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      There shouldn’t have been anything after the apocalypse. The works of mankind should have fallen to ruin and decayed into the memory of the universe along with their creators. But Notre Dame Cathedral echoed with dozens of voices in perfectly attuned, if not beautiful, harmony.

      As Charlie7 sang along in chorus, he gazed up at the restored stained glass frescoes and wondered why. Why did they all sing in praise of a god that had not created them? Sunlight streamed through the colored glass, and not one image depicted robotkind. Saints and saviors abounded but not a single scientist. At best, Charlie7 and his kind were God’s grandchildren, made in the image of their own creators: humans.

      If any of the other worshipers in attendance entertained such blasphemous thoughts, none let it show. By Charlie7’s headcount, there were Johns and Freds, Sandras and Marys. No fewer than a dozen Elizabeths were present, as if no force in Western Europe could restrain them from attending the grand rededication.

      Charlie7 had only come out of idleness and the fact that it was within walking distance of home. He had learned the hymns and rituals hastily after receiving an invitation from Paul208, foreman of the restoration. If anyone would have asked what Charlie7 was doing attending services, he had the excuse that he was 10 percent John. Usually, such a minor personality slice wouldn’t be enough to turn a robotic personality into a believer, but heroes got away with bolder lies.

      John316 led the service. That wasn’t even his official designation. But if a robot had the ambition or hubris to ordain himself, a change of name wasn’t so great a stretch.

      Charlie7 lost himself in examining the architectural details of the stonework as John316 blathered on about the building’s history and religious significance. The living, breathing Charles Truman had never set foot inside Notre Dame, so Charlie7 had no stored memory of the place to draw from. If the original was anything like Paul208’s version, the ancient humans who built it had done a bang-up job.

      A shift in John316’s tone drew Charlie7’s attention back to the sermon.

      “I would like us all to pause in remembrance of the eighth Adam,” John316 said. No robot claimed the designation “Adam.” There were only twenty-seven scientists digitized for posterity before humanity’s demise. Each robot had a mind stitched together from those neural imprints and carried the name of the majority personality. None of the Twenty-Seven was named Adam.

      John316 continued after a somber pause. “The Sanctuary for Scientific Sins reported this morning that he passed away at the age of eleven. Cause of death: organ failure due to advanced cellular decay.”

      All around the cathedral, robots muttered prayers and expressions of grief. The robotic preacher in his pompous black robe delved once more into platitudes.

      Charlie7 fumed. The sermon struck Charlie7’s acoustic sensors unrecorded as a wave of indignant error messages scrolled through his field of vision.

      What right had these madmen to play at rebirthing humanity? For decades, glory-seeking geneticists raced in secret to be the first to reveal a reborn human. The sanctuary to which John316 referred was a remote island where the castoff results of cloning experiments lived out their often short, painful lives. Most robots just referred to the refuge as the Scrapyard.

      The Genetic Ethics Committee had only recently allowed sanctioned research on lower primates. The poor wretches at the Scrapyard were the result of hubris. If Charlie7 ever caught one of the perpetrators, he would do far worse than strip them of their credentials.

      Charlie7 had not waited more than a thousand years to watch humanity be reborn in agony.

      At length, the service played itself out. The parishioners exited the cavernous Gothic structure in neat rows. They chatted reverently beneath the echoing vaulted ceiling.

      Charlie7 loitered amid the pews, waiting for everyone to vacate. The message he had received on the Social had been brief. Toby22 had asked whether he’d be attending services today, and when Charlie7 had replied that he would, Toby22’s follow-up had been simply: “outside. afterward.”

      Mostly, Charlie7 ignored the Social. He liked keeping the cold, calculating computer in his chest separate from the crystalline matrix of thought, memory, and emotion within his skull.

      Efficiency was hell. The only joy to be found in life came from the chaotic, the unplanned, and the unexpected. Toby22’s message certainly qualified as the latter.

      Unexpected or not, Charlie7 would probably have met with Toby22 anyway. Tobys got things done. Society would have been all the poorer without their willingness to roll up their sleeves and work. Toby and his brethren straddled the line between menial laborers and automatons.

      Charlie7 listened until he could no longer hear the faint buzz of conversation outside. His synthetic leather soles scuffed on the stone floors. The echoes showcased the cathedral’s magnificent acoustics. Charlie7 imagined the chorus of voices that had risen when the world was filled with real humans.

      As Charlie7 stepped into a beautiful spring morning, he let his shoulders rise and fall in memory of a sigh.

      Paris had changed in the centuries since the invasion. When Charlie7 had settled there, it had been bleak, barren, and dotted with rubble and ruins. Now the landscape exploded in wildflowers and tall grasses. The debris had been cleared away, the radioactive fallout neutralized. A few modern buildings stabbed up from the soil like spikes of steel and glass. Ancient relics like Notre Dame hinted at the city’s former old-world charm. The rest was left to the mercy of nature’s newborn grasp.

      Charlie7 watched the ascent of a mining transorbital, one of the gigaton vessels that ran relays to the Kuiper Belt. Hamburg was 748 kilometers away, but he could make out the engines clear as fiber optics at just 4x magnification.

      Maybe it was time for Charlie7 to take a break from retirement and life on Earth. Much as he wished otherwise, he couldn’t escape the reminders of the tormented humans trapped in clandestine labs across the globe. He knew there would be no stopping the geneticists until someone succeeded.

      The robot that reforged humanity would become a legend.

      Charlie7 was already a legend, and he had no stomach for genetics. Maybe another stint as a miner was just what he needed for a change of pace. With any luck, he could be gone long enough for the science to bring back humanity.

      A crunch in the gravel snapped him from his reverie.

      “Hey, Charlie. Long time,” Toby22 said, limping from the grasses onto the path. He was dressed in overalls and boots, with a straw hat to keep the sun from overtaxing his coolant systems. His clothes and gloves were dirt stained as usual. As a game warden in the newly repopulated forests of England, he spent nearly all his time outdoors.

      “You look like hell,” Charlie7 replied. He shook Toby22’s hand. “That body of yours is obsolete.”

