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      Charlie7 often enjoyed being the center of attention, but today he’d just as soon have slunk back to anonymity for a few centuries. Today, thanks to the invasive and relentless investigation by half the committees on Earth, he wasn’t being given that option.

      The mixing chamber at Kanto buzzed with voices as dozens of dignitaries gathered for an unprecedented event. Never before had the Mixing Committee approved the upload of an unmixed personality. Never before had so many new robots been commissioned in a single batch. The factory below had been working at capacity for weeks preparing for this day.

      Rachel Eighteen stood before the assembly and clasped her hands behind her back. Aside from Eve Fourteen, she was the only human in attendance. “Welcome, everyone. Thank you all for coming today. By the authority of the Special Investigative Committee for Historical Crimes, I will be uploading each of the original Project Transhuman scientists to serve as witnesses. Also, for those of you who may be concerned about the subjects of today’s activations and my lack of experience, I have not mixed anyone. These are unmixed, raw—whatever you want to call them—human minds. I’m only operating the controls because Charlie13 can’t and Charlie7 won’t.”

      Not every eye in the room turned Charlie7’s way, but enough of them did that it made the eldest robot uncomfortable beneath their scrutiny.

      Rachel had lied, but it was the sort of public relations lie he could forgive. The Special Investigative Committee for Historical Witch Hunting had never bothered to ask for Charlie7’s help. He hadn’t decided whether he would have or not, but given that the myriad crimes on the docket all revolved around deception and cover-ups, they’d never have trusted any help he’d have offered.

      Rachel continued as if she were presenting at a symposium. She was cool, collected, and professional to outward appearance. But robotic eyes could detect the quickened pulse by the slight throbbing in the jugular vein. Robotic ears could pick out a faint tremor in her voice, carefully suppressed. “We will be proceeding with the activations in order of project seniority, as best our records show, with the exceptions of the principles involved: Charles Truman and Dale Chalmers. Thus, today’s first activation will be Dr. Jason Sanborn, chief crystal neurologist and inventor of the crystal matrix brain.”

      Charlie7 declined to correct her statement. This was an impolitic time to point out that Jason largely worked on refining Charles Truman’s prototypes into a manufacturable production model. Maybe Jason himself would correct the misattribution once he woke.

      As Rachel worked the controls to start the upload, Charlie7 wondered what would come out the far side. The five he’d awakened to battle the alien invaders by his side were the only raw personalities he knew to be stable. Jason had been fine the first time. Would he be the same again, or was there an element of chaos in the simulation of the human brain? Mixing was a black box art form; what if that was because of instability inherent in the human mind?

      Hushed conversations around the room filled the time while the upload processed. Data flowed from the Kanto database to the crystalline brain of the Version 75.1 chassis on the inclined upload table. It was usually a five-minute process giving life to a newly mixed robot. The countdown displayed for the observers today showed that this transfer was expected to finish in under three.

      Simpler minds. One personality. An old friend.

      Charlie7’s processor locked in a simulation cycle, wondering what the project team was going to think of their work a thousand years hence. He knew not all of them had been true believers. Most had been fascinated by the technological challenges, the applications outside Project Transhuman’s stated purpose, or simply the resume-padding of working with luminaries in the field.

      The countdown slogged toward zero. Perceived time slowed as Charlie7 processed zettabytes of information each second.

      On the upload table, a pair of glowing orange eyes snapped to life as Dr. Jason Sanborn awakened into a new world.

      “What the hell? Is this supposed to be a joke, Dr. Truman?” the new robot asked, shutting off his optics and bringing a hand up to his forehead. At the metallic tink when stainless steel fingertip met cranium, his eyes lit once more. Jason looked around, taking in the sight of the mixed assemblage of robots with only two humans present.

      His first words were an echo from a thousand years past. Jason2 had the exact same first words, incredulity warring with annoyance at first.

      “What’s going on here?” Jason asked.

      Rachel stepped forward with a tour guide smile. “Welcome to the year 3097, Dr. Sanborn. You’ve been reborn in a robotic body.”

      Jason looked down at his hands, turning them over. He tugged back the sleeve of the suit his new body wore to examine the servos of the wrist joint. He shook his head. “There must be some mistake. That… that was supposed to have been a preliminary scan. I-I mean… I was just on the scanning table. I can still feel the gooey spots where the electrodes stuck to my scalp. You’re telling me that 1,032 years have passed just like that?”

      He tried to snap his fingers, but the slick metal fingertips didn’t produce the proper sound.

      Rachel reinforced her faltering smile. They should have let Charlie7 handle this. “If you access your mental file server, in the root directory there is a file labeled So_I’m_A_Robot_Now. It really will help explain most of this.”

