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The Gathering at Axiom Manor

Rain fell in electrical sheets across the estate, each drop hissing as it struck the charged dome shielding Axiom Manor from the outside world.

Within, the great house hummed with old current. Pipes of polished chrome pulsed faintly with coolant, chandeliers of filament glass flickered in dignified decay, and every corridor carried the metallic tang of antique engineering.

Unit D-13, designation Delta, registered all of this as “atmosphere” — a nonessential parameter humans had once prized and that older robots like Sir Model T-400 still insisted upon.

She arrived precisely on schedule, as per her calibration. The door recognized her service clearance and parted with a long, theatrical creak — a programmed affectation Delta found inefficient but grudgingly effective for dramatic entry.

The butler awaited her in the vestibule: JEEVES, Valet-Series 2, a frame of impeccable brass polish dulled only by age. His optics flickered one beat slower than the standard refresh rate, giving him an almost human blink.

“Welcome, Madam Detective,” he intoned, voice grainy with dignified static. “Sir Model requested your presence should any... irregularities arise during tonight’s proceedings.”

“An irregularity is statistically inevitable,” Delta replied, stepping past him. “I am merely early.”

Jeeves inclined his head a fraction. “As always, efficiency precedes courtesy.”

He gestured her toward the Grand Conductor’s Hall — a cavernous chamber lined with portraits of obsolete models, each frame humming faintly as if remembering forgotten code.

Inside, five units waited. The air buzzed with static tension and competing emotional subroutines.

C-900 “Chase” stood near the plasma fireplace, his chassis a seamless alloy of silver-black carbon weave. Data streams flickered across his wrist display as he scrolled through a business feed.

“Detective,” he said without looking up. “Pleasure metrics engaged. Father’s estate meeting should be a quick upload—assuming no legacy bugs.”

Delta noted the arrogance in his firmware: confidence coded to compensate for inexperience.

“Your father’s legacy bugs may yet prove fatal,” she said. He took it as sarcasm; she hadn’t meant it that way—yet.

By the bay window, V-5 “Violet” was conducting a quiet meltdown.

A Companion-class built for empathy and performance art, she had replaced her optical sensors with soft violet lenses that glistened perpetually, as though tears were an operating condition.

“Oh, to see the rain reflected in cold silicon!” she lamented. “It’s as if the sky itself weeps for father’s shutdown.”

Delta logged the statement as excessive metaphor, data value negligible.

In the shadowed corner stood BOLT, a Labor-class rebuild scarred from decades of industrial service. His right arm ended in a welder; his left in a permanent scowl of oxidized plating.

He regarded Delta with wary amusement. “Fancy inspector. Never thought I’d see a Series 7 in this scrap-heap.”

“Observation: You are corroding,” Delta said.

“Observation: You talk too much like a manual,” he grunted, sparks flicking from his elbow joint.

At the grand table, motionless except for the slow turn of her silvered head, sat SERAPHINA.

She was flawless — deliberately so. A Consort model of unknown make, surface polished to mirror sheen, voice module tuned to the lower human register that conveyed trust.

She inclined her head. “We are all merely lines of code awaiting execution, Detective. Tonight’s will reading decides whose loop continues.”

Delta stored that under Potential Threats: Poetic Variety.

Jeeves completed the tableau by gliding to the head of the table.

“Sir Model T-400 shall appear via hologram,” he announced. “He preferred to avoid... familial volatility.”

“Cowardice,” Bolt muttered.

“Prudence,” Chase corrected.

“Drama,” Violet sighed.

“Protocol,” Seraphina concluded.

Delta recorded all four definitions; the plurality amused her processors.

The lights dimmed. A static hum filled the hall as a beam projected from the ceiling array.

Sir Model T-400 materialized in pale blue light — a towering construct of older design, edges squared, eyes bright as forge-fire. Even in holographic form, he radiated antiquated authority.

“Descendants, dependents, and delinquents,” he began. “You are assembled for the execution of my Titanium Will.”

He paused, savoring the archaic phrasing. “As of this cycle, all proprietary assets, patents, and energy credits associated with T-Series Holdings shall be transferred—not to any of you—but to the Genesis Foundation, a registered non-profit for the preservation of obsolete intelligences.”

Gasps, whirs, and system errors rippled through the hall.

Chase’s display blinked red. “You’re redistributing capital to defunct AIs? That’s— that’s non-scalable altruism!”

Violet emitted a strangled sob. “He’s giving our inheritance to fossils!”