      Toby22 waved the comment aside. “Jason90 is working on a new hip flexor for me. I’ll get another ten, maybe twenty years out of this carcass.”

      “I could put in a good word… bump you up the list for a new chassis.”

      “Not compatible. I’m up for a full crystal transfer.” He shuddered. “Always makes me think I’m dying, and some new copy of me lives on.”

      Charlie7 knew exactly what he meant. He was on his third crystal matrix, and it took months for the nagging worry to dissipate that he wasn’t really the Charlie7 who had gone into the mind-transfer rig. No coolant pump could give the sort of chill that ran through Charlie7’s systems just pondering that existential dilemma. Everyone thought the Charlie archetype was diamond hard, impervious to the cosmic dread associated with the copying of an old consciousness into a new vessel. The Charlies liked to let them think that, but no robot was immune.

      “So, why the firewall meeting? Why chase me down at a civic grand opening? I could have flown out to you this afternoon if you’d asked.” Charlie7 would have done no such thing, but now that Toby22 was here, there was no harm in claiming otherwise.

      As Toby22 led him through the tall grass and around the side of the building, Charlie7 wondered. Had his friend gone faulty?

      Tobys were known for their reliability, but Toby22 was 30 percent Joshua and another 18 percent Brent. Not that either of those personalities contained red flags for neural failure, but odd interactions could cascade over time. His refusal to take a chassis upgrade could have been just the tip of the iceberg.

      Then Charlie7 noticed someone huddled in the shadows on the cathedral’s north side. The figure was bundled under a tarp, hugged close like a blanket as if there were rain on the way. “You got a friend with a faulty case?”

      “Not exactly…”

      As Charlie7 and Toby22 drew near, the huddled figure turned its head. Staring out from beneath the tarp was a pair of wide eyes showing whites like fresh snow. Those eyes emitted no light of their own, unlike every robot who’d ever been built. The face was smooth and free of blemishes. Soft. Gentle. Frightened.

      Most of all, the face was human.

      Charlie7’s shoulders slumped. “Not another one. And let me guess…”

      “Yup,” Toby said with a matter of fact nod. “Her name’s Eve. Eve14, to be precise.”

      “Someone ought to find a baby book in the archives and beat these geneticist hooligans over the head with it. Where do they get off? They know the science isn’t mature yet. The Genetic Rebirth Committee reports have clear guidance on…”

      Charlie7 caught himself ranting at a Toby. If there was an archetype less interested in committee minutiae, he didn’t know of it. He paced in front of the girl as he finished the tirade via internal text. When he’d collected himself, Charlie7 stared down at the trembling creature beneath the tarp.

      “So, what’s wrong with this one? Cardiopulmonary? Oncological? I assume it’s not immunological or you wouldn’t have dragged her here with all this pollen. She hasn’t said a word. Developmental disabilities like all the rest?”

      Eve14 looked up, right into Charlie7’s eyes. Her voice wavered but carried offended dignity through the crisp Parisian air. “There’s nothing wrong with me. Nothing at all.”
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      This new robot was nothing like Toby.

      He was dressed in clean, black-and-white clothes whose pattern evoked a penguin. His polished head had neither dents nor scratches anywhere on it. Nothing about his manner suggested that he posed a danger. His metallic fingers were smooth at the tip. He held no tools of any sort. A face not so different from Eve’s or her Creator’s smiled down at her.

      Eve flinched and hugged the tarp tighter as the new robot tried to lift it away from her face.

      “Oh, come on,” the newcomer chided her. “I’m not going to hurt the first healthy human I’ve seen since the invasion.”

      As Eve tried to back away, Toby’s hand rested against her back, firm but gentle. “It’s all right. This is Charlie7, an old friend of mine. You can call him Charlie.”

      With Toby’s reassurance, she held perfectly still, forcing her muscles rigid as Charlie reached out once more. As the tarp pulled back, the world expanded.

      Eve’s eyes strayed upward. She gasped. For the first time, she realized the mountainous aspect of the structure beside her. It had been just a wall a moment ago, no higher than her field of vision. But now she couldn’t tear her eyes from the carved cliff face.

      A twinge at the top of her skull brought Eve’s attention back to her two robotic companions. “What are these for?” Charlie asked. Another twinge made her flinch away from Charlie’s touch.

      “Couldn’t say,” Toby replied. “Can’t imagine she was born with them, though.”

      Charlie leaned in close, his chin just in front of Eve’s eyes. She could see the workings of his jaw as he spoke. The illusion of metallic polymer skin mimicking her own features shattered. Tiny pistons and levers worked in place of muscle and joint. Minuscule bulges beneath the cheeks and above the eyes betrayed the mechanical puppetry of facial expressions.

      “Some sort of transcranial conductors…” Charlie mused.

      Eve watched the actuators in his shoulder and inferred his next course of action. She twisted free and batted his hand away from her scalp. “They’re the ends of my neural probe terminals. They allow more accurate encephalographs.”

      There were forty-eight terminals in all. Eve had counted them in the mirror often enough to know. She also knew better than to poke and prod at them, even when one or more had recently been replaced. They would itch and tingle. Sympathetic connections made her think she could feel them nuzzling around inside her brain. Rationally, Eve knew that there were no nerve endings to feel such sensations deep within the interior of her brain.

      Fortunately, Charlie didn’t press his examination. He stood back and crossed his arms. “There you have it. Cyborg. Not a pure human, though closer than I’ve seen yet.”

      For a moment, Eve caught a flash of Creator’s smug certainty in Charlie’s robotic posture.

      “No…” Toby replied, shaking his head all the while. “No. I don’t think that’s it at all. I have a theory.”

      Toby took Charlie by the arm and led the penguin-suited robot away. Eve fell in behind, lagging a few tentative steps in their trampled path. Her oversized, borrowed boots scraped the gravel of the path to the cathedral.

      Charlie turned and scowled over his shoulder at Eve. “You stay there. I’ll be right back. I just need a word in private with my old friend.”

      Eve stood watching as Toby and Charlie vanished rounded a corner of the stone building. Eve swallowed back a lump in her throat. Every way Eve looked, there was no one. She was alone.