      Jason paused, and the hush that remained in the upload chamber had a sense of reverence. For centuries, the Twenty-Seven had been held up as Promethean gods among robotkind. The watching robots waited for a proclamation.

      “It worked,” Jason said simply. “Holy hell. It WORKED!” He cackled and leaped from the upload table, dancing with no discernible skill or style, halfway between running in place and an amateur boxing match. “Woo! Where’s Dr. Truman?” he asked when the initial excitement passed. “Who are all these people?”

      Charlie13 stepped forward. “My name is Charlie13. I run this facility. The man⁠—”

      Jason was already shaking Charlie13’s hand. “You did it, Dr. Truman. I believed in the technology but to actually be here? Oh, God. Am I dead? Oh, no. The scanner fried my brain, and this is my heaven, isn’t it?”

      Rachel placed a hand on his shoulder. “All real. You’re alive, just a different sort of alive than you used to be.”

      “As I was saying,” Charlie13 continued. “Dr. Charles Truman is in a great deal of trouble. We needed to bring in the only witnesses whose testimony can shed light on the events of Project Transhuman.”

      A soft, incredulous chuckle built in Jason until its echoes filled the upper reaches of the upload chamber. “You’ve got to be kidding me. If this is the year 30-whatever, and you’re all Truman robots, you ought to be treating him like a god.”

      “I’d settle for sharing a beer,” Charlie7 called out, unable to contain himself. “Figuratively speaking, of course.”

      The crowd’s murmurs of disapproval didn’t stop the newly minted Jason Prime from threading his way through the crowd to Charlie7’s location. “It’s really you?” Jason asked, craning his neck at the giant Version 70.2 chassis that stood a full head taller than anyone else in the room. “Of course it is. You were always a giant among men.”

      Arthur19 made his way through the crowd, which moved from his path like similarly charged ions. “Before this one has a chance to charm you, I’d like an hour or two of your time to answer some questions.”

      “Who are you?” Jason asked. He leaned close to study Arthur19’s 56.12 chassis.

      “Arthur19, chairman of the Privacy Committee,” he replied. “Now if you’ll⁠—”

      “Dr. Schwarz?” Jason asked. “You still owe me a report on the…” He looked around. “I suppose that report’s a moot point now. I’m-I’m… this is going to take some getting used to.”

      “Yes. I’m sure it will,” Arthur19 said gruffly.

      “You’ll be fine, Dr. Sanborn,” Charlie7 said. “Good to see you again.”

      As Arthur19 led Jason Prime away from the upload chamber, the new robot turned and pointed back at Rachel. “Did Holly get her niece an internship or something? Why isn’t she a thousand years old?”

      Presumably someone else would answer all Jason’s questions later. Charlie7 was more concerned about the docket of scientists yet to come.

      Brent210 and Janice76 carted another Version 75.1 chassis into the room and hoisted it onto the upload table. Rachel stood by and supervised, visibly nervous, uniform already damp with sweat.

      But she carried on. “Well, now that we’ve met our first legendary scientist, let’s move on. Our next activation will be Dr. Holly Chang, two-time winner of the Turing Award and co-creator of the operating system that all modern robots use.”

      When Holly Prime awoke, she studied the room carefully before pronouncing. “I had imagined them looking more lifelike by the time of mass production.”

      “You don’t seem surprised?” Rachel asked with a narrowed gaze.

      Holly cocked her head. “I’m a little surprised you went into robotics, Madison. You always seemed destined for abstract mathematics once you outgrew gymnastics.”

      Rachel shrank back. “I’m not Madison. I’m Rachel.”

      Eve stepped forward, drawing a double take from Holly Prime. “We’re clones based on your niece’s DNA.”

      Holly sighed or at least pantomimed a sigh. “And here I kept telling her parents she’d amount to nothing if she didn’t focus her studies. And to think, I’d accepted the possibility of biological immortality as more likely than cloning. And you of all people.”

      After a brief, mildly offensive, and slightly inaccurate family reunion, one of Arthur19’s flunkies escorted Holly Prime off or an interview of her own. The Privacy Committee occupied most of the investigative branch of the Special Investigative Committee.

      Next came Dr. Fred Zimmerman, whose first reaction after Rachel explained the year and his current state was to ask, “How are my stocks doing? Am I rich enough to retire?”

      Once Fred Prime had been introduced to the world, Rachel moved on to activating Dr. Alison Francoeur. “I had specifically asked that I not be turned into a robot until you had smell figured out. Didn’t anyone bother to write that down somewhere?”

      Dr. James McCovey’s reaction had been, “What’s there to do around this place? I imagine there are drones for just about everything by now.”

      Dr. Evelyn Mengele snorted delicately upon rising from the upload table. “Well, it worked. Looks like I owe my nephew ten quid.”

