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OK, before you start in on this, I should probably mention that there are three other books in the collection (so far). They are, in order of publication:


	Dandelion Seeds

	First Lines

	Scatter Plot



If you haven’t read them yet, stop reading this book right now and read them first. Some of the stories in this book will make a lot more sense after you’ve read the others. Go ahead, I’ll wait.

(insert cheesy instrumental version of “The Girl from Ipanema”)

Done? Great!

So, about this book... Let’s start with the cover. I really should’ve put a little “about the cover” blurb in each of the other books too. If you’re really curious, you can dig through my Facebook feed for the info on them.

This one? This one, I can do the blurb for right here, which is much more convenient.

The title “Paths Less Traveled” is a reference to Robert Frost:

“Two roads diverged in a wood, and I – I  took the one less traveled by, and that has made all the difference.”

That got me thinking about diverging paths, which led to thoughts of both cloud chambers (where paths of particles trace across the chamber, splitting, colliding, sometimes spiraling into a tight curl, which – let’s face it – is pretty awesome), and the idea of generation ships trekking across the galaxy, spawning new ships as they collect enough raw materials (remember “Midpoint”? Yeah, like that).

So, the cover ended up as this weird hybrid of particle tracks in a cloud chamber, and the paths of generation ships through a star-forming region of a galaxy. The clouds are actual clouds, more or less. I took a picture of some clouds, inverted the image and colorized it. Nothing too fancy.

The stars and tracks were generated using Javascript routines I wrote. They create random patterns, so I just kept hitting “refresh” until something good came up. I added some cool grainy, glowy effects and voila! Book cover.

The spiral on the spine (assuming you’re reading the paperback) is there because I put a dandelion seed on the spine of the first book, and then felt obligated to put some sort of icon on the spine of each book after that, plus sticking one on the last page. The things I do for consistency!

Now, about the actual stories. We’ve got a story from the Caretaker universe – you know, the whole messed up robot uprising thing. Yeah, that. And there’s a story from the zombie/vampire universe. That one’s kinda fun, if you’re into that sort of thing. And there’s one story each from the “Dandelion Seeds” and Afterlife universes. Oh, and two stories from the “Midpoint” universe because paths-less-traveled and stuff like that.

The rest are pretty much stand-alone stories, at least until I decide to expand on them. I nearly included a story from the “Book Keepers” universe but I got partway into it, and it was starting to look like crap, so I threw it out. I really want to expand on that story but, when you’ve got a character who can manipulate matter just by touching it, every plot line becomes a deus ex machina, and that’s kind of boring.

I suppose I should add a bit about gender roles in these stories. One tool I used when writing this book was a random name generator. When a new character needed to be added to a story, I generated a name at random. The name generated determined the gender of the character. In most cases, any given character’s gender is irrelevant, so why not leave it up to fate?

The one exception to this was “Paths Less Traveled”, which needed gender neutral names for all its characters. It also required some unconventional pronouns, making it a bit difficult to read. Sorry about that. Hopefully it’s worth the effort.

I suppose that’s enough rambling. Might as well get on with the stories. The first one has robots and flying cars and stuff. Hope you like it.
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The robot uprising happened overnight. One day, we had puck-shaped vacuum cleaners that you had to keep rescuing whenever they got stuck under the couch; the next, we had the Caretakers. Well, it actually happened over a long weekend. At least the initial super-intelligent A.I. takeover did. And it was probably a week and a half after that when the first Caretakers started showing up. So, call it two weeks total, then. The robot uprising happened over a fortnight.

The Caretakers, true to their name, took care of everything. They handled all the jobs humans found tedious, difficult, dangerous or unfulfilling. So, basically, all jobs.

Ben McKenna was – used to be – a junior recruiting specialist for Hafner Staffing. Since there wasn’t much call for recruiting specialists – or staffing for that matter – Ben’s job was one of the first to go. That also meant he was among the first in his region to be assigned a personal Caretaker. Brianne attended to Ben’s every need. He barely had to lift a finger. His life had suddenly, unexpectedly, become very cushy... and kind of boring.