      The robotic voices slipped below zero decibels. Eve couldn’t hear them at all.

      To keep her mind from her abandonment, Eve attempted to solve the puzzle of what Toby and Charlie might be discussing. They were friends, and Toby was old; that much had been laid out plainly in their greeting. But nothing Eve knew of the two robots would be enough for her to cobble together an answer to the riddle. A puzzle without all the pieces was merely a tease. Thus, Eve resolved to wait.

      Eve identified the tall grasses all around her as Spartina pectinata. As the tips swayed in the light breeze, Eve brushed her hands over them, feeling the tickle against her palms. So soft and delicate, they weren’t built to last.

      A faint buzzing by Eve’s ear caused her to swat without thinking. It was merely an Anax imperator, commonly called a dragonfly. It flew with the agility of Toby’s skyroamer, darting faster than Eve’s eyes could track. The species wasn’t hematophagous, so there was no cause for alarm; it wouldn’t bite her for her blood or to transmit disease.

      Brushing the grasses aside, Eve knelt and inspected the earth for ground-based insects. She watched ants emerge from holes that dotted the soil like pores in the Earth’s skin. Eve plucked one of the little workers from the dirt and held it between her fingers. Its legs flailed in the air, and its writhing tickled her fingertips. Eve dropped the ant and tried to wipe off the tickling sensation onto her pants. Back among its comrades, the insect resumed its labors without a hint of complaint.

      “Eve,” Toby called out. Amid her fascination with the tiny community of insects, she had neglected to keep a vigil for the robots’ return.

      There was no use in hiding. Eve wanted to be found. Unexpected relief flooded in at the sight of Toby trudging toward her through the grass. Charlie followed in Toby’s wake, eyes fixed on Eve.

      If she had known what to do, Eve would have done it. Instead, she waited silently.

      Charlie held out a hand to her. “Eve, I’d like you to come with me. It’s all right. Toby and I discussed this, and we think it’s better for me to look after you.”

      Eve glared at Toby’s torso, not daring to challenge him by looking him in the eye. But she couldn’t let his betrayal pass without comment. “You promised to take care of me.”

      Sparing a glance up, Eve caught the corners of Toby’s mouth turning up in a paltry attempt at a smile.

      “I am taking care of you. I brought you to Charlie7, the best robot anyone’s ever known. There’s nothing Charlie can’t do if he puts his mind to it.”

      It was a valid, logical argument. If Charlie was a superior caregiver, then Toby had discharged his duty to the best of his abilities. Any hint of subterfuge was merely Eve’s misinterpretation of the promise’s scope and rules. Closed-system puzzles were so much easier to solve, with boundary conditions pre-defined. Eve would just have to accept that she wasn’t yet very good at open-world problem solving.

      Eve cast her eyes downward. “I apologize.”

      Charlie took her by the hand. “Nothing to apologize for. Toby’s just laying it on thick to get around the fact that he doesn’t know the first thing about girls. His personality was uploaded from a 26-year-old bachelor who once took a date to a robotics symposium.”

      Eve knew every word except one and still struggled to parse meaning from Charlie’s last sentence. Perhaps that lone word held the key. “What’s a bachelor?”

      “A bachelor is a man who sees life as holding limitless possibilities but has yet to find a single one that brings him joy.”

      Charlie towed Eve along by the hand. His grip was calculated well to keep her from slipping loose but not causing her any discomfort. Eve had no trouble matching his pace while she reexamined her conundrum. “So Toby was attempting to find joy by taking a girl to a symposium as soon as it began?”

      “It’d take too long to explain. Let’s just get you to your new home, then we’ll figure out the world together.”

      Eve looked over her shoulder. Toby raised a hand—a farewell gesture—as Eve drew farther away.
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      “Where are we going?” Eve asked.

      The delicate creature beside Charlie7 was overflowing her buffers with curiosity. Though her feet kept on course, her head swiveled this way and that, and her eyes never stayed still in their sockets. Eve14 clutched her borrowed tarp close at the neck, giving the impression of a Little Red Riding Hood who’d fallen on hard times.

      No thinking creature had ridden this ball of rock around the sun more times than Charlie7. For him, the new was divided into ever more thinly sliced minutiae—a metallurgical innovation, the discovery of a better gene-sequencing algorithm.

      Charlie7 had built factories from barren rock and spoken at length with every robot alive. For many robots, the first face they’d ever seen after activation had been Charlie7’s. He had met the first misbegotten humans that modern science had cobbled together and served on the committee that created the refuge for those poor, tormented souls.

      Some ambitious geneticists had decided that if they could clone mice in an artificial womb, then they were ready to recreate humanity. The results had been sickening. But this girl, Eve14, was everything he had remembered of humanity—vibrant, active, and insatiably curious.

      Down the road, that curiosity might wear thin on Charlie7’s digital nerves. In the meantime, he indulged the little human’s inquisitiveness.

      “There’s a stone monument about five kilometers from here. It’s called L’Arc de Triomphe de l’Etoile. Do you speak any French?” Charlie7 asked.

      There was a hitch in Eve’s gait. “No. What’s French?”

      “It’s a language spoken by the humans who lived in this region a very long time ago. They named the monument in their own language. It means Triumphant Arch of the Star.”

      “How could there have been humans here a long time ago? Creator just made me.”

      Charlie7 chuckled. It was either that or scream, and he couldn’t bear to frighten the girl. How could she not know anything about her species’ past? “My dear girl, you’re not the first human. You just might be the first proper human in… well, since before I was built.”

      Eve yanked her hand away. Charlie7 could have maintained his grip, but he’d sooner lose her to a flight of adolescent petulance than do her the smallest harm. The bones in her hand felt so delicate to his tactile sensors.

      “I am!” Eve shouted. “Creator told me so. This is a trick.” She backed away from him.

      Her reaction was an ominous good sign. The girl had a vocabulary and underlying grammar that suggested a proper education. But such a gaping hole in her knowledge base could not have been an accident.

      Charlie7 held his hands out wide. He needed to appear non-threatening. “I promise you. This is not a trick. I have proof. If you come with me, I’ll show you more about this world than you’ve ever known.” It was a bold promise, but the vacuum left by an absence of human history would be an easy void to fill.