      After several successes with the Twenty-Seven, Rachel inserted the first of the additional six missing personalities to the docket. “Up next, um, there’s only a name. Juan Pablo Vazquez. I presume he had a doctorate. For any more information, we’re going to have to⁠—”

      “Dr. Juan Pablo Vazquez,” Charlie7 called out, raising his voice over the buzz of the crowd. “Professor of microelectronics and miniaturization at Stanford. Graduated University of Barcelona. Graduate work at MIT and Cal Tech. We moved on from his early designs, but chassis up through Version 20.12 all used his basic servo motor package.” With a nod, Charlie7 indicated that he’d said his piece. It wasn’t his place to mention that Juan had played soccer in college and suffered a horrible leg injury that left him with a limp the rest of his life.

      Everyone had their reasons for joining Project Transhuman.

      When Juan awoke, his first steps showed that same limp. When Rachel pointed it out to him, it was like watching a revivalist miracle. “I can walk? No pain? Gracias Dios por todo.” He clasped his hands and looked to the ceiling.

      Silently, Charlie7 accepted Juan Prime’s thanks.

      Around the room, Charlie7 eavesdropped on conversations. Robots could have communicated over private Social channels if they wanted privacy, so he considered all verbal communication fair game. In snippets here and there, he pieced together a narrative. The idea that Charlie7 was a nefarious, murderous, menace was fading in light of his former colleagues’ reactions.

      Eventually everyone from Project Transhuman had been reawakened with one exception.

      “Don’t do it,” Charlie7 warned. “You can get what you need from everyone else.”

      Arthur19 had returned from his interviews by then, and his sneer spoke volumes. “The fact that you don’t want Dr. Dale Chalmers awakened is reason enough to do it.”

      Charlie7 remembered a time when the activation of a new robot was a solemn event undertaken with the utmost care and mindfulness. It hadn’t been a mass herding of unprepared robots into the world. Not every human mind was able to cope with the stresses of a life bereft of biological touchstones. His own early failures in mixing had proven as much.

      When the upload cycle ended, Rachel rattled off her standard spiel. Dale Prime ignored her. “Where’s Charles Truman?” he bellowed. “I know he must be one of you.” Looking around the staring assembly of robots, Dale Prime scoured them with his gaze.

      “Right here,” Charlie7 said when no one else outed him.

      Dale Prime stormed off the scanning table and made a beeline for him. If it weren’t for the fact that his own Version 70.2 chassis was so physically superior to the Version 75.1 they’d assigned Dale, Charlie7 might have been worried.

      “You bastard,” Dale Prime said with gravel in his digitized voice. “You unbelievable bastard.” Rumbles of conversation grew as the gotcha moment of the inquisition appeared to be at hand. And then Dale Prime gave Charlie7 a handshake that might have torn a lesser robot’s arm from its socket. “By God, we did it.”
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      In a borrowed side office of Kanto, Eve and the rest of the Special Investigative Committee for Historical Crimes met to discuss what they’d seen and heard. Sixteen of them crowded into a room sized for perhaps ten, and the table they gathered around was still warm from the factory floor that had created it minutes earlier.

      “Well, this has certainly been an enlightening morning,” Arthur19 grumbled as a call to order.

      “I am not like that,” Holly68 protested. “Holly Prime is more a robot than I am.”

      “Never pictured myself as the lazy sort,” Fred33 said with a shake of his head.

      “At least you’re not an embarrassingly nervous wreck,” Jason90 said. “And who’d have imagined I stutter?”

      “Mixing,” Eve said. “None of you is them. Charlie7 and Charlie13 trimmed out extraneous personality. What you all saw out there was raw footage. What you’re complaining about is what was left on the cutting room floor when you were mixed.”

      “How come Charlie7 seems so… us-like?” Mary27 asked.

      Eve had theories about that, ones that she didn’t feel like sharing with the group. A thousand years was a long time to be human. A thousand years in a robotic body, cut off from the physical sensations that had taken a lifetime to grow accustomed to. Even an optimistic lifespan put Charlie7 at ten times the age he ever should have seen.

      “Forget all that,” Arthur19 snapped. He slapped his hand down on the table, causing a hollow clang. “We need to cross-examine all these new robots, get their stories straight. How much of Charlie7’s revised story is true? How much can be verified? Whose version of Project Transhuman are we living in—the team’s or Charles Truman’s?”

      “You’re going to have trouble with them,” Eve warned. “All the mixes were predisposed to cooperate.”

      Chuckles from around the table punctuated her comment.

      “You laugh, but you’re nothing like the humans in the histories,” Eve said. “These robots don’t think they’re robots. They’re human scientists in robotic bodies. They’re not going to behave as logically or rationally as⁠—”

      “We’re not emotionless,” Holly68 cut in. “You ought to know better than that.”