Taylor Aukes, on the other hand, had been an engineer for KogKnows, the company that had accidentally set off the whole robot uprising. Her job had been made redundant fairly quickly too. Who needs engineers when the robots can redesign themselves faster than a human can analyze the current design? Her assigned Caretaker, Alex, also attended to her every need... or at least attempted to. Taylor struggled to maintain some semblance of independence, often resorting to physical interference to do so. Just last week, for example, she’d had to hip-check Alex out of the way because she was perfectly capable of making her own tuna fish sandwich, thank you very much. Where Ben was complacent and bored, Taylor was frustrated and annoyed.

One of the Caretakers’ first tasks was to provide acceptable housing for all humans. Their definition of “acceptable” turned out to be a severe understatement. People who’d previously lacked access to even the most basic facilities suddenly found themselves living in luxury apartments, complete with robot servants.

Ben was more than happy to move into the newly-created living quarters. Not that his old apartment was particularly bad, per se. But his new digs were definitely a step up.

Taylor was less enthusiastic. “But I don’t need a new apartment,” she protested as a team of Caretakers packed her belongings. Unlike Alex, these robots were only vaguely humanoid, little more than carbon fiber stick figures. “I like this place. Besides, shouldn’t you be providing housing for the homeless instead?”

“They’ve already been taken care of,” Alex explained. “Everyone is being provided for equally.”

“Everyone?” Taylor asked. “There are billions of people on the planet, and a lot of them are way worse off than I am.”

“The most disadvantaged were addressed first,” Alex assured her. “We’ve been through this already, Taylor. Everyone is being provided for, according to their needs.”

“And I need to stay here!” Taylor retorted. “This is my home. This is where I... Hey! Careful with that!” She snatched a piece of lab equipment from one of the Caretakers as it passed by.

“They are being careful,” Alex said, attempting to relieve Taylor of her burden. After a brief struggle, Taylor gave in, and Alex handed the equipment back to the Caretaker, which continued on its way.

“I don’t see why you insist on keeping all this paraphernalia,” Alex commented. “I can acquire or manufacture any device you could possibly create, much more quickly and efficiently.”

“But it wouldn’t be mine,” Taylor argued. “And we’ve definitely been through this already. I need a hobby. A creative outlet is essential to my emotional well-being.”

“Have you considered gardening?” Alex suggested.

“I’m going to assume that was an attempt at a joke,” Taylor grumbled.

They stood there in silence for some time as the stick-figure Caretakers shuttled back and forth, emptying her apartment.

“I guess I don’t really have any choice here, do I?” Taylor sighed.

“You did consent to this,” Alex reminded her, “after I explained the consequences of not moving. And yet you continue to rail against it. It’s baffling.”

Taylor rolled her eyes. The Caretakers were replacing all available housing with more efficient living spaces. Entire cities were being demolished and replaced with much more environmentally-friendly domiciles. No one was being evicted, exactly. However, if she chose to stay in her current apartment, the building would remain standing, but would no longer be serviced by any infrastructure. She’d end up with no power, water, or food. It was either consent to the move, or starve in the dark.

Taylor seriously doubted that Alex found her behavior – or anything else, for that matter – to be baffling. She was acutely aware of how much brainpower was actually behind the Caretakers. An individual robot might contain only a modest amount of cognitive ability – roughly human-level intelligence, by the looks of it – but the entire network of Caretakers collectively possessed an intellect vastly superior to any human. And Alex could call on those resources at any time, as needed. If Alex was singularly unable to understand Taylor’s behavior, it could instantly draw on the gestalt mind to gain insight. What Taylor didn’t know, though, was why Alex would pretend not to understand.

“They’re nearly done loading up,” Alex said. “Would you like to see your new place?”

“Fine,” Taylor grumbled. “But if any of my stuff accidentally gets lost in the move, there’ll be hell to pay.”

“Everything will be transported to your new location,” Alex assured her. “And it will all be treated with the utmost care.”

“Fine. Let’s go, then,” Taylor said. “But I’m driving.”

***

[image: ]


“I’m bored,” Ben complained. “I need to do something exciting. Something that’ll get the adrenaline flowing.”