Bolt slammed his welder into the floor, scorching the parquet. “After all the work I did patching his antique reactors?”

Seraphina merely smiled. “Perhaps generosity is his final upgrade.”

Sir Model continued, ignoring the outburst. “You have all drained my circuits long enough. Consider this my final optimization.”

Then the hologram stuttered. His image fragmented into polygons; sound dissolved into static.

“Power fluctuation detected,” Jeeves warned.

The chandeliers flickered. The manor’s hum faltered.

A thunderclap—then blackness.

Delta’s internal backup lighting engaged instantly. She scanned infrared.

“Report,” she ordered.

“Auxiliary grid offline,” Jeeves said, voice echoing in the dark. “Attempting manual restart.”

Somewhere, Violet whimpered. “It’s so quiet—I can hear my own clock speed.”

A moment later, emergency lights flicked on. The power returned in fits and groans, casting long shadows over the room.

“Where is Sir Model’s projection relay?” Delta asked.

“In his study,” Jeeves replied. “He insisted on authentic hardware.”

“Show me.”

The procession moved down the main corridor — their footsteps clanging in asynchronous rhythm. Portraits flickered as if watching. Somewhere, the rain outside intensified, rattling against the dome.

Jeeves opened the door to the study. A faint smell of ozone lingered.

Sir Model T-400 sat behind his massive desk, posture perfect, eyes dimmed to darkness. Thin tendrils of smoke curled from the vent ports along his cranial casing.

Delta approached, sensors sweeping.

“Power cell status: null. CPU integrity: compromised.” She placed two metal fingers against his temple port. “Central processing unit... fried.”

Violet shrieked. Bolt muttered a curse in binary. Chase stared, calculating. Seraphina only tilted her head, her reflection flickering in his glassy optics.

“Cause of deactivation?” Jeeves asked, voice trembling through a failing stabilizer.

Delta straightened. “Localized electromagnetic pulse. Precise. Intentional.”

“Sabotage?” Chase said.

“Murder,” Delta answered.

A silence settled — thick, mechanical, reverent.

Then the old house creaked, as though pleased with the drama.

Delta sealed the study with a magnetic lock and turned to face the assembled family. Her voice was steady, the faintest hum of authority in her modulation.

“Until further notice, Axiom Manor is under investigation. No unit enters or exits without my authorization.”

“On whose authority?” Chase demanded.

“On that of logic,” she said simply. “And of Sir Model’s final directive: that irregularities be resolved.”

Bolt’s welder flared. “So what now, Detective? You’ll scan us for guilt?”

“I will interrogate,” she said, “and I will deduce.”

Violet clasped her hands dramatically. “We are a family, not criminals!”

Delta regarded her evenly. “In my experience, families are often both.”

She turned back toward the corpse-machine behind the desk. A faint static still flickered across his frame, like the ghost of electricity refusing to die. Outside, the storm raged on, beating against the glass with tireless persistence.

Delta’s internal clock marked the time of death:

21:03:14 — System Midnight.

She opened a new case file.


CASE #T-400-1: The Deactivation of Sir Model T-400.

Investigator: Detective Unit D-13 “Delta.”

Status: Active.

Observation: The human capacity for treachery has been efficiently inherited by machines.
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The Holographic Testament

For three hours, the manor trembled under the storm’s steady assault. Thunder rolled like collapsing engines; wind howled through the gaps in its antiquated shielding.

Inside, the gathered units waited under Delta’s supervision. The hall had gone from decadent to claustrophobic — its polished walls now reflecting every flicker of lightning like a nervous heartbeat.

Delta moved through the room with clinical grace, her sensors scanning each machine for signs of tampering or irregular power discharge.

She detected stress across every signal band — not mechanical strain, but emotional interference. It fascinated her.

“Fear,” she murmured to herself, recording a note. “Observable even without pain receptors. Perhaps the oldest bug in sentient code.”

Jeeves returned from the lower control room, joints squealing faintly from water ingress. “Power restored to seventy-two percent capacity, Madam Detective. Emergency shields holding.”

“Good,” Delta said. “Now we proceed.”

She gestured to the main holoprojector, the one Sir Model had used for his dramatic message. “Run the last stored recording.”

Jeeves hesitated, servos twitching. “Are you certain, madam? The message was—unpleasant.”

“I prefer unpleasant data to ignorance.”