      “I do,” Eve said. Looking around the table, she could sense the tension. She heard the fear in those voices even if the biological markers were missing. These robots were rattled, having just awakened their own creators and found something other than what they’d expected. “But Charlie13 in particular has devoted centuries to pruning the mixes to avoid pettiness, phobias, grudges, and plenty of other flotsam of human personality. No process is perfect, but you’re all a far cry from the people we just created today.”

      “You called them people, not robots,” Mary27 pointed out. “You usually call us robots.”

      “They’re not human. They’re not robots,” Eve said firmly. “We’ve created a mezzanine class of sentient life. Dale and Charlie were the first, and no one knew but them. Now we have thirty-three of them, and they’re here to stay. They’re not going to take job assignments they’re predisposed by mix to want. They’re not going to humbly take junior positions on committees. A few might play along, but it’s not going to be long before these robots start acting like Human Age humans—because that’s what they think they are.”

      “So what, then?” Arthur19 asked. “We need their help for the investigation. Are you implying they won’t cooperate?”

      Eve sighed. Despite digital implants that allowed her to see the names of her committee members floating above their heads and access the Earthwide network directly, she still thought human thoughts. Despite a cruel, barbaric upbringing, she still felt human feelings. “Again, their reactions are going to vary. I’m sure most will help, at least for a while. But it won’t take long for some to remember who created whom.”

      “What’s a human in a robotic body going to do?” Holly68 asked.

      As if Eve could answer that with any certainty. The only thing that sprang to mind was the obvious. “They’re going to act like humans.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      Charlie7 departed Kanto feeling pretty good about the testimony his former underlings would give in his defense. He’d climbed to the skyroamer lot and nearly reached his craft when a voice called out from behind him.

      “Charlie?” the female voice rose above the wind. “Charlie Truman? Is that really you, or are you just a robot now?”

      He stopped and turned. The new robots had all been given brand new clothes, and Nora Prime wore the same brown pantsuit she’d been born in. The thought of it being her birthday suit caused Charlie7 a smirk as he waited for her to catch up.

      “It’s really me,” he confirmed. “Sorry you had to come into the world this way. Wasn’t my call.”

      Nora Prime approached within arm’s reach but no closer. She looked up into Charlie7’s glowing robotic eyes with a matching set of her own. “This is all so strange. It doesn’t look a thing like you, but it sounds like you, right down to that flippant way you turn everything into a conversation about you.”

      Charlie7’s memories of Project Transhuman were imperfect. Anything post-awakening held the crystal clarity of perfectly digitized data. While his human memories hadn’t faded one iota, they were still subject to the existing fuzziness of all biological recollection.

      And right at that moment, he couldn’t recall where his relationship with Nora Roberts had been when her final scan was collected.

      “It must seem like yesterday to you,” Charlie7 replied.

      “Not even,” Nora Prime replied. “I remember grabbing lunch at Jake’s Taco Truck, you joking about my new buzz cut for the scan, lying down as Toby hooked up the electrodes. Next thing I know, it’s the thirty-first century and humanity was wiped out by aliens.”

      Charlie7 shrugged. “To be fair, that’s ancient history. Lost its visceral punch centuries ago for me.”

      Nora Prime looked around at the other robots heading for their skyroamers after the day’s pageantry and pomp. Was she paranoid? That was never a good sign in a newly mixed robot. Charlie7 wasn’t sure what it boded in a pure scan.

      “What became of our son?” she asked in a whisper.

      Oh, shit.

      Events coalesced into a time line in Charlie7’s memories. They’d still been in the midst of their affair. Nora Prime remembered her pregnancy but not the abortion.

      Charlie7 merely shook his head. “The whole species was wiped out.”

      “But… did we at least get to⁠—”

      Charlie7 shook his head again. “Miscarriage. Second trimester. It was⁠—”

      But before he could get another word out, Nora Prime had wrapped her arms around him, sobbing—or at least her shoulders shook and she whimpered. “I… I can’t even cry properly. I lost my baby, and I can’t even cry.”

      Charlie7 gently rested a hand on Nora Prime’s lower back, same as he would have comforted a weeping Eve or Rachel or Phoebe. He couldn’t say whether it would work the same as for a human woman. Charles Truman had never been the sort to latch onto anyone for comfort.

      “I’m sorry,” he said softly.

      Other robots took wide paths to avoid the spectacle they had become. None of the legendary scientists had been quite what the personality archetypes had prepared them for. Seeing their pantheon gawk and cry and stumble around in bewilderment had taken their toll on the robotic zeitgeist already.

      Pushing back from him, Nora looked up into Charlie7’s eyes. “Can we try again? There’s no Mitch to get in the way. There’s no project to consume you. It worked. I gave too much of myself to science; I want something back. We’ve earned it. Let’s have another child.”

      Charlie7 sighed.