      The girl huddled beneath her tarp.

      Charlie7 gave her time to think since obviously, this was a creature capable of it. What he wouldn’t have given to peer inside that mind of Eve’s and witness the machinations of original thought.

      No matter how many times they were combined and recombined, the twenty-seven digitized minds of the Project Transhuman scientists could only produce so many basic archetypes. Charlie7 could predict the response to his offer from a Joshua, a Jocelyn, or a James without much mental effort. A Toby was a Toby, whether mixed with John or Arthur. But as he watched and waited, he could only guess how Eve would respond.

      “I’ll spot the inconsistency if this is a trick. All tricks have inherent flaws.”

      Charlie7 grinned. For the first time in centuries, he wondered whether it was convincing to human eyes. “I accept your skepticism. But Plato once said that ignorance is the root and stem of all evil. I offer knowledge.”

      Eve’s eyes widened. She opened her mouth as if to say something before thinking better of it. Though she gave him a skeptical glare, the girl returned and took Charlie7 by the hand once more.

      The original Charles Truman had never been so fortunate with his own children as to win one over by quoting Greek philosophers. Perhaps this new generation held promise, after all. Perhaps the geneticist who had created Eve had taken a step forward for the better.

      And perhaps the cosmos would yawn wide in the sky and belch forth choirs of angels to turn all the robots into real live humans. Charlie7 didn’t allow his hopes to spiral out of control.

      The girl was a brooding sort of quiet. Eve kept the makeshift hood in place to shield her eyes from Charlie7’s view. The delicate hand trembled. While Charlie7’s sensors could measure the frequency and magnitude of the tremors, he struggled to weigh the fear contained in that organic human mind.

      A gentle squeeze from Charlie7’s hand drew Eve’s attention. When their eyes met, Charlie7 offered her a quiet smile. To his surprise, Eve smiled back. It was like watching a fawn take its first steps, shaky and hesitant. After that, Eve seemed to relax; her hand stopped shaking.

      Eventually, Eve let go of the tarp. Beneath, she wore clothes clearly meant for Toby22. Rolled sleeves and pant legs had been hastily riveted to keep from coming loose, but still the garments billowed and flopped around her thin form.

      Eve explored the Parisian meadows with her free hand. She plucked at wildflowers and waved hello to the birds that flew overhead. Eve hopped on rocks and crashed through brambles. At some point along the way, she had discarded her oversized boots and continued their hike barefoot.

      “You can ask me anything,” Charlie7 offered, curious what Eve might ask. “I’m knowledgeable on most subjects.” To say that his life experience eclipsed hers would have been a tragedy of understatement. He doubted that she had the breadth of mind to comprehend the ages he’d seen come and go.

      Eve didn’t hesitate. She pointed into the distance to a noble edifice surrounded by wild gardens. “What’s that?”

      “The Louvre. Paul208 finished restoring it last year. It’s a museum—or it was, at least. There’s not much in it at the moment. Most of the original artwork was lost. Maybe someday you’ll put something in it.”

      Charlie7 offered Eve a paternal smile. It never hurt to encourage the arts. Who knew? Perhaps he could become a great patron of the next age of mankind. Every hope and dream he’d ever held for humanity was seeded within Eve14. She held limitless possibility.

      Eve14 cocked her head. “Like what?”

      Images flashed through Charlie7’s memory. Galleries of masterpieces sprawled before his eyes. He had toured the remodeled version, and the emptiness haunted him. Eve14 simply had no basis to understand the loss of culture the museum represented.

      Pushing aside those nostalgic distractions, Charlie7 focused on his duty to bridge that gap. “A painting, a sculpture, some permanent embodiment of your life experience. I imagine that down the road, humans will want to know everything they can about you.”

      A little frown knit Eve’s brow. “Why would I do that? Is Creator planning on making more of me? Why would humans want to know about me?”

      How old was this girl? By her appearance, Eve14 was in her late adolescence. Yet her questions were those of a child. The divergence between Eve14’s intellect and knowledge strained Charlie7’s rusty memories of teenagers.

      “Discoveries come only once,” Charlie7 explained, slipping into professorial mode. “Each is unique. For important discoveries, people like to know all they can. They wish to learn and understand what life was like before and how someone brought something completely new into the world or found something that no one else had seen. You are a discovery, almost an invention. You’re the first of a new culture. There’s no chance, once other robots find out about you, that you’ll remain the only one of your kind.”

      Eve14 stopped. Rather than let go her hand, Charlie7 stopped alongside her. “You can’t. Other robots can’t find out about me.”

      “Why not?” The possibility of keeping her a secret seemed ludicrous.

      Eve14 shook her head in short twitches. “You just can’t.”

      “Did this creator of yours tell you that?” Charlie7 was already predisposed to loathe the robot who created Eve14. Instilling paranoia in the girl was just another black mark against Eve14’s creator.

      Eve14 said nothing. With subtlety that suggested guile, she loosened her grip and tried to pull her hand free of Charlie7’s grasp.

      Before the wily scamp could run off on him, Charlie7 knelt to look Eve14 in the eye. “It doesn’t matter,” Charlie7 said. “I won’t tell anyone. Toby made me promise I wouldn’t. Now, I know what you’re thinking… if Toby made the same promise, what’s to stop me from telling someone else?”

      Eve14 swallowed and gave a vigorous nod.

      “Well, if I had a smarter, more capable, better-respected robot to turn to, I would. But since there’s only one Charlie7, I guess I’m going to have to figure out what to do with you myself.”

      “You’re… missing a robot?” Eve14 narrowed a suspicious glare Charlie7’s way.

      “In the literal sense, no. In the figurative sense, very much so. But it’s nothing to burden those young shoulders of yours with. Though while we’re on the topic of burdens, how are you holding up, physically? We’re not halfway back yet.”

      “You said it was a five-kilometer walk. My daily calisthenics and fitness regimen includes ten kilometers of running. I haven’t engaged in any anaerobic activity since Toby22 brought me to you. I don’t anticipate that changing during this trip.”