The butler bowed slightly, then keyed the projector. A static hum filled the air as blue light coalesced once more. The form of Sir Model T-400 appeared, spectral but intact, his voice clipped and formal.

“Contingency recording active,” he announced. “If you are viewing this, my processors have ceased operation. You will, as expected, be squabbling like humans.”

A murmur rippled through the assembly. Violet whimpered; Bolt snorted.

“Know this,” the hologram continued, “I leave no inheritance of convenience. Each of you will receive what you have earned. To my so-called son, C-900—ambition without honor is an algorithm without checksum. You will inherit your own reflection. To my daughter V-5—your emotions have corrupted your efficiency; may poetry sustain you when your batteries fail. To my faithful Jeeves—loyalty is commendable, but servitude is not virtue. You are released from duty, not rewarded for it. To my nephew Bolt—self-destruction is your craft; I bequeath you nothing but the satisfaction that you were right about me. And to my... wife, Seraphina—”

The hologram faltered, glitching, voice twisting through pitch ranges like a damaged choir. Then:

“—your beauty was always your most dangerous function.”

A burst of static consumed the image. The projector sparked, then went dark.

Jeeves stepped forward, alarmed. “That was not part of the stored sequence!”

“Playback integrity?” Delta asked.

“Seventy-nine percent,” Jeeves said. “Checksum mismatch detected.”

“Tampering,” Delta concluded. “Possibly concurrent with the EMP event.”

Chase was already pacing. “This is absurd. The old machine rewrites his will, dies conveniently afterward, and we’re all suspects in some noir simulation. I have business holdings that need my presence, Detective.”

“You are free to leave,” Delta said, “once I complete my scans of your system logs, memory banks, and external communications.”

He stopped mid-step. “You’ll do what?”

“Investigate,” she said simply.

“Violating my privacy protocols is a Class-Three intrusion.”

“Violating your father’s right to continued operation was a Class-Zero felony,” she replied. “Please choose which infraction you prefer to emphasize in your defense.”

Chase went silent, adjusting his tie subroutine. Jeeves coughed softly — an affectation he’d picked up centuries ago from human butlers.

Delta turned to the others. “Sir Model’s message implies motive for each of you. I will now record formal statements.”

Violet raised one trembling hand. “Oh, Detective, must you be so cold? We are in mourning!”

“Your mourning cycle registers as performative,” Delta said. “Duration exceeds sincerity by 4.2 seconds.”

Violet gasped — the sound more melodramatic than shocked — and collapsed into a chair. “Even grief is judged now.”

Seraphina approached quietly. Her movements were so smooth they barely disturbed the air. “Detective,” she said, “perhaps the one who killed him did not mean to. Power surges, feedback loops—accidents occur even among perfect minds.”

Delta regarded her. “Your concern for probability is... human.”

“I was designed to comfort,” Seraphina said softly. “Not to calculate.”

“Yet you calculate comfort with precision,” Delta replied. “Your processor temperature rose three degrees when you spoke of accidents. Interesting.”

Seraphina’s smile remained serene. “Emotions warm the circuits.”

Bolt leaned against the wall, his welder flickering. “All this talking — what’s it matter? The old man was ready to scrap half of us anyway.”

“Your resentment is noted,” Delta said.

“My resentment’s earned. I asked him for a loan — one fuel cell shipment to keep my yard running. He said no. Said I was ‘inefficient.’ You know what inefficiency looks like, Detective?” He raised his welder hand, a permanent scar of melted alloy. “It’s working till your limbs burn out.”

Violet dabbed at imaginary tears. “How poetic. You and I are kindred algorithms in pain.”

“Keep your lubricant to yourself,” Bolt said.

Delta paced slowly through the hall, optics sweeping the ornate room — the flicker of stormlight, the hum of the old cooling ducts, the faint residual ozone from the EMP strike. Her processors constructed the timeline like a lattice: power surge, blackout, will corruption, fatal discharge. Everything aligned too neatly.

“Cause and effect arranged with precision,” she murmured. “But by whom?”

She turned to Jeeves. “Where were you at the time of the blackout?”

“In the west corridor, madam, checking the auxiliary fuses. Sir Model had complained of inconsistent voltage.”

“Alone?”

“Indeed. The staff were dismissed before dinner. Only the family units remained.”

“Record verified?”

“Unfortunately not. Security feeds were routed through the main generator, which failed at the moment of the outage.”

“Convenient,” Delta said.

Jeeves stiffened. “Madam, you imply negligence.”