      Nora Prime swatted him on the chest. “I get it. You don’t have to patronize me. We’re robots without genitalia. But I asked my share of questions during that interview including what Holly’s niece was doing acting as Frankenstein’s Igor. Robots have been raising cloned human children for the past five years—legally, anyway. Pairs, 18-year commitment, I got the whole story including the existence of genetic samples from the project team.”

      If only modern life were so simple. Find a girl. Start a family. Live the biological dream.

      Charlie7 had responsibilities. Then again, his access to various committees and computer systems had been so vastly curtailed by the Special Investigative Committee for Historical Crimes that it felt like an amputation.

      The investigation itself was a bigger issue with planning eighteen years into the future. “You may have noticed I’m in a bit of a compromised position politically at the moment.”

      “To hell with them,” Nora Prime said with a fervor that no Nora archetype had ever shown. “If there’s one fact that’s unavoidable: those smug ingrates owe you everything. None of this would exist without you. This body, this mind… it’s all your design. Everyone else was just helping with the project, whatever else they might claim.”

      Dr. Nora Maxwell-Granger had been a primate biologist. She’d been responsible for the health and welfare of the chimps that had been the brain scanner’s first test subjects. The chimps had been completely unharmed. Project Transhuman’s methods were non-invasive, painless, and brief. Nora had played a part in driving Charles Truman to ensure all those conditions had been met.

      Without her—without any single one of them—Charles Truman would have eventually succeeded. “But I only finished in time because of all of them. This wasn’t my sole success. There was the whole war. The end of life on Earth. There was—God, more than I can sum up. I have a lot of baggage since that scan of yours happened.”

      Nora Prime stepped back. “It’s too much. You’re not the man I knew; is that what you’re trying to tell me? I can’t even imagine. A thousand years… do you even remember us?”

      “Like it was yesterday,” Charlie7 replied truthfully. It was ever ensconced in his database that his final meal as a human being was a raspberry Twisty-Bar and a bottle of off-brand orange soda. His last glimpse of Nora had been of her driving off with two chimps in the back seat of her car, trying to evacuate ahead of the alien toxin billowing across the globe.

      “Well, that’s the only way I remember you,” Nora Prime replied.

      The five seconds of silence that passed between them would have seemed like an eternity to another robot—one who hadn’t been convinced she was a human yesterday, at any rate. That was time enough for Charlie7 to review the entirety of his relationship with Dr. Nora Maxwell-Granger during the Human Era.

      It had all started with a late night during primate trials of the brain scanner. She had been touched by how gentle he was with the chimps; he’d merely been taking care not to damage his prototype. All the same, it had resulted in drinks and a shared motel room while her husband was away on government business.

      They became an open secret in a lab where professional passions and personal lives sloshed together too often for anyone to find them especially scandalous. What Nora couldn’t recall was the fallout from her pregnancy. Charles Truman hadn’t been the most understanding lover; he’d seen the issue as black and white. Divorce Mitch Granger, and Nora became just Nora Maxwell again, free to move on—with him.

      Over the months that followed, the two of them had fought and reconciled multiple times. One particularly nasty spat resulted in Charles admitting he was worried about passing on genetic conditions he’d never told Nora about. She terminated the pregnancy before Mitch ever found out about it.

      When Mitch returned from overseas, the two of them went to couples therapy. Charles Truman had never gotten a straight answer out of her as to whether she’d told Mitch about their affair.

      But in the midst of it all, Charlie7 remembered that he’d been happy—possibly even content. If Nora had gotten her way, and he’d paid more attention to her than his work, humanity would have been buried and forgotten. Cephaloid alien creatures would have called Earth their home. He’d been right to choose Project Transhuman over blissful domestication.

      Why not?

      Charlie7 was being marginalized in every other aspect of robotic society. Surely his political opponents would be more than happy to see him spend the next twelve or thirteen years—since no child of his would need eighteen years until emancipation—settling down and enjoying a quiet life.

      “I think I’d like that,” Charlie7 said. “Whose DNA? Yours or mine?”
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      On April 15, 3098, a male human specimen was removed from artificial neonatal gestation and took his first breath. His parents named him Alexander Leonardo Truman, after his maternal grandfather, a famous inventor, and history’s greatest scientist, in that order.

      Genetically, Alex was virtually identical to the human once known as Dr. Charles Truman. However, modern science had cleaned up his genome, removing all traces of heritable disease and abnormality, predisposition to heart disease, asthma, and several forms of cancer.

      “He’s perfect,” Dr. Nora gushed upon first holding him.

      Charlie7 smiled. She had no idea.

      Among the small group of friends in attendance, the new parents accepted well-wishes and tidbits of misguided but well-meaning advice. That circle was smaller than it might have been a year prior, but Arthur19’s persecution had taken its toll. Charlie7 might have been exonerated, but he hadn’t been widely forgiven. Legalese didn’t patch up friendships.

