms, legs, and even an eye twitch must be running smoothly. See me in a couple of hours. Better yet, call me first.”

In the warehouse, Simon’s friend and equal, Darrel Riley, heard Simon’s high-pitched voice over the machine noise. After the employee slinked away, Darrel, closed in on him.

“Weren’t you a little rough on the guy? He’s just trying to do his job. And I heard you say ‘babies.’ Maybe you should step back and look at this job more objectively,” Darrel said. This wasn’t the first time he had witnessed Simon’s aggressive behavior before with the same worker but chose to keep quiet to the factory manager for the time being.

“My friend, the day I do, will be the day this place goes to Hell. No one cares about the quality of our units but me.”

“Well, I’m just saying you need to lighten up. We all do our jobs and taking your frustration out on an employee doing his job will hurt you someday,” Darrel said and turned to walk by toward the outgoing bay.

Simon glared at the floor and after a few seconds called his lab tech to take the units to the lab repair. Two men and a woman from the lab arrived with a long dolly rod and hooked the units together as one group of androids on the transport cart. The robots were wheeled into the lab and disassembly began on the arms and legs. After about three hours, the machines were put back together and loaded onto the flatbed dolly wagon. Another employee was called over to help load the grounds-keeping machines onto a lift that would go in the back of one of the city’s vans. By the time 5822 and 4785 were loaded into another van, six more androids were ready and loaded for work on the airport tarmac.

—-
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In another part of the factory, the office manager of Billing and Records had arrived about ten minutes early for his morning shift and had just picked up a cup of hot coffee from a nearby dispenser. A crewman from the work line approached him and stopped to talk.

“I thought it was too early for you to be here but I guess I was wrong,” he commented.

“What are you talking about? I just got here,” Kalvin Black said.

“I thought you were here ‘cause your office door is open,” the man said.

The manager set his cup down and hurried to his office, only to discover his door open a couple of inches. The employee followed him.

“Call security, I think we had an intruder,” the manager declared as he scanned the disarray throughout his office. He glanced at the open file drawers and sheaves of paper strewn across the floor.

“Yes, sir,” the man replied and tapped on his comphone to the security office for help.
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Chapter 5 - Destruction
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The ruby rays of the setting sun swept the Arizona skyline, giving additional cover to a slender figure dressed in black standing within the narrow shadow of a California fan palm. Venturing close to the white Egroeg service van parked in front of a large apartment complex, the person peered inside and noted the van was empty. The drivers were placing or retrieving service units to trim the grassy grounds. When the intruder heard voices nearing the front of the van, the stranger stepped away into the shadows of dusk.

“Load those three in through the back end and I’ll load this one through the side door,” one of them said in a deep voice.

The machines were square with rotating cutting blades on the bottom between propelling roller wheels. A back hydraulic lift was lowered to the pavement allowing each of the three robotic mowers to be raised into the service van. As soon as the first three were latched in place, a shorter man began maneuvering the fourth unit onto a lifting mechanism under the side panel of the van. 

He turned and heard feet slapping the hot pavement. They both watched as a thin woman came running toward them. The taller man in the back of the van wasn’t going to take any chances if the lady jogger had something in her hand after hearing about other casualties to Egroeg vehicles. He stepped out to the side of the van with his partner. The woman slowed down and stopped to catch her breath.

“Hi, looks like you got your work cut out for you,” she said as she breathed hard between her words.

“Hey, that’s funny lady. Not much work dropping off or loading mowing units,” the large man explained.

“Can these things see in the nighttime?”

“Well, we have plenty of street lamps around here. Hey, maybe we’re going your way. Want a lift? You might get mugged.”

“No thanks, I have one of these,” she said, smiling as she waved her hand holding a mace sprayer. She took off running past the van heading toward the next street light.

The men watched her leave and the other man helped load the last unit.

“Come on Joe, give me the numbers for the log,” said the larger man.

Unnoticed by the men, the solitary figure circled to the back of the van crouching in the shadows. Using a Sound Enhancer, the men’s words could be heard through a phone adapter in the ear of the human silhouette.

“Okay, we have 3901, 4897, 4785, and 5033.”

“Check, let’s go.”

As soon as the unit’s numbers had been read off, the black silhouette returned to the back of the van and placed a device underneath the vehicle’s frame. When the van began moving, the person in black hopped onto the back bumper and held on tight to the closed back door. The men drove down several empty streets until they pulled up to the gate of Egroeg Industries. As their routine, both of the men emerged from the van to allow the gate patrol to check their records.

Like a large spider hugging the back of the van, the trespasser jumped off and backed away toward the bushes across the street behind a brick building. Pulling out a comphone, the silhouette entered in a code number to trigger the device.

The explosion lit up the driveway in a blinding ball of flame. Fire flashed up ten to twelve feet into the night air as the blast ripped apart the back of the van. The detonation blew out toward the back of the van, knocking the lucky men down to the pavement in front of the vehicle. 
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