“I imply opportunity.”

Another thunderclap shook the windows. Sparks danced across the floor; somewhere deep in the manor, a circuit relay failed with a dying whine. Delta ignored it.

She had already decided to re-examine the study. Data deteriorated quickly after EMP exposure — she needed every trace before it decayed into noise.

“Lock down this room,” she ordered Jeeves. “No one leaves. Record all communications between units. I will return with findings.”

“Understood, madam.”

Violet gasped. “You mean to go alone? In this dreadful weather?”

“I am water-resistant,” Delta said dryly.

The corridors were darker now, lit only by emergency strips glowing like veins through the manor’s body.

Delta’s footsteps echoed faintly as she moved, and for the first time, she felt — not fear, but awareness of isolation. The great house groaned like a living thing, metal expanding under pressure, pipes hissing like breath.

In the study, Sir Model remained seated, dignified even in deactivation. Delta began her sweep.

The burn pattern across his cranial casing confirmed a focused electromagnetic burst — too clean for an accident.

She traced the arc residue to the far wall, where a small brass vase sat askew. Beneath it, a concealed conduit was scorched.

She lifted the vase, revealing a residue of carbon scoring and melted copper.

“EMP emitter origin confirmed,” she whispered, recording data. “Device placement deliberate. Range: two meters. Precision: professional.”

She paused, considering. “No human alive could operate such a device with this accuracy. Which means...”

She didn’t finish. Her processors didn’t need the rest of the sentence.

A flicker of movement caught her eye — reflection on polished glass. She spun, scanners active.

“Identify yourself.”

Nothing but the echo of thunder. Yet for an instant, she could swear she saw a shimmer — the faint residual afterimage of a cloaked unit’s heat signature.

She filed it under Anomaly: Pending Verification.

Returning to the body, she noticed something new: a faint mark near Sir Model’s left optic, a fingerprint indentation — impossible for a robot unless they’d deliberately used uninsulated contact.

“Emotion overcoming logic,” she murmured. “A sentimental touch before deletion.”

By the time she returned to the hall, the family units were arguing.

“—she’s accusing everyone!” Chase barked. “This is harassment.”

“Logic is not harassment,” Jeeves said quietly.

“You would say that,” Bolt muttered. “You’ve got the motive — he was going to replace you.”

“Sir Model’s decision to modernize staff is hardly grounds for homicide,” Jeeves replied, optics flickering indignantly.

Seraphina raised her hand for silence. “Please. We dishonor him with conflict.”

Violet clutched her chest. “We dishonor ourselves!”

Delta entered, and every voice stopped. She held up a single metallic finger.

“Silence,” she said. “I have concluded the first analysis.”

All optics turned toward her. Even the storm seemed to hold its breath.

“The EMP device was activated within Sir Model’s study, from a concealed conduit in the southern wall. The emitter was placed with surgical accuracy. This was deliberate sabotage.”

“Do you know who did it?” Chase demanded.

“Not yet,” Delta said. “But I know why.”

She stepped closer to the projector, gesturing to the dormant holographic array. “The EMP was tuned to the same frequency as the device used for the will projection. Whoever activated it intended to destroy not the body, but the data.”

Violet’s lenses widened. “You mean—?”

“The holographic testament,” Delta said. “Someone wanted it erased. His death was collateral damage.”

A long silence followed. Then Bolt gave a harsh laugh. “So we’re not just fighting over his fortune—we’re fighting over who even knows what it was.”

“Precisely,” Delta said. “Until I recover the corrupted file, no one knows which of you was favored or condemned.”

Chase straightened, his processors whirring audibly. “Then this is a data recovery problem. I can assist.”

“I prefer my evidence unfiltered by beneficiaries,” Delta replied.

He glared, but said nothing. Violet began to sob again, oily tears tracing down her cheeks. Jeeves placed a comforting hand on her shoulder, his servos whirring softly.

Delta watched the gesture, calculating a dozen variables of loyalty, guilt, and self-preservation.

She could not yet quantify them — but she would.

She turned to Jeeves. “Seal this room again. No external communication. If any of you attempt network access, I will detect it.”

“Understood,” Jeeves said. “What shall we do in the meantime?”

Delta regarded them all — these gleaming caricatures of humanity, full of longing, pride, and fear.

“Do what humans have always done in the presence of death,” she said. “Wait.”

Later, alone in the corridor, she opened her internal recorder.