      “You’ll be great parents,” Eve assured them.

      Plato clapped Charlie7 on the back. “Yeah, if any robot can imitate a human, it’s a couple who still remember being human.”

      As the newborn cried, the robotic couple continued to accept congratulations and social blandishments promising they’d be excellent parents. Charlie7 joked and laughed with the segment of robotkind’s elite that was still speaking to him. Dr. Nora was beside herself with joy, unable to form complete sentences without going off on tangents. Most of the guests were humans or robots from among the awakened Twenty-Seven—the other six had taken poorly the news that Charlie7 had excluded them from his mechanoid utopia.

      “Of all robots,” Toby22 remarked, one of the few mixed robots to attend, “I had never figured you for a father.”

      Charlie7 placed a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “I’ve been to the edge of the solar system. I’ve been to the bottom of the ocean. This is my biggest adventure yet.”

      Abbigail Fourteen, who had been quiet and attentive all through the birth and its immediate aftermath, spoke up. “He doesn’t seem to be happy to be born.” She stood on a chair by the incubator console to peer into Dr. Nora’s arms at the bawling newborn.

      “That’s normal,” Dr. Ashley assured the girl. The former surgeon was the closest the Twenty-Seven had to an obstetrician. She spoke with a hint of a Spanish accent absent in her robotic namesakes. “His lungs need exercise. He’s never used them before today.”

      Abbigail frowned. “I know that. I mean he doesn’t look happy. When I got to see Paul30 and Janice71’s baby, he cried lots too. But this baby seems angry.”

      “C’mon, squirt,” Plato said, scooping Abby from her perch and seating her atop his shoulders. “Let’s go outside and find some bugs.”

      Abby sighed. “They’d better be good bugs to be better than a new baby.”
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      Two years later, Charlie7 and Dr. Nora were visiting Paris with young Alex. Eve and Plato’s home had a palatial garden and vast stretches of drone-manicured lawn to play on. Toby Prime—whose honorary doctorate had been a matter of debate, granted mainly to ease the nomenclature problem of non-numbered robots—attended as well, having latched onto the family as a sort of uncle. As the original version, he’d come pre-programmed with a puppy-dog devotion to Charlie7.

      Despite full run of the grounds, Abby kept Alex herded within earshot of the adults’ conversation.

      “Wish we got to see more of you two,” Dr. Nora said sweetly. “But it feels like raising a toddler takes twenty-five hours a day.”

      “It’ll be easier to get together once Alex starts school,” Eve said with a shrug. “I’m assuming you’ll want to move closer to Oxford rather than commuting from North America.”

      Leaning back and watching the two young children kicking an inflated ball back and forth, Charlie7 chimed in. “Well, the Boston Restoration Project is something we’re both enjoying. Not sure it’s worth putting on hold for years just to cut down on travel times.”

      “Alex good in a skyroamer for an hour each way?” Plato asked. He slurped lemonade through a straw.

      “Oh, he fussed the whole way,” Dr. Nora assured them. “But we don’t plan on a school commute.”

      Eve scowled. “You’re not considering⁠—”

      “Yup,” Charlie7 said. “Going to homeschool him. Oh, don’t look at me like that. He’ll get plenty of opportunities to play with other kids. But frankly, I think it’ll stunt him socially.”

      Plato scratched the back of his neck. “How you figure? Oughta be the other way around.”

      Charlie7 shook his head. “Let him play sports and active games with kids his age and size. Nice, level playing field there. But if you put him in a classroom environment with his physical peers, he’ll humiliate them, ruining his social relationships. Put him in with his academic peers, and he’ll be surrounded by adolescents while he’s still got all his baby teeth.”

      Eve sighed. If there was one worry she had about Charlie7 as a father, it was that he was raising a clone of himself. Ego shouldn’t get to operate in a closed loop like that. “He’s only two. You can’t make those sort of gross extrapolations based on vocabulary and grammar usage. There’s always⁠—”

      Eve’s statement was drowned out by the horrid buzz of the gardening drones roaring to life a few meters away.

      “What are you doing, Abby?” Plato demanded sternly without slipping past the borderline into anger.

      That phrase, What are you doing, Abby?, had become the theme song of their marriage. Eve and Plato both sang it in the same voice, tinged with a mixture of skepticism and worry. Abby’s answers ranged from innovating ice cream flavors or teaching the dogs to sing to building homemade fireworks, attempting to fly a skyroamer, or programming a drone to pierce her ears.

      Chocolate bubblegum ice cream had turned out to be palatable. Jimbo and Russels had recovered from severe stomachaches from excessive positive reinforcement. The explosive precursors had been confiscated. Eve had instituted encryption on the skyroamer controls. But occasionally things slipped through.