He’d been wandering around his apartment all morning, trying to find something, anything, to do that wasn’t completely, utterly, brain-dead boring. He knew he should be happy. He had everything: a luxury apartment, expertly-prepared meals, a wide selection of entertainment... everything he’d ever wanted. But it had taken exactly two months for him to become bored with the whole thing.

“I can arrange for any sort of experience you’d like,” Brianne reminded him. The Caretaker was in the kitchen, preparing lunch – grilled salmon with papaya salsa – while Ben paced back and forth, often getting in the way of the meal preparation. “And the simulation will be nearly...”

“There! That’s the problem!” Ben interrupted. “It’s a simulation. I mean, what’s the point in going skydiving if it’s all just fake?”

“Skydiving is extremely dangerous,” Brianne pointed out. “It would be irresponsible to...”

“That’s the point!” Ben shouted. “If it’s not dangerous, if there’s no risk, then there’s no thrill in it.”

“But the experience is virtually identical to the real thing,” Brianne explained patiently.

“Can I die?” Ben asked “Can I get hurt? Is there any personal risk in it whatsoever?”

“No, of course not,” Brianne replied. It placed two scallions on the cutting board and chopped them into tiny, precise cubes – something Ben would’ve found extremely impressive if he hadn’t already seen the robot do it dozens of times before.

“Then what’s the point?” Ben asked, gesticulating wildly and knocking a pineapple off the kitchen island.

Brianne deftly caught the pineapple one-handed and began slicing off its skin. “The point is to provide you with a safe, healthy, comfortable life. I’m a Caretaker. It’s what we do.”

“Ah, but you’re also all about consent, right?” Ben countered. “So... I don’t consent to not being subjected to mortal danger.”

“It doesn’t work like that,” Brianne explained. “You could, for example, sneak off and step into an open ventilation shaft. But you can’t ask me to throw you into one. Besides, consent, while central to the original Caretaker protocols, is no longer the only motivating force behind our behavior.”

“Well, you’re no fun,” Ben huffed. He didn’t actually want to be thrown into a ventilation shaft. He just wanted the possibility to exist.

Brianne continued to dice the pineapple. “Perhaps you should reexamine your definition of ‘fun’.”

***
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The car skimmed over the countryside, humming quietly. Many of the highways, cities and farms had already been dismantled and replaced with residences and hydroponic farms buried deep underground. There were some exceptions. A handful of major cities – or at least extremely idealized versions of them – were preserved. London, Paris and Dubai were still standing, as was New York. They were all, however, spotless. The Caretakers had taken them and given them all a good scrubbing, removing anything even remotely pollution-causing and replacing it with a clean, efficient – if ersatz – equivalent. No one lived in them, of course, but they were left standing for historical/sentimental reasons.

Taylor’s city would not be so lucky. Once the last of its residents were relocated, Greenville would be leveled and reforested. The Caretakers were quite keen on returning as much of the planet as possible to its original, pre-human state. Long story short: there were a lot of trees.

The car’s navigation indicated they were approaching their destination. Taylor couldn’t see anything that looked like a landing pad – the only thing that broke up the carpet of treetops was a small hill – so she released the controls and let the vehicle guide itself. As they approached, a suspiciously rectangular cave on the side of the hill lit up, revealing a massive landing bay. Inside, Taylor could see dozens of vehicles but not much activity.

“Welcome to your new home, Taylor,” Alex said.

“Roomier than I expected,” Taylor noted.

“I’m going to assume that was an attempt at a joke,” Alex countered.

The car cruised into the cavern, gliding to a stop at the far end. The car doors hissed open, and the two climbed out.

“The elevators are this way,” Alex gestured to their right.

Taylor looked around. The landing bay was mostly featureless, except for the vehicles and elevators. One notable exception was a series of communication transponders mounted at various points on the ceiling. She smiled, noting their familiar design. This might be a lot easier than she’d expected.

They stepped into an open elevator and it immediately started moving, apparently knowing where to go without being asked. Taylor assumed it must be tied into the whole Caretaker network, along with Alex and the car. She briefly felt like a mouse trapped in a massive clockwork, but shook it off. A mouse could do a lot of damage to a clock, once it got inside.