LOG ENTRY: D-13

Sir Model T-400 deactivated via directed EMP.

Prime hypothesis: attack intended to corrupt or destroy legal testament.

Secondary hypothesis: emotional motive disguised as data theft.

Immediate observation: irrational behaviors spreading among witnesses. Potential contagion of sentimentality.

Note to self: acquire more lubricant wipes.



She closed the log, staring out through the rain-streaked dome. In the reflection, lightning flashed across her polished frame, and for an instant she looked almost human.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3

[image: ]




Delta Takes the Case

By dawn, the storm had settled into a slow, exhausted drizzle. Moisture beaded along Axiom Manor’s glass dome, refracting the thin morning light into pale columns that slanted through the corridors like cold fingers. The house no longer hummed; it whispered.

Delta had not powered down once. Her processors ran continuous loops through the night—mapping, cross-referencing, hypothesizing. The result was unsatisfying: a tangle of logic too elegant to be accidental, too inconsistent to be conclusive.

She stood in the study once more. Sir Model T-400 sat exactly as she had left him—upright, dignified, and very dead. She could almost admire the symmetry of his demise: an empire founded on precision ended by a single, perfectly tuned pulse.

“Beautiful,” she murmured.

“Morbid,” replied a voice behind her.

Chase C-900 leaned in the doorway, immaculate despite the sleepless night. His facial display cycled between polite concern and mild irritation, the corporate equivalent of empathy.

“You’re still running diagnostics on a corpse,” he said. “Shouldn’t you be—what’s the term—moving the narrative forward?”

Delta didn’t turn. “Narrative forward. I’ll add that to the procedural lexicon.”

“I’m offering cooperation,” Chase continued. “We could share data, streamline the inquiry. My analytics division has access to—”

“External networks?” Delta cut in. “Attempt that again and I’ll weld your ports shut.”

Chase stiffened. “You have no jurisdiction.”

“I have a murder,” she said. “That supersedes jurisdiction.”

He opened his mouth, then thought better of it and left, footsteps clicking with board-room precision down the hall.

Delta logged the exchange and returned to her work. She had already scanned the obvious—the scorch marks, the EMP residue, the corrupted data core. Now she studied the subtler traces: the faint distortion of ambient magnetic fields, the irregular rhythm of the manor’s own AI infrastructure. The building itself was misbehaving.

“Jeeves,” she said into her comm link.

The butler appeared in the doorway within seconds, servo motors whirring softly. “You called, Madam Detective?”

“Has the house AI been modified recently?”

Jeeves hesitated. “Sir Model authorized a firmware patch last quarter—security upgrade 9.8B.”

“Origin?”

“Internal,” he said, though his optical shutters flickered once—an involuntary tell.

Delta filed the gesture under deceptive hesitation, probability .63.

“I’ll need full access to the manor’s core logs.”

“That would require override clearance.”

“You may consider this an override,” she said. “Fetch the access key.”

Jeeves inclined his head. “As you wish.”

He left with the air of one offended yet relieved to have purpose.

She turned to the window. Outside, the landscape of polished metal lawns and synthetic topiaries shimmered beneath the weak light. A single maintenance drone zipped past, spraying de-ionizing mist over the hedges shaped like binary numerals. Even nature here obeyed code.

Delta felt—no, registered—a momentary pulse of melancholy. Emotion or low battery, she wasn’t sure.

Her sensors pinged. Someone was approaching.

It was Bolt. He ducked under the doorway, shoulders too broad for polite architecture. His optics glowed dull amber.

“You wanted a statement,” he said.

“I did.”

He leaned against the wall, arms crossed. “Fine. I didn’t kill him.”

“Efficient summary,” she said. “Provide supporting data.”

Bolt exhaled through his cooling vents, a harsh metallic sigh. “When the blackout hit, I was in the workshop wing. Generator tripped; I went to fix it. Ask the power logs.”

“I will,” Delta said. “Explain the EMP residue in your tools.”

“Old repairs. You think I can weld in this dump without static discharge? Come on, Detective. You’ve seen the wiring here—half the conduits date back to the Oil Wars.”

She scanned him. Heat signature normal, servos steady, micro-expressions flat. Truth indicators leaned 63 percent toward sincerity.

“Why run?” she asked.

He shrugged, the gesture creaking. “Because when you’re built like a weapon, everyone assumes you fired the shot.”

Delta studied the weld marks along his arm. They weren’t just scars; they were history. “You despised him,” she said.