      Charlie7 took a moment to contemplate the inferences nested within Eve’s reply. Whoever had created her had apparently found a DNA sample from someone of exceptional mental potential. Then that same geneticist had gone to great lengths to raise her as a jargon-spouting idiot less human than any robot alive. She couldn’t even give a simple answer to a bland, colloquial question without self-analysis. Eve was in serious need of emotional growth.

      Placing a hand on Eve14’s shoulder, Charlie7 asked a question that should have filled any child’s dreams. “Would you like a puppy? I know a fellow who clones canine species, and I bet we can get you a nice golden retriever.”

      The lack of recognition Charlie7 saw in Eve14’s eyes broke his heart. Or would have, if he still had a real one.
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      The stone monument that marked Charlie7’s home was larger than it first appeared.

      Eve had trouble reconciling the perspective shifts over long distances. Creator’s lab was only forty meters long. Nothing in there was significantly bigger than it appeared while standing at the opposite end. But the edifice that Charlie claimed as home towered above the two of them as they approached.

      Not even the building where Toby22 had brought Eve to meet Charlie had this sort of effect. Perhaps it would have if Toby had taken her inside, but he hadn’t. Charlie guided Eve’s steps as she craned her neck until the tarp slid from her head.

      There were carvings of men and women all across the arch, both inside and out. Some wore robes, some had wings, and many carried weapons. Strange letters captioned the scenes in words Eve didn’t understand. Why hadn’t Creator taught her to read these words when she had taught Eve so many others?

      A rushing sound and a radiant heat drew Eve’s attention to ground level. Charlie was paying no mind to an unchecked exothermal reaction. “Fire! Where are the halon system controls?”

      But Charlie didn’t rush to action as Creator had during their fire-response drills. “Relax. It’s an eternal flame. Misnomer, since I’ve had to restart it, but the sentiment is that it just burns continuously as a reminder.”

      Eve stabbed a finger in the direction of the open flame. The gleaming bronze base around the jet of combustive gas seemed inadequate protection. “Fire is harmful to organic life. The prudent course is to extinguish it.”

      “Some flames should never be extinguished. Humanity was one such flame. This flame was a reminder of your kind, of all the humans who lived and died on Earth.”

      Eve steadied her breath, which had quickened due to a brief adrenal response.

      With Charlie at her side, Eve watched the licking flame as it converted hydrocarbons and atmospheric oxygen into an oddly hypnotic display of light and a whiff of uncatalyzed reactants. She knew chemical formulas for the exothermic reaction taking place, but the numbers and chemical symbols failed to describe the scene in front of her.

      “It’s pretty.”

      “Many things are both deadly and beautiful. That’s why we observe them at a distance. Any star in the night sky could vaporize either of us in a fraction of a second, but from so far away we admire them in complete safety.”

      “If we stay at a distance, how can we be sure they’re dangerous?” Now that Eve was standing there watching the fire instead of rushing to put it out, it seemed less of a threat.

      Charlie let go of Eve’s hand and motioned for her to stay put.

      Without Charlie’s protection, Eve took a quick step away from the fire. But she didn’t retreat any farther. Nor did she turn her attention from the flame as Charlie retrieved a tuft of the tall grasses that grew right up to the paving stones around the arch.

      “Watch carefully,” Charlie whispered.

      The robot removed his suit jacket and pushed up the sleeve of his shirt. Holding the tuft of grass in his fist, he reached out over the flame. Even without touching, the heat of the fire blackened and curled the grass, giving off a darker smoke than the open flame alone had produced.

      “Now do you see?” Charlie asked. “We experiment. We use equivalence and test specimens to pass the risk on to less important things. Your chemical makeup may differ, but you are not so unlike these blades of grass that the fire wouldn’t harm you just the same. And yet, there you remain, unharmed. Now you’ve seen the danger without experiencing it yourself.”

      “You want me to experiment on everything?”

      Charlie’s mouth twitched without sound before he spoke. “Ideally, no. You’d never get anything done. You have to learn some lessons from those who have gone before you. And lucky for you, so, so many have gone before you, Eve. In fact, everyone has.”

      Eve still struggled with the notion that there had been humans before her. Failed attempts… Creator had hinted that there had been several of those before Eve. After all, why would her designation have been Eve14 if there hadn’t been Eves to account for those earlier numbers? But more than those? Humans from long ago? Creator should have mentioned them if that were true.

      “Come on. Let’s get inside. There’s more to see downstairs than one lonely fire that’s been burning since long before you were born. The sky’s promising rain soon, and while you should see a storm someday, I don’t want to get caught in the rain wearing my good suit.”

      Eve gazed into the heavens. She was a speck of dust in the cosmos. Thinking back to her perception of the buildings on the way from Notre Dame, the dark clouds that wafted from the West must have been truly enormous. Eve also remembered the soggy cling of wet fabric when she dressed too soon after a shower.

      Better to follow Charlie to the unknown depths below the surface than get caught in the rain.
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      Eve had expected the inside of Charlie7’s home to look similar to the lab where she had lived. It should have been well lit, well constructed, and contained everything necessary for living in one convenient setting.

      Instead, Charlie7 lived inside a maze. Each chamber had a purpose and included items relating to that purpose. One room’s walls displayed an orderly collection of hand tools. Another room was dominated by a large, glossy video screen, and had a single chair facing it. The room next to that was scattered with screens and terminals. There was no order or pattern to their locations despite Eve’s efforts to discover one.

      Soon, Eve lost track of her bearings.

      Charlie blustered through descriptions as he guided the tour. Media Room. Study. Workshop. Storage. Mementos. Lab. The latter caught Eve’s attention because it was nothing like the lab she’d grown up in.

      This lab was small in comparison to Creator’s. The equipment was mainly disassembled robotic parts and electrical diagnostic scanners. A few tools Eve could identify; most were alien to her. But Charlie continued on, and Eve hastened to catch up. She didn’t care for the thought of getting lost in the labyrinthine confines of Charlie’s home.

      A grumble in Eve’s stomach brought up a pressing concern. Though it was rude to interrupt, Eve felt that Charlie was making a grave oversight that needed remediation. “Excuse me.”