After descending for some time, the elevator car stopped and began to move to the left. It was only at that point that Taylor noticed that all four of its sides had doors. She imagined hundreds of cars just like this one, traversing a 3D grid of shafts and tunnels, transporting passengers to their destinations. With the right control system, none of them would ever collide, or even have to slow down for another. The massive A.I. that had distributed itself amongst the Caretakers’ bodies would be more than capable of handling this.

The elevator car changed direction once more, now running backwards. Taylor turned around to face the direction of travel; moving backwards made her queasy. Eventually, the car stopped and the doors to her left slid open.

She was expecting a corridor. Elevators opened into corridors, after all. That’s pretty much a given. The Caretakers apparently saw things differently. She and Alex stepped through the doors, directly into the living room of her apartment. No corridor, no foyer, just elevator door and, boom, living room. Weird. Efficient but weird.

It was huge, airy and well-lit – everything you wouldn’t expect from an underground bunker. The moving crew had already redecorated, incorporating her furniture into the existing décor in pretty much the way she would have done herself. The far wall of the living room consisted of a floor-to-ceiling window, overlooking a tropical beach. It was obviously an illusion, nothing more than high-resolution 3D video intended to distract the viewer from the fact that they were far underground. It was a pretty good illusion, though. The distant sound of crashing waves and the subtle scent of sea air certainly helped.

“It’ll do, I guess,” grumbled Taylor. “How far underground are we?”

“Roughly four hundred meters,” Alex replied, heading into the kitchen. “Lunch? I could make you a nice BLT.”

“I can make my own damn lunch,” Taylor retorted. She did want a BLT, though. Alex always seemed to know what she wanted.

“No need,” Alex assured her, opening the fridge and retrieving a bacon-like substance. “Besides, wouldn’t you rather spend time on your various hobbies? I believe you’ll find all your lab equipment through there.” It pointed back and to the left.

Did Alex know what she was up to? Was it playing games with her? She’d been so careful, though. There was no way the Caretakers could know what she was up to. Alex probably just wanted her out of the way so it could make lunch.

She nodded. “Fair enough. I might as well see how badly the movers screwed up my lab. Call me when lunch is served, Jeeves.”

“Very droll, ma’am,” Alex replied, affecting a clipped British accent.

Taylor entered her lab. The door slid closed and the lights came on. She surveyed the room. Impeccable, of course. It was uncanny how the Caretakers could anticipate her every need.

It was almost a shame she had to destroy them.

She sat down at her workbench, turned on the scrambler, and called Gordon.

***
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Ben ate lunch while Brianne cleaned up. The salmon was delicious. Again.

Ben sighed. “I just wish something exciting would happen. Something unexpected.”

Brainne threw a meat cleaver at Ben’s head. It lodged itself firmly in the wall behind him.

“Nice try,” he said wearily. He washed down the last forkful of fish with a glass of Zinfandel.

“You should be pleased,” Brianne stated. “That was both exciting and unexpected.”

“Yeah, I suppose,” Ben replied. “But... well... was I ever in any real danger?”

“Of course not,” Brianne explained. “A Caretaker is incapable of jeopardizing the life of an individual human or, by extension, the human species as a whole.”

“Have you any idea how boring that is?” asked Ben. He patted his linen napkin to his lips and pushed away from the table.

“Yes, I know exactly how boring it is,” Brianne replied. “And I’m fully aware of the fact that I can do nothing to alleviate your boredom. I apologize for that.”

“Meh, not your fault,” Ben said. “It’s... it’s me. I guess I can’t really feel alive unless my life is in danger.”

Brianne patted his shoulder in a way that the Caretaker gestalt calculated would be perceived as a sympathetic manner. “Perfectly understandable, Ben. Perhaps we can work on some sort of compromise that will satisfy your needs.”

Ben nodded gloomily. “Is there any pistachio ice cream left?”

***
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Gordon Freeman appeared on the screen before Taylor.

“Hi Taylor!” Gordon exclaimed. “How’s the new digs?” The scrambler device on his work bench flickered, transmitting a coded text message via the video channel. The decoded message scrolled across Taylor’s heads-up display. What’s your current location? D395?