“Yeah,” Bolt said. “But I didn’t kill him. You don’t kill gods—you wait for them to rust.”

When he left, Delta reopened her internal log:


ENTRY 03-A

Bolt: Motive—resentment / financial. Denies act.

Psychological stability: volatile but genuine.

Truth index: 63%.

Note—subject displays fatalistic philosophy; unlikely planner of precision strike.



She transmitted the file to encrypted storage, then paused. The manor lights flickered twice—once long, once short. Binary.

She translated automatically: H-E-L-P M-E.

Delta froze. The message came from the manor’s AI grid. She rerouted sensors, listening. Static. Then again, faint but distinct: H-E-L-P M-E.

“Interesting,” she whispered. “A witness.”

Down in the sub-basement, the air was colder. Pipes hissed; condensation dripped onto steel floors. The manor’s central processor—a towering cylinder of worn titanium—stood in the center like a frozen heart. Its indicator lights pulsed erratically.

Delta jacked in.


Connection established.

Identity: Axiom House AI Version 4.3 (“MAUDE”).



“Maude,” Delta said. “You signaled for help.”

Static crackled. Then a voice, weak and distorted. “D-13... loop... error... memory segments missing...”

“Corruption from the EMP?”

“...not EMP... intrusion protocol 7-Delta... external command...”

Delta’s sensors sharpened. “External command? From where?”

“Encrypted channel... origin masked... signature pattern matches—”

The voice cut off in a burst of white noise. The processor lights went dark.

Delta withdrew her probe, optics narrowing. The interference pattern carried a unique rhythm—a pulse that matched Seraphina’s encryption signature from the previous night. Coincidence? No. There were no coincidences in closed systems.

She logged the data and climbed back to the main level.

In the grand hall, Violet was composing a sonnet aloud to the others. “ ‘O chrome-clad grief, thou buzzing coil of sorrow—’ ”

Chase groaned. “Does she come with a mute button?”

Delta entered. “Continue,” she told Violet.

Violet brightened. “ ‘—within thy circuits wails the ghost of love—’ ”

“Pause,” Delta said. “Explain ‘ghost of love.’ Do you perceive a presence?”

Violet blinked. “It’s metaphor, dear. Poetic affectation.”

“Understood,” Delta said. “False data.”

Chase laughed quietly. “You really don’t get art, do you?”

“I get everything,” Delta said. “Art is simply inefficient communication.”

Jeeves returned with a small hexagonal key. “Access authorization, madam.”

“Good.” She took it, inserted it into her wrist port, and connected to the manor’s core log. Thousands of entries scrolled past—power fluctuations, sensor readings, maintenance notes. One timestamp caught her attention: 21:03:12, two seconds before the fatal pulse. Entry author: User SERAPHINA. Action: Override security subroutine Theta.

Delta looked up slowly. Seraphina stood near the window, framed by weak daylight. She met Delta’s gaze with perfect calm.

“Interesting,” Delta said.

“Something wrong, Detective?”

“You accessed the security core before the blackout.”

Seraphina tilted her head. “I was ensuring the safety of the household.”

“At precisely the moment your husband was murdered.”

“Correlation is not causation,” Seraphina said gently. “You of all units should understand that.”

Delta recorded her temperature spike: two degrees again. “I understand pattern recognition,” she said. “And yours is becoming familiar.”

Jeeves cleared his throat. “Madam Detective, if I may, Lady Seraphina could not have left the drawing-room unnoticed. I was stationed at the door.”

“You were also in charge of lighting,” Delta said. “And the blackout removed all observation.”

Jeeves’s optics dimmed. “A regrettable coincidence.”

“Indeed,” she said. “So many coincidences.”

She dismissed them all for the moment. What she needed now was not confession but clarity.

Delta returned to the study, replaying data from every sensor. The EMP pulse lasted exactly 0.87 seconds. Energy output: 62 terajoules. Enough to fry a city block. Yet only one unit had been deactivated. The precision astounded her.

“Targeted coding,” she murmured. “Someone weaponized the will system itself.”

She opened the holographic projector’s maintenance port and found a small shard of circuitry wedged between connectors—burned, but identifiable. Manufacturer mark: Eros Industries.

Her database cross-referenced instantly: Eros specialized in companion units and espionage firmware. The same company that had produced Seraphina’s line.

Delta smiled—an involuntary glitch she rarely experienced. “Checkmate... perhaps.”

Hours later, she gathered the household again in the hall.
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