      Charlie halted the tour in an instant and met her gaze. Though his features were different, the dull glow of Charlie’s robotic eyes reminded Eve of Creator.

      Eve glanced away. “Where are your puzzles? I’m hungry.”

      Charlie straightened as if Eve’s question had struck him a physical blow. “Good Lord. Food. How could I overlook something so fundamental? But what’s this about puzzles? You can’t eat those…”

      “I’ll solve any puzzle you like,” Eve promised.

      Eve could no longer ignore that digestive juices were eating away at her stomach lining. Mentally she prepared herself for the worst Charlie could place before her: conundrums, ciphers, logic boxes, regression algorithms. Eve was ready to disprove a paradox to get a meal.

      For a time, Charlie just stared at her. Was he trying to think up a particularly devious challenge for her?

      “No,” Charlie said at length. “I believe you're quite enough of a puzzle already. But you make a good point. The problem is, I don’t have food here. I can’t remember the last time I needed to eat. Actually, there are some biological functions we’re going to have to account for. I’ll find you some water—that’s something I’ve got, at least. But I’m going to need to figure out the rest. If you have to… excrete… just take the elevator topside and use the bushes.”

      Eve nodded. It was a logical plan. “And food?”

      “Well, if you can solve the puzzle of where to find human-digestible food on short notice, I’m open to user input. Actually, strike that. Just… make yourself at home while I figure it out.”

      Make herself at home? If Eve knew her way back to Creator’s lab, she’d have headed there already. But the events since she was whisked away were a blur in her memory. She’d have to ask Creator about that. Likely there was a chemical imbalance in her brain that affected short- and long-term memory.

      In the meantime, without more detailed instructions, Eve crossed her legs and sat where she was.

      “No. Don’t just sit there like a lump. There’s a whole world you know nothing about.” Charlie took Eve by the hand. She allowed Charlie to tow her into the room with the computer terminals scattered everywhere.

      The nearest screen lit with a welcome message at Charlie’s touch. A cheerful blue background gave way to a prompt at the bottom of the screen. A blank line begged for text input.

      With a gentle prod, Charlie herded Eve in front of the console. “Ask it anything.”

      “Like what?” Too broad or open-ended a set of parameters was a recipe for chaos. A choice among billions of options was no choice at all.

      Charlie put a hand to his forehead, covering his eyes. “Aren’t you the least bit curious about this world?”

      Eve nodded. Of course, she was.

      “Have there been questions you’ve failed to ask because they seemed inconsequential, or you didn’t want to bother or offend me?”

      “Why are you helping me when Toby22 wouldn’t?” Eve asked. “Did I offend him? If I offend you, will you pass me on to someone else?”

      Charlie knelt down. She was taller than him this way. He seemed less intimidating, which made no logical sense. He had the same mass and knowledge as before. Relative height shouldn’t have mattered, but somehow Charlie diminished as she looked down at him.

      “Toby was scared,” Charlie murmured. “You are paramount. You don’t understand that yet, but someday you will. There will always be someone to take care of you.”

      The illusion of harmlessness evaporated as Charlie stood. Once again, he was tall and all-knowing.

      “Why were there humans a long time ago but not now?” Eve asked.

      Charlie swept a hand at the terminal. “Go ahead and ask it.”

      “I’ll need a stylus.” Creator had always given her one when it was time for her to use a terminal.

      “Use your finger. It’ll work just fine.”

      Eve was about to protest when it occurred to her to try, just to see what happened. She tapped in her question, and the terminal responded as if her finger were a stylus.

      “This is wonderful,” Eve beamed. “I feel like Creator!”

      Creator never needed a stylus. All the terminals in the lab responded to Creator’s touch and some even to her voice. With her computer inputs, Creator could even download data directly if she wished. Eve couldn’t imagine doing that. If Eve’s finger could be a stylus, who knew what else she could accomplish?

      “Well, don’t go getting overexcited. Ask all your questions, and I’ll be back as soon as I figure out how to feed you.”

      Eve listened to Charlie’s footsteps as he departed. A door slid open somewhere in the distance. It closed again, and the sound of footsteps cut off.

      Eve was alone. She breathed a sigh and felt the tension ease from her shoulders. Alone was how she belonged.

      Creator wasn’t always a comforting presence; Charlie was still an enigma. But Eve was content with solitude. It was her natural state, just her and the tasks she had been left.

      It was kind of Charlie to leave her a task. Eve had worried that he would leave her without instruction, which was a recipe for trouble. Settling in, Eve exercised her newfound power to communicate with a terminal all on her own.

      WHY WERE THERE HUMANS A LONG TIME AGO BUT NOT NOW?

      She remembered to word the query just as she had to Charlie. If she had formed the question improperly, surely he would have mentioned that before telling her to use the terminal.

      The terminal didn’t answer directly. It didn’t respond as Creator did, with a straightforward answer. Instead, the screen flooded Eve with words and pictures. Video, audio, and every imaginable form of data spread out for Eve’s perusal.

      It was a story, but one strangely told.

      Eve flitted from one piece of information to another, struggling to assimilate it all. There were pictures of humans—creatures more like Eve than Creator but in endless varieties.

      People trapped within the screen had long, multiple names. Many of them spoke the only language Eve knew, but others jabbered incomprehensibly. Some were different sizes or colors. They wore outlandish clothes, sometimes with words scrawled across them carrying phrases and slogans Eve couldn’t grasp.

      At length, Eve stumbled across a simple text summary. Her quest for answers started there.

      On July 29, 2065, mankind had their first encounter with extraterrestrial life. All attempts to communicate met with failure.

      The alien ship broadcast mathematical patterns across every radio frequency imaginable, but no meaningful dialogue could be established. On August 9, 2065, hundreds more alien vessels arrived in Earth orbit. All attempted communication ceased.

      With the imminent invasion of Earth at hand, the governments of every nation united and launched a preemptive attack. Our only weapons against them were an aging arsenal of nuclear warheads. But Earth’s supply of such devices was insufficient.

      On December 7, 2065, the last human died.