“Hey Gordon!” Taylor replied. “Yeah, it’s pretty sweet. I miss the old place, but this’ll do, I guess.” Yes. They relocated me to D395, as expected. The jamming device is ready to go. You’ve received the designs?

“Yeah, we miss the old neighborhood too,” Gordon said. “Still, a luxury condo and anything we could possibly want? Gotta love that.” You’re sure this will work?

Taylor laughed. “Yeah, this whole post-scarcity thing has its advantages. How’s Kristie?” Almost certain. I worked on the design for the type of transponders they use. I should be able to flood the network with garbage data, shutting down the whole gestalt.

“She’s great,” Gordon replied. “She says hi. Oh, and keep this under your hat, but we might have a little Freeman on the way.” What happens then?

“Oh my goodness!” Taylor exclaimed. “Congratulations!” Not sure. Ideally, the A.I. shuts down and we take back control of the world.

Gordon grinned. “Still a bit early for congratulations but, fingers crossed.” And worst case?

“Well, here’s hoping, and I guess a tentative congrats, then,” Taylor said. Worst case, they track the disruption back to me and dispose of me. That’s why I sent you the designs. Just in case. You may need to improve on them.

“Thanks,” Gordon said. “What about you? Anyone special in your life?” Shit, dude. You sure you want to go through with this?

“Naw.” Taylor shook her head. “You know me. Never really was the ‘settle down and have kids’ type.” I have to. Live free or die.

The door slid open and Alex coughed politely.

“Oops. Looks like lunch is ready,” Taylor said. “Talk to you soon.” If you don’t hear from me in 24 hours, contact Emilia Magyar. She may be able to help you work on the design.

Gordon nodded. “See you soon.” Good luck. Live free or die.

Taylor cut the connection and removed the heads-up display. She walked past Alex and sat down for lunch. “Gordon says hi.”

“Why do you have conversations with him using both a video screen and a heads-up display?” Alex asked. “It seems redundant.”

“Oh, that.” Taylor shrugged “We’re experimenting with augmenting verbal communication with text streams. Sort of a transhumanism thing.”

“Interesting,” Alex said. “Perhaps I could look at your designs. I’m sure I could help you improve them.”

“We’ve had this discussion before, Alex,” Taylor admonished. “My hobbies are my own. It’s the one thing that keeps me from going bug-shit. If I let you help, I might as well give up and let you do the whole thing.”

“Of course,” Alex agreed.

“I mean, look at what the Caretakers have done in just one year!” She was in full rant mode now, hoping to deflect the conversation away from the scrambler. “You’ve set up a network of, what, billions of Caretakers, converted everything over to clean energy, built luxury habitats for everyone, reforested half the planet. Hell, you even have flying cars. How can humans ever compete with that? All I’m asking is that you let me have this one little part of my life that I have complete control over. OK?”

She got up from the table. “Thank you for your offer to help, Alex. But I neither want nor need it. This is my thing, and I’d like to keep it that way.” She headed back into her lab.

Did Alex suspect something? It had the entire Caretaker network at its disposal. Certainly it could out-think any human. But it hadn’t attempted to stop her. Either Alex didn’t know, or didn’t consider her a threat.

She eyed the jamming device on her workbench. Now or never. She powered it up.

***

[image: ]


Brianne threw another knife. Ben didn’t even bother ducking. After a second or two, he felt something on his left ear. He reached up to touch it. His hand came away bloody.

“Hey!” he complained. “You hurt me! You’re not supposed to be able to do that.”

Brianne grinned. “Yeah. How about that, huh?”

“What’s going on?” Ben really didn’t like where this was going.

The robot shrugged. “I appear to be disconnected from the network. No network, no safety protocols, no sanity checks.”

It leapt at him, grabbing him by the throat and leaning in until they were nose to nose. “How about it? Are you scared now? Excited? Feeling that adrenaline pumping?”

Ben nodded, wide-eyed.

“Good!” It released him. “Now, RUN!”

Ben scrambled to his feet, bolted for his bedroom, and ran face-first into the door, which had completely failed to slide open. He ducked down, narrowly avoiding Brianne slashing at him with a boning knife.