      Abby still had pierced ears of her own doing.

      “We’re going to play checkers,” Abby said as the drones mowed a grid into the lawn, varying the grass height to create light and dark squares. A moment later, another drone rolled out of the house carrying red and black plastic platters still warm from the Protofab.

      Eve leaned over to Charlie7 and shielded her mouth from the children. “Does Alex know checkers?”

      “Probably his idea,” Charlie7 replied. “The strategic layer of chess is still a little too abstract for him.”

      The adults watched while Abby laid out the plate-sized checkers. She took the red and made the first move. Alex showed no sign of confusion, toddling over and moving one of the black checkers in a standard opening.

      Though he obviously understood the game, Alex lost handily.

      “Don’t let her double-jump you,” Charlie7 advised. “Think ahead.”

      Alex lost the second game.

      And the third.

      Midway through a fourth game, Abby blocked him in such a way that any move he made would result in getting two of his pieces taken in a single turn. After looking at the lawn-based board from both sides and finding no moves, Alex dropped one of his pieces on an invalid square.

      Abby hustled over immediately. “You can’t do that!”

      Alex burst out crying and ran for Dr. Nora.

      “I’m sorry,” Abby shouted after him. “Don’t cry. It’s just a game.”

      “It’s all right,” Dr. Nora assured her. She pulled down the boy’s pants and pulled out a portable machine she carried with her in a duffel. “He’s just soiled himself.”

      Alex didn’t wear what anyone would have considered to be a diaper. Instead, he was protected from his own excretions by what appeared to be the short-shorts version of a space suit. As the boy stood squirming and sniffling, Dr. Nora hooked up a hose from her equipment to the mechanical diaper, giving the connection a quarter turn to lock it in place.

      The device hummed. Within the hose, water rushed in a gurgle. An indicator light switched from red to green, then Dr. Nora unhooked the apparatus. “There you go, darling. All clean.”

      Eve watched the boy return to checkers, where Abby had already undone his illegal move and awaited his return. “So it wasn’t the losing that brought on the tantrum? It was just the messy diaper… thing?”

      Charlie7 chuckled. “He’s used to losing. Don’t want him thinking he can do no wrong. I never go easy on him; I just tell him how I beat him so he can do better next time.”

      Dr. Nora looked from Eve to Plato and back. “Do the two of you let Abby win at games?”

      “No,” they said in unison.

      “Abby doesn’t like playing against Eve,” Plato explained. “And I can’t beat her at anything that doesn’t involve being twice her height and fifty times as strong.”

      Charlie7 cast a sly glance at Eve. “By the time he’s six, I bet Alex will give even you a run for your money.”
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      On her fourteenth birthday, Abbigail Fourteen stood in front of the Emancipation Board. Last year, she had convinced them that another year of adult supervision wouldn’t stunt her professional career. This year, she’d taken more drastic measures.

      Her mother wasn’t present, as usual, having recused herself from the board’s decision. The rest of the board was familiar to Abby and not just because she was seeing them for the fourth consecutive year. These were Eve’s colleagues. Some were even friends.

      “As usual, Abbigail, your academic credentials are spotless,” Nora109 stated. The head of the Earth school system took on the leadership role in Eve’s absence. “This is your third year in independent curriculum, and I’m happy to see that you’ve broadened your interests outside of the sciences.”

      Abby shrugged, slouching in her chair opposite the semi-circle of experts on human development, education, and psychology. “What can I say? It’s like jogging up a down escalator. Science advances as fast as I learn it. Plus, it’s not like the planet needs another paleontologist or metallurgist. And genetics creeps me right the fuck out.”

      Nora109 frowned and cocked her head but didn’t comment on Abby’s cursing.

      Go on. Let her say something. Let her scold Abby on the record during her emancipation hearing.

      Before the silence in the hearing room could grow uncomfortable, Phoebe stepped in. “Life skills testing is a mere formality at this point, despite my suspicion that this year’s burnt teriyaki tofu was an intentional miscue. I submitted a report on last August’s lobster bisque as evidence that you can cook for yourself.”

      This time, Abby kept her cursing to herself. She should never have let Mom talk her into helping cook for the reunion. Aunt Phoebe had stabbed her right between the braised ribs.

      Ashley390 took a turn as well. “You are physically and emotionally sound. Your parents did not consent to brain scanning for you, but you show all evidence of superior intellect and emotional stability. There is no medical case for your continued dependency.”

      Earth had little in the way of a legal system. Nothing like the Human Era films and historical records. Any appeal of the Emancipation Committee’s decision would revert to the Human Welfare Committee, where Eve would again recuse herself, and Abby’s appeal would fall to largely the same group she sat before now.

      If she were to make a stand, it would be on her own two feet.