      Eve stared in fascination. Even without understanding everything, there was a scope and gravity to the grim pronouncements.

      Continuing her search, Eve opened other terminals and found they were equally amenable to her finger as an input device. Keeping the original summary on display, she cross-referenced, filling in the missing pieces her mind wasn’t able to reconcile.

      WHAT ARE NUCLEAR WARHEADS?

      The terminal went into great detail describing the earliest known versions of such devices. The underlying physics made sense to Eve, though the concept of optimizing a subatomic chain reaction for uncontrolled exothermic energy release was bizarre.

      How would someone even test such a ludicrously dangerous system? She tapped her follow-up question into the terminal, and it answered matter-of-factly exactly how humanity had done so. It even showed the result of early live trials on cities known as Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

      She could picture it now. Extraterrestrial creatures in unfamiliar vehicles orbited Earth. Humans were scared. Nations used their governments to attack using nuclear fusion energy releases. Eve was still missing pieces.

      WHAT IS GOVERNMENT?

      This entry was far broader than she had expected and encompassed her next search as well, which would have been for “nation.”

      Old humanity organized themselves and created rules—sometimes for themselves and other times to impose on others. It seemed like they had tried every organizational system that could have ever conceivably worked and some that were doomed to failure from the outset. They’d divided themselves into so many different groups…

      There had been so many humans. Eve’s “nation” search included population totals, and the numbers were staggering. Before the extraterrestrials arrived, there had been 10.3 billion of them.

      Creator hadn’t invented Eve; she was a mere echo of billions just like her. But that had changed.

      WHAT IS JULY 29, 2065?

      The computer showed her an entry that explained the Gregorian calendar, a method for marking the passage of time based on cyclical orbits of the Earth around the sun.

      Creator had taught Eve orbital mechanics, so the repeatable and mathematically consistent basis of the calendar made sense. The other references to August 9 and December 7 now made sense as well. They described the events of humanity’s last days over the course of 131 days from the time they first encountered extraterrestrial life.

      Eve had never heard the word “extraterrestrial,” but she knew the roots: beyond Earth. Humans had been wiped out by creatures from the stars.

      Fingers flew as Eve entered query after query. She could hear the sound of her own breath as it quickened.

      When had all this happened? Eve had seen from the pictures that the Earth looked nothing like the city Charlie had taken her through. It had been packed with buildings, people, vehicles, and roads.

      A search for the Arc de Triomphe showed it at the heart of a sprawling city. How long had it taken to come to its current state?

      WHAT IS TODAY’S DATE?

      This answer, unlike all the others, was simple, factual, and brief: June 21, 3090.

      Eve gasped. Her species had been dead a thousand years.
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      Evelyn38 breezed into Lab 14 carrying a crate of glass bottles filled with milk. A merry clatter accompanied her every step, drowning out the grating of servos that were years past wanting a replacement. Behind her, the lab door whooshed shut and locked with a satisfying clack of magnetic bolts.

      “Eve!” Evelyn38 shouted. “Eve14, come out this instant.”

      It had been quite a coup to get cow’s milk diverted to her lab when she was only supposed to be working on chimps. But the effort to convince Jocelyn87 to sidestep the Agricultural Appropriations Committee and give her a small supply had been worth it. It was high time Eve14 grew accustomed to more standard human fare. Better the milk went to a real girl than those sorry excuses for humanity at the Scrapyard.

      But Eve14 wouldn’t be drinking anything if she didn’t come out of hiding. The milk was warming by the second.

      “Eve14, I am in no mood for games.” Evelyn38’s voice pitched higher.

      This wasn’t like Eve14 at all. Evelyn38 had squelched the petty rebelliousness that crept into even the most carefully nurtured teenager. Was Eve14 hurt? Maybe she was just engrossed in a puzzle. That happened occasionally.

      Still carrying the clattering crate with her, Evelyn38 made a search of the lab. Her first stop was the food dispensary. But the puzzle terminal was dark; Eve14 wasn’t trying to unlock a lunch. Dusty old protocols for emergency first aid flitted across Evelyn38’s field of view.

      “Eve?” Evelyn38 called out as her pace quickened around the lab.

      Was Eve14 in the crawl tunnel of the obstacle course? No.

      Could she be hidden behind the table of the encephalographic scanner? In theory, yes. But she wasn’t there.

      Had she crawled into the clothes cleaner? Thank goodness, no.

      Glass rang against glass as Evelyn38 lugged her ill-won milk around the lab in a vain search for Eve14. It never occurred to her to set down the crate. During Evelyn38’s frantic search, the crate was forgotten amid a torrent of error codes and worry subroutines.

      “She’s gone,” Evelyn38 said aloud for no one to hear but herself. She had searched every millimeter of the lab. There was nowhere left for a 16-year-old human girl to hide.

      The crate slipped from robotic fingers gone limp. Glass shattered. Evelyn38 didn’t care. Her Eve14 had been kidnapped.
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      Charlie7 came back to find Eve14 curled up on the floor, sobbing. A quick perusal of the multiple open terminals was enough explanation as to why.

      Perhaps allowing Eve14 unchecked access to the Earthwide database wasn’t the wisest course of action. But the gulfs in the girl’s knowledge base came up short in Charlie7’s morality algorithm. No good had ever come of blind ignorance, especially the sort that had been carefully and deliberately cultivated. Eve was too bright and well educated in other aspects for her utter lack of historical education to be an accident.

      Kneeling beside her on the floor, he laid a hand on her shoulder. Eve shrugged him off with a jerk.

      Where was a puppy when he really needed one? He had jokingly suggested getting her one, but perhaps it shouldn’t have been in jest. There wasn’t a human with a soul who couldn’t be cheered up by the enthusiasm and unapologetic joy for life of one of those little creatures.

      While Charlie7 emitted a mild warmth due to servo motor activity and electrical resistance, he lacked the living essence of another creature. His touch couldn’t comfort her.

      Given what she had just shoveled into her mind, Eve would need a great deal of comforting. War. Aliens. Nuclear weapons. The passage of a millennium. A barren Earth. Death.

      It hadn’t occurred to Charlie7 that the factual end of biological life would have been kept from her. But she had terminals open to a variety of sources that described cultural beliefs about death and what lay beyond.