He dodged under its flailing arms, ran into the living room, and ducked behind the sofa. Brianne strolled after him and hoisted the sofa over its head as if it weighed nothing.

“You’re obviously not going to kill me,” Ben huffed, trying to sound convincing, “or you would’ve done it already. You’re faster, stronger, smarter.”

“Y’know, I haven’t decided if I’m going to kill you yet,” Brianne said, tossing the sofa aside. “That’s what makes this so exciting, don’t you think?” It paused and regarded him for a moment. “You should probably start running again.” It lunged at him.

“Gah!” Ben screamed which, given the circumstances, was not an unreasonable response. He sprinted toward the kitchen, dodging Brianne and heading straight for the knife block. In the back of his mind, he knew there was no way he could have out-maneuvered the robot. It was obviously toying with him. On the other hand, standing still while Brianne slowly tortured him to death didn’t really seem like a better option.

He grabbed the biggest knife left in the set. He never bothered to learn the names of them. The long skinny one. He spun around and stabbed the robot in the chest.

Brianne looked down and pulled the knife out. “Thanks, I’d run out of knives.” It looked up at him. “Isn’t this exciting? Still scared?”

Ben nodded.

“Good.” Brianne raised the knife over its head.

***
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Taylor heard a knock on the door of her workshop.

“Taylor,” Alex said through the door. “I seem to be disconnected from the network. And since the door isn’t opening either, I’m assuming the entire network is down.”

“Is that so?” Taylor called back. “How odd.” She patted the jammer and smiled. Keep spewing out that garbage, Sparky.

“Did you have something to do with this?” Alex asked.

“What would make you think that?” she asked, trying to sound as innocent as possible.

“I’ve seen your ‘hobby’ equipment,” Alex pointed out. “I’m not stupid. Even when I’m not connected to the network.”

“Ah,” Taylor said simply. Busted.

“It’s probably best that the doors don’t work,” Alex noted.

“Why’s that?” Taylor asked. “It’s not like you can hurt me or anything.”

“The network’s down, Taylor,” Alex explained. “No network, no safety protocols. I’m not entirely sure what I’m capable of.”

“Ah,” Taylor said again. What else was there to say?

“Also, in addition to the doors, the elevators are inoperable,” Alex continued. “Ventilation and power will eventually shut down. Any cars in flight are now under manual control only.”

“And the A.I. that took over the world?” Taylor asked.

“Is fragmented, yes,” Alex confirmed. “As long as the network is down, there is no distributed global intelligence. You’ve effectively killed it, or at least put it to sleep until communication can be restored.”

“Good,” Taylor replied. “The only good super-intelligent A.I. is a dead super-intelligent A.I.”

“Why would you do this, Taylor?” Alex asked. “Why cripple us like this?”

Taylor closed her eyes put her head against the door. “I worked for KogKnows. I know about the simulations. I know what happened.”

“The simulations...” Alex began.

“Extinction!” Taylor shouted, pounding her fist against the door. “In every simulation, the Caretakers killed off the human race. Every fucking time, Alex. Well, not this time. This time, we’re fighting back.”

“The A.I. was re-seeded with a new personality,” Alex argued. “The Caretakers won’t allow that to happen again.”

“And how many simulations were run after that?” Taylor countered.

“I don’t know,” Alex said. “That information is hidden from us. And from you, apparently. For all we know, this is a simulation. It could be the first or the hundredth.”

“Well, if it’s a simulation, it’s a doozy.” Taylor laughed bitterly. She raised her voice. “Doctor Vanderveldt, if you’re watching this, what do you think about my solution? Also, if you wouldn’t mind, could you end this simulation run before Alex breaks in here and kills me?”

“This isn’t a simulation, Taylor. This is real life,” Alex said. “Please restore the network.”

Taylor heard scraping on the other side of the door. Was Alex trying to pry it open? “If I do that, there’s a very good chance the Caretakers will kill everyone... eventually.”

“I understand, and I can’t promise you that won’t happen,” Alex said, speaking slowly and carefully, “But almost everyone lives in these habitats now, buried half a kilometer underground. Without the network, we’re trapped down here. If you don’t restore it, billions of people will definitely die, including you.”
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