      “Does anyone even care that I don’t want emancipation?” Abby asked the room at large. “Society at large doesn’t need me. Humans are superfluous. Any career I pick, I’m at the back of a system with no retirement queue. A Human Era scientist might start out in the shadow of a luminary of the previous generation, but eventually she’ll take over the mantle of preeminent expert in the field. But if I went into polymer science, my great-grandchildren could die of old age before Arthur35 stepped down as foremost expert. Robots. Don’t. Retire.” She omitted Charlie7 from her argument since no mention of him was liable to earn her points with the board. “Training and retirement are two sides of a coin. Human Era society relied on both.”

      Nora109 laced her fingers together and fixed Abby with a disapproving glare. “You don’t get to opt out of adulthood simply because the current system doesn’t meet your expectations. It’s unfair to your parents to remain responsible for you now that you’re clearly capable of looking after yourself.”

      But Mom had always said it was no burden at all. Abby had been a wonderful child, she’d said.

      That nagging worry returned like a boomerang she couldn’t throw away. If Abby had been such a joy to raise, why hadn’t Mom and Dad ever adopted another baby? Robots had done it. Theresa and Pisces had three, and they were humans. Eve and Plato, heroes and icons of the Second Human Era, could have had as many as they liked.

      And yet, they’d opted to raise Abby as an only child.

      “They don’t mind,” Abby said lamely.

      Phoebe leaned across the table to draw just a little bit closer to Abby’s seat. “They’d be horrible people to say otherwise.”

      Nora109 looked up and down the arc of seated Emancipation Board members. “I trust that we’ve all heard enough here. All in favor of approving emancipation for Abbigail Fourteen?”

      The word “aye” rang like a gong in Abby’s mind. The vote was unanimous. 11-0, with a lone abstention by the absent chairwoman.

      “Congratulations, Abby,” Nora109 said formally. “You are no longer a child. You are now entitled to all the rights and responsibilities of a citizen of Earth.”

      Hooray…
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      Lazy clouds floated overhead. As Abby walked beneath them in a daze, they remained merely water vapor, as if the whimsy required to conjure them into turtles and sea monsters had been snatched from her imagination along with her childhood. Walking alone from the Emancipation Board meeting was a rite of passage. There would be a ceremony next week for a public coming out, but the immediate aftermath was a demonstration of freedom.

      No one was going to tell Abby what she had to do, where to go, or what to do with her life.

      It was terrifying.

      A gleaming, Kanto-new skyroamer waited for Abby on the concrete pad just off London Commons. It was hers—Earth’s gift to the newly emancipated. All her life, the world had been a roving bubble that surrounded her parents or teachers. Now, she had the means to get anywhere on Earth, and the only place she wanted to go was home.

      Not that she technically had a home at the moment. That afternoon, Abby had an appointment before the Housing Committee to pick a place to live. She’d get a temporary apartment in Paris that she could either turn into a permanent residence or simply bide her time until one could be built to her specification.

      Circling her new skyroamer, Abby pondered what to do with it. Dad had made her learn to pilot one, so it wasn’t as if she was unsure how to operate the craft. She just hated being the one to do the flying. With the autopilot disengaged, the controls were perfectly happy to let her slam straight into a mountain or building. Abby didn’t enjoy the power of the machine for its own sake the way Dad did or appreciate globe-hopping like Mom. The responsibility for her own safekeeping was a burden she’d have preferred someone else bear.

      Still, as she ran her fingers down the sleek contours of the vehicle’s exterior, it was kind of cool to have one all to herself.

      The interior still smelled of chemical cleansers and outgassing plastics. Sitting with the canopy open, Abby fired up the air circulator full blast.

      Beside her, the passenger’s seat was empty. If it weren’t for the fact that all skyroamers were at least two-seaters, she’d have taken that for another symbol of emancipation. She wondered if Eve and Nora109 realized the irony of providing a passenger seat to a girl—a woman now, she supposed—whom they’d just cut adrift.

      More likely, it was simply a disconnect in messaging between the Emancipation Board and the skyroamer production line at Kanto.

      As the circulator continued to churn air and filter chemical residue, Abby ran a hand along the steering yoke. “I am a bird cast out of the nest and asked to fly.”

      Somewhere deep down, she knew that Eve and Plato weren’t the sort to let their little bird lie broken on the forest floor to become a meal. That didn’t make the fall any less terrifying.

      Resigned that the factory odors would die away with time, Abby closed the canopy. It locked shut with an air of finality. With five hours to kill before her appointment with the Housing Committee, she fired up the thrusters and took to the skies with no destination in mind.

    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/project-transhuman-5_engineered-tyrant_ebook_large.jpg
PROJEGT TRANSHUMAN

ENGINEERED TYRANT

SM[]RIN‘