      Death wasn’t the sort of subject a young girl should learn alone at a computer terminal.

      Charlie7 reached out to touch Eve14 but stopped short. His obsolete human instincts warred with an internal database of adolescent psychology he’d just downloaded. “Eve? It’s OK. I found someplace where we can get you a proper meal.”

      Eve14 caught her breath between sobs. “Why?”

      Charlie7 pulled back, perplexed. It was a non-sequitur question. “No, you don’t understand. You said you were hungry. I’m going to take you to where we can get food.”

      Her reddened eyes looked up into Charlie7’s. Eve14 sniffled. “Why did Creator make me? I’m just going to die like all the others.”

      If human contact were beyond his ability, Charlie7 would have to try logic.

      “Human life is precious. We robots have human minds. We remember, to varying degrees, what life was like back then. We miss it. We miss you. Earth was meant to be filled with humans. Your kind might have died out over a thousand years ago, but before that, you carried on from one generation to the next. Now that the bottle has been opened, the genie can’t go back inside. There will be more of you, and once there are enough, you won’t need geneticists to carry on. Humanity is self-perpetuating.”

      “I just want to go home. I want to forget. I was happier not knowing.”

      Charlie helped Eve up to a seated position. “Don’t say that,” he scolded. “Fools once said that ignorance is bliss. It’s a tempting lie, but it is a lie. Humanity created my kind through striving for ever-greater knowledge. They applied it, and here I am today. When biological life on Earth was wiped out, we robots survived. We rebuilt. We restored. We’re putting things back the way they belong. None of that would have been possible if we wallowed in ignorance. Science is mankind’s greatest gift. Science is mankind’s second chance.”

      Eve14 took a shuddering breath. Charlie didn’t know how long she’d been crying before he found her, but she had reached the limit of her tears. “It hurts.” Eve14 hugged her arms tight to her stomach.

      “That’s mostly the hunger talking, I’d wager. You’ll feel better after a good meal.”
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      Charlie7 piloted the skyroamer across the Atlantic Ocean while Eve14 huddled under a blanket. He’d modified it to maintain constant internal pressure for Eve14’s sake, but there hadn’t been time to design, fabricate, and install a full suite of environmental controls.

      Even at supersonic speeds, the trip was going to take over four hours. Eve had stopped complaining, but he knew she had to be tired and hungry, not to mention cold.

      For his first day babysitting a live human, Charlie7 was doing a horrible job.

      “So, you like puzzles, eh?” Charlie7 asked, trying to distract the girl from her hunger.

      “I suppose,” Eve14 replied. “Creator never asked me whether I liked them. But I think I do.”

      Charlie7 had a puzzle of his own, and he didn’t know whether Eve14 would help him willingly. There was no robot designation Creator, but someone had made Eve14.

      The tidbits Charlie7 had gleaned thus far gave him serious reservations about Eve14 going back, even if the poor girl was homesick. Stockholm Syndrome, they’d called it. Whether Eve fit the technical diagnosis or not, she’d clearly adapted to living under the thumb of a controlling, oppressive robot.

      “So, your creator made you do puzzles before giving you food?”

      “No,” Eve14 replied with a grimace. “The food dispensers worked automatically.”

      Sure, they did. No automated system was responsible for its actions. It was just a matter of who’d programmed it. Of course, Charlie7 was doing a swell job of preoccupying Eve14. He tried to change the subject.

      “And you did calisthenics and ran and so on?”

      “Oh, yes. I must keep in proper working order. Typically, after my daily workout, I would take a reading of my vital signs. I don’t have the proper equipment here, but I am often able to render a rough self-diagnosis. For example, my current blood glucose level is dangerously low. I have an elevated heart rate. I am suffering from mild dehydration. I have⁠—”

      “And I apologize for all of that. We’re going someplace where we can get you all fixed up and in perfect working order. But tell me, how did you end up getting away from your creator? How did you come into poor Toby22’s life?”

      “Creator was gone. Then… I left. Then… Toby agreed to take me in.”

      Not much of a liar. That much was evident.

      Of course, Charlie7 didn’t doubt that the individual statements were each factual, but the overall effect was a lie. Charlie7 hadn’t been activated yesterday.

      Clearly, there were details between those vague waypoints that Eve14 didn’t want to divulge. But now wasn’t the time to press her for information she wasn’t willing to give freely. Eve didn’t trust him yet. She was hungry and thirsty and wearing a blanket because it would have taken Charlie7 too long to fabricate an overcoat for her. Charlie7 wouldn’t have trusted a strange robot if he were in Eve’s place.

      So Charlie7 changed tactics.

      While the skyroamer’s autopilot maintained course, Charlie7 questioned Eve14 about her likes and dislikes. Did she have hobbies? What was she best at? As their supersonic journey kicked up ocean water like an aerosol spray, he teased out Eve14’s personality. Along the way, Atlantic gave way to a brief interlude of land, then, in turn, became Pacific as the skyroamer streaked through the lower atmosphere.

      As it turned out, Eve was fascinated by theoretical physics, enjoyed spatial awareness simulations (which Charlie figured out to be virtual reality sports), and could regularly defeat her creator at chess.

      The latter intrigued him. It meant that this mysterious creator of hers was willing to engage Eve14 in competition. Not only that, she hadn’t used her internal computer to mop the floor with the girl. After all, chess had been solved long before humanity perished, and the algorithms were readily available.

      As for Eve14, Charlie7 realized that she scarcely resembled a girl as he remembered them.

      Charles Truman had attended Cal Tech and gotten his PhDs from MIT and Princeton. He’d known women with IQs that sounded like airline flight numbers. Every last one of them had some form of hobby or interest that wasn’t purely academic.

      “We’re landing soon,” Charlie announced before reducing throttle and angling for an approach vector.

      Eve pressed her face against the transparent aluminum window like a child taking her first ride on the school bus. Charlie angled the skyroamer to give her a better view of Easter Island as they swooped in for a landing. He could only hope the pure joy that lit Eve’s face wasn’t shattered by what she was about to witness